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NEWS MEDIA AND THE PUBLIC 
DISCOURSE ON TERRORISM 

IN AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND

Qiwei Kang1

This article explores the news media’s contribution to the evolving public discourse 
on terrorism in Aotearoa New Zealand. Employing a critical theory framework, it 
focuses on the construction of responses to terrorism through an analysis of two 
media texts related to the Christchurch terrorist attack, namely, “The end of our 
innocence” by Stuff and “This Is Us” by Radio New Zealand. The analysis demon-
strates that, while the dominant media discourse had previously reduced discus-
sions of terrorism to Islamic terrorism, the Christchurch attack created space for 
an alternative perspective. Moreover, the Muslim community in New Zealand has 
utilised news media to reject conventional thinking on terrorism. The analysis 
also suggests that the construction of a new, more meaningful public understand-
ing of terrorism is possible if a wider range of authoritative speakers participate in 
the evolving public discourse of terrorism and if various social actors are given the 
opportunity to represent themselves. 

Keywords: Critical Terrorism Studies; Discourse Analysis; News Media, Christ-
church terrorist attacks

Introduction 

On 15 March 2019, Stuff, one of New Zealand’s largest news media sites, published 
a feature story titled “The end of our innocence”, with a photograph of a mourning 
woman wearing a hijab as the background. The phrase “our innocence” here refers to the 
perception of New Zealand being free from acts of terrorism, thereby implying that the 
Christchurch terrorist attacks was a tragic event that changed the nation’s understanding 
of terrorism. The Christchurch terrorist attack certainly shocked New Zealand society, 

1  Qiwei Kang holds a Master’s degree in Conflict and Terrorism Studies and a BA Hons in 
Media and Communication at the University of Auckland. Her Master’s thesis examines drone 
deployment in the U.S. War on Terror, with an application of the actor-network theory . Qiwei is 
interested in politics and technology, contemporary political violence  and the media construc-
tion of social reality.
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as the country’s physical and cultural distance from violent extremism had left many 
with a false sense of security. Now, three years on from the Christchurch terrorist attack, 
it is important that New Zealanders and the government reflect on its current counter-
terrorism framework, including how the notion of terrorism is collectively perceived.   

In response to the Christchurch terror attack, the government appointed a Royal Com-
mission of Inquiry which produced a major report into the event. The Report gave a 
comprehensive interpretation of the Christchurch terror attack and provided a fulsome 
summary of the New Zealand counter-terrorism approach. Importantly, the Report 
made a call to reshape the public’s role in countering terrorism, including enhancing 
“public knowledge of current risks and threats.”1 From this perspective, it is necessary 
to review how current public knowledge of terrorism is being constructed in New Zea-
land, a topic to which little attention has been paid thus far.

This article aims to address that existing research gap by focusing on the news media’s 
role in the construction of the public discourse on terrorism in New Zealand, as public 
knowledge and understanding of terrorism are often built on media representations. 
Specifically, the article analyses two key media texts related to the Christchurch terror-
ist attack, using one feature story from Stuff and one series from Radio New Zealand 
(RNZ). Employing a broad framework of critical theory and discourse analysis, the aim 
of the analysis is to explore how the New Zealand media contributes to the construction 
of New Zealand’s public discourse on terrorism and whether new concepts and under-
standings can be created and sustained. In doing so, it also provides a critical reading of 
New Zealand’s approach to counter-terrorism. 

Terrorism, Counter-terrorism and Discourse

When examining counter-terrorism approaches, one of the most prominent issues 
is the difficulty in providing an accepted definition of terrorism. While many agree 
that at its core terrorism is a form of unlawful violence that targets the general public, 
carried out by individuals or groups, with the intention of provoking terror and creating 
a fearful climate for their political ends,2 such understanding is nevertheless far from 
a comprehensive or universally accepted definition. With debates on terrorism’s scope, 
membership and targets, it becomes an ambiguous and even paradoxical concept at 
times, “whose meaning lends itself to endless dispute but no resolution.”3 Some scholars 
have also pointed out the power asymmetry in defining some groups as terrorists 
while other are not. Upendra Acharya has argued that “generally, weak, less militarily 
equipped and marginalized people are identified as terrorists”, since “their quest for self-
governance or self-determination is generally undermined by powerful actors either in 
the national or international arena.”4 Therefore, while internationally there may exist a 
common understanding of which activities would constitute terrorism, a universally 
accepted definition of terrorism is not agreed upon.5 
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Traditional approaches to counter-terrorism policies usually start with an understand-
ing of terrorism as something “fixed or predefined.”6 Such research is also based on 
the premise that terrorism is defined by authorised speakers such as politicians and 
legislators, and that terrorism can be broadly understood as “Islamic terrorism.”7 This 
can result in the accepted knowledge of terrorism being “reproduced”, often “with little 
deviation from the central assumptions and narratives.”8 While the counter-terrorism 
approaches that are based on such an interpretation could be effective in combating 
ideologically-based terrorism such as radical Islamic fundamentalism, it can be less 
effective in responding to forms of terrorism outside of the frame of Islamic terrorism. 
Such approaches can also perpetuate Islamophobic, xenophobic and racist narratives. 
Crucially, the accepted social knowledge of terrorism, or the public’s understanding of 
terrorism, is in large part formed “through speech-acts by socially authorised speakers.”9 
At the same time, the lack of an accepted and sufficiently broad definition of terrorism 
has arguably further led to a cognitive gap in the public’s understanding of terrorism 
and thereby limited public participation in counter-terrorism activities. 

Yet, a growing number of studies10 have acknowledged the importance of increasing the 
involvement of the public in discussing terrorism, as this could enhance the production 
of more integrated counter-terrorism approaches. Studies from different disciplines 
have also highlighted the importance of the rhetorical dimensions of terrorism,11 espe-
cially media texts of terrorism and counter-terrorism, as these texts reflect and uphold 
the cultural imagery of terrorism in public discourse12 and the dominant public nar-
rations of terrorism.13 Given that terrorists and terrorist organisations seek to achieve 
their political objectives of spreading fear and discord by targeting the general public, 
the public can be seen as a means to terrorism’s end. Nevertheless, although the public 
can be viewed as the victims and targets of terrorist acts, they also hold a degree of agen-
cy in countering terrorism. Depending on the nature and extent of domestic terrorism, 
it would make sense for each terrorism-affected country to define its own contextual-
ised concept that can then inform the international understanding of terrorism. While 
the mainstream “problem solving”14 approaches in studying terrorism have failed to 
question the existing power structure and have taken the public discourse of terrorism 
as given, it is worth turning to alternative approaches that “identify, problematize and 
challenge”15 the terrorism dominant discourses that are assumed to be fact. 

Within alternative approaches to terrorism studies, theories that are influenced by post-
structuralism and the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory (FSCT) have been favoured 
by many scholars.16 These theoretical frameworks allow scholars to go beyond the au-
thorised official actors in counter-terrorism approaches, seeing the notion of terrorism 
as socially constructed and that the counter-terrorism framework is, therefore, made 
possible through the “social construction of the threat of terrorism.”17 Counter-terror-
ism policies and national identity, under such a theoretical framework, are not seen as 
“simply cause-and-effect terms” but rather as “mutually or co-constitutive.”18 This type 
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of research could therefore contribute to a more profound understanding of identity 
and security, as well as providing a critical review of current security practices, includ-
ing counter-terrorism. The importance of alternative approaches like critical terrorism 
studies (CTS), especially that which employs Discourse Analysis (DA), is that it helps in 
understanding terrorism discourse as a social practice and demonstrates how the lan-
guage used in a national counter-terrorism framework is a product of its social context 
and power structures. Following the work of Richard Jackson on counter-terrorism and 
Christopher Baker-Beall’s research on European counter-terrorism policy, this article 
is particularly interested in understanding terrorism through the lens of FSCT, with a 
focus on analysing terrorism discourse.

Along with other discourse analysis-oriented CTS scholars, Richard Jackson has point-
ed out that critical approaches question the existing accepted knowledge on terrorism 
and are “characterised by a set of core epistemological, ontological and ethical com-
mitments, including an appreciation of the politically constructed nature of terrorism 
knowledge.”19 This follows other Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) scholars such as 
Teun van Dijk who have argued that CDA is analytical research that is interested in 
“the way social power abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and 
resisted by text and talk in the social and political context.”20 In other words, given 
that CDA views language and discourse as a form of social practice, it could then 
be a useful tool in studying terrorism and counter-terrorism, helping researchers to 
decode the accepted public understanding and knowledge of terrorism. However, as 
CDA “treats discourse as an instrument that people can use for ideological purposes,”21 
such an interpretation of discourse’s instrumentality could undermine the agency of 
those actors who are not the authorised speakers, in which case the public would be 
reduced to a simple receiver of the discourse. Baker-Beall has also added that focusing 
too much on discourse’s instrumentality could “obscure the extent to which actors are 
also themselves a product of discourse.”22 Therefore, this article follows Baker-Beall’s 
interpretation in which discourse is “constitutive of actors, institutions and social struc-
tures rather than causal.”23

In the context of New Zealand, terrorism and counter-terrorism have been fairly un-
der-researched topics, but with increased attention from academics and the general 
public after the Christchurch terrorist attack. Despite what many believed, New Zea-
land was, in fact, never free of terrorism. However, up until the Christchurch terrorist 
attack, the little discussion on terrorism in New Zealand that did take place most often 
followed the narrative that terrorism was a post-9-11 threat that posed significant dan-
gers to the rest of the Western world. It was asserted that New Zealand had “avoided 
the worst to date,”24 and the public regarded terrorism as “non-existent in the past and 
unlikely in the future.” Further, public discussion on terrorism was often “entwined 
with commentary on race relations, civil rights and other issues.”25 In sum, it could be 
argued that the New Zealand public’s understanding and accepted knowledge of ter-
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rorism was most often simplified and relied largely upon overseas discourses. Among 
the limited research on New Zealand terrorism pre-Christchurch, some approached it 
from an historical lens,26 while others examined the legal framework of counter-terror-
ism in New Zealand.27 It was only after the Christchurch terrorist attack that research 
on New Zealand terrorism really started to grow, with a majority of research focusing 
on Right-Wing Extremism (RWE) and white supremacy.28 Crucially, there is to date 
very little research that examines the discourse of terrorism in a New Zealand context,29 
although there is some important research on the editorial focus of media texts within 
journalism.30 Therefore, it is important to expand the current research by focusing on 
the construction of the public discourse and knowledge of terrorism. Such research 
could challenge the conventional thinking and received wisdom on terrorism and pro-
vide a basis for a more critical assessment of the counter-terrorism approach in a New 
Zealand context. This article contributes to the existing research gap in studies of New 
Zealand terrorism in which the discourse of terrorism context is largely overlooked. 
By applying DA to the analysis of two sample news texts one year apart, both on the 
Christchurch terrorist attack, this study offers an examination of a part of the public 
discourse and the accepted knowledge of terrorism in New Zealand. It is hoped that 
this could in turn help to move towards a more comprehensive counter-terrorism ap-
proach that is suitable for the New Zealand context.

Background to this study

This section offers some background on terrorism in New Zealand by focusing on both 
terrorism and counter-terrorism before the Christchurch terrorist attack. It also exam-
ines New Zealand’s terrorism and counter-terrorism approach through a critical lens. 
This brief review provides the background for a critical reading of the public’s under-
standing of terrorism and New Zealand’s counter-terrorism framework. 

Terrorism Before Christchurch 

In 1985, agents of the French external intelligence service, DGSE, bombed a Green-
peace-owned vessel called the Rainbow Warrior, which led to the sinking of the vessel 
and the death of a crew member.31 The bombing was the French Government’s response 
to the Rainbow Warrior’s protest against French nuclear testing at Moruroa atoll, as 
well as to the emerging anti-nuclear movement in New Zealand at the time. When re-
acting to the Rainbow Warrior incident, the New Zealand prime minister at the time, 
David Lange, labelled the bombing as an act of “international state-backed terrorism.”32 
Lange’s claim is supported by the 1937 Convention for the Prevention and Punish-
ment of Terrorism, which defined “criminal acts directed against a state and intended 
or calculated to create a state of terror in the minds of particular persons, or a group 
of persons or the general public”33 as terrorism. Under a more cynical lens, Lange’s de-
nouncing of the sinking of the Rainbow Warrior as an act of state terrorism could have 
also been for his government’s political gain. When the Labour Party won a general 
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election in July 1984, it promised to make New Zealand nuclear-free34; therefore, taking 
a strong stance on the bombing of the Rainbow Warrior underpinned Lange’s anti-nu-
clear policy. In response to the Rainbow Warrior incident, New Zealand adopted the 
International Terrorism (Emergency Powers) Act 1987. At the time, some criticised 
the government for not giving “a clear enough definition of an international terrorist 
incident.”35 This is because New Zealand did not conceptually separate domestic terror-
ism from international terrorism, one result of which is an arguable absence of public 
understanding about the nature and types of terrorism.

In the 1990s, New Zealand witnessed a significant rise in the unemployment rate due 
to the economic recession between 1991 and 1992.36 During that period, a rapid growth 
in skinhead groups was observed in New Zealand, and violent acts by the growing 
numbers of RWE groups and white supremacist groups were also becoming a visi-
ble concern for the security sector. When recalling the 1990s, some New Zealanders 
pointed out that the local RWE groups at the time had “no national persona” but shared 
ideological connections with Australia-based skinheads and the U.S.-based groups.37 

In the twenty-first century, the world was under the shadow of the 11 September 2001 
terrorist attacks and the global war on terror, which in turn sparked a surge in Islam-
ophobia and xenophobia around the globe. In more recent years, the Alternative Right 
(alt-right) movements have received more attention, as there has been a number of 
terrorist acts carried out by alt-right individuals and groups.38 The perpetrators of such 
terrorist acts are often populations that are socially and economically marginalised39 
who often believe that migrants pose threats to their livelihood.40 In other words, ex-
tremist ideologies appear to define much twenty-first century terrorism, with violent 
acts committed by those claiming to be Muslims as well as far-right groups; from an-
other perspective, terrorism in the twenty-first century also appears to be closely linked 
with identity.41 It can also be observed that some extreme right-wing groups in New 
Zealand have been growing and transforming, yet they often “lack a unifying narrative 
or leadership.”42

Media construction of the terrorism discourse before Christchurch

It can be argued that the terrorism discourse in New Zealand was largely influenced by 
the discourse of other Western countries in which terrorism was most often reduced 
to Islamic terrorism. In examining the terrorism discourse through a critical lens, it is 
also important to question the role the media plays, especially in relation to the public 
sphere and to public knowledge and understanding.

Jürgen Habermas argues that the public should be seen as a homogeneous entity, in 
which its cohesion is produced through the exclusion of disruptive social elements43 
that is framed under a binary narrative of normativity. This results in a low level of vis-
ibility for groups that have failed to adhere to the dominant norms. Under Habermas’s 
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model of the public sphere, the public is seen as “something to be moulded and tamed”, 
and news media play an active role in providing the public with “what it needs”, as well 
as reshaping those needs.44 The concept of a public sphere is also crucial to democracy 
as it “placed a democratic emphasis upon hearing public voice”, and in forming ac-
tive citizenship the public should also have access to participating in the media space.45 
Therefore, “the dynamics of democracy are intimately linked to the practices of com-
munication, and that societal communication increasingly takes place within the mass 
media.”46 In other words, within a democratic society the media functions as a public 
sphere where public interest and public representation are constructed and negotiated.47 
Further, limiting the representation of perceived disruptive social elements, such as for-
eigners, further restrains their participation in democracy. 

Reflecting upon the media construction of terrorism discourse in New Zealand before 
the Christchurch terrorist attacks, and notwithstanding the limited studies available, 
it is widely agreed that New Zealand broadly followed the public narrative in which 
terrorism is associated with Islam.48 A study by Shah Nister Kabir and Michael Bourk 
in 2012 pointed out that within New Zealand mainstream media, “the coverage indi-
cates that news and editorials relating to Islam and Muslims receive significant interest 
and reportage”, with “8% of total news originating from local events, while 92.0% 
of stories originated internationally.”49 It can be concluded therefore that “the media 
representation of New Zealand Muslims is influenced by international events” such as 
terrorism,50 and the cultural diversity that constitutes Muslim groups is often ignored by 
most New Zealanders.51 In effect, media representation of Muslim groups in New Zea-
land before the Christchurch attacks was ultimately a reflection and construction of the 
othering process, in which the Muslim groups were depicted as the “dangerous Other” 
associated with terrorism. As the “dangerous Other”, Muslims and Muslim groups in 
New Zealand were positioned by the media as a threat to the Self/inside group and the 
inherently “good” values aligned with the inside group.52

Such a discourse of terrorism also obscures New Zealand’s history of terrorism, ex-
cluding cases such as the Rainbow Warrior incident, Ananda Marga plot in 1975, and 
the bombing incident that occurred on 27 March 1984, inside the Trade’s Hall building 
in Wellington53; instead, the public understanding of terrorism is simply reduced to 
Islamic terrorism. However, this does not mean that the dominant discourse on terror-
ism remains unchallenged. The discourses that emerged after the Christchurch terrorist 
attacks have questioned the narratives that see Muslim groups as a threat; instead, the 
new discourses are recognising other forms of terrorism, such as white supremacist ter-
rorism, and that Muslims are victims of terrorism as well as one of ‘us’. When examining 
the media coverage of the Christchurch terrorist attacks, researchers found that over 
the week following the attacks, out of the sample of 178 articles, 38% of them focused 
on the victims; the researchers also found that an empathetic approach was employed 
by the media when covering the victims, their families, and the New Zealand Muslim 
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community54. Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern also plays a critical role in shaping the 
narrative after the attacks; researchers argue that Ardern “was depicted as symbolising 
the compassion felt by many New Zealanders.”55 What we witnessed after the Christ-
church terrorist attack demonstrates how the media and public figures authorised to 
speak on behalf of community groups can challenge the dominant discourse, and that 
the media can choose to construct a different narrative and employ different frames. 
From the case of the Christchurch terrorist attack, it can be observed that the media, 
the political actors and the public all hold agency in that they could all reconstruct the 
dominant discourse. In the following section, this article continues to explore the me-
dia’s construction of the public discourse on terrorism in New Zealand by analysing two 
key media texts which came out after the terrorist attacks. 

Empirical Case Studies

The author of this article selected two news media texts related to the Christchurch 
terrorist attacks from two different New Zealand media outlets in order to explore the 
evolving public discourse on terrorism in New Zealand. In analysing and comparing 
the two texts, this article then broadly adopts a critical theory framework and follows 
Baker-Beall’s work which sees discourse as mutually constitutive of actors and the social, 
in which social actors also hold agency.56 At the same time, the analysis also borrows 
the concept of framing from communication studies to supplement the analysis. The 
two texts were published one year apart: the first published in March 2019 and the 
second in March 2020. Both pieces focused on the Christchurch terrorist attacks, with 
the first covering the Christchurch terrorist attacks itself and the second focusing on 
the broader Muslim community one year after the attack. The two media outlets also 
differed in their natures: one is privately owned whereas the other is a public service 
broadcaster. The first piece is a feature story entitled “The end of our innocence,”57 
published on the Stuff site, which is New Zealand’s largest news website, operated by 
Stuff Limited. Previously known as Fairfax New Zealand, Stuff Ltd is one of the country’s 
most prominent news organisations, reaching almost 3.5 million viewers per month 
across its print and digital products.58 The second piece is a series of short digital films 
entitled “This Is Us,”59 published by RNZ and produced by RNZ and NZ on Air. As the 
country’s public-service broadcaster, RNZ attracted around 696,600 New Zealanders 
weekly in 2019, which increased to 760,300 in 2020.60 In 2021, RNZ was also the third 
most popular news site in New Zealand61. 

The author of this article is aware of the shortcomings that come with the limitations 
of analysing only two media texts. However, the two selected media texts are represen-
tative in that each demonstrates the emerging news media discourse and the public 
discourse on terrorism. As New Zealand’s largest online news provider, the Stuff piece 
represents the media and the authorised speakers’ construction of the discourse on ter-
rorism. In contrast, the RNZ piece demonstrates the social groups’ effects in actively 
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constructing the public understanding of Muslim groups and terrorism. The two media 
texts represent New Zealand’s emerging public discourse of terrorism and focusing on 
these texts gives us an opportunity to better understand this public discourse.

“The end of our innocence” 

On 15 March 2019, Stuff published the feature story “The end of our innocence” on 
their news site. This current version of the story was edited with more information add-
ed after 15 March 2019. At the front of the story is a photograph of a mourning woman 
wearing a hijab, standing in front of a police vehicle with a cordon framed behind her; 
along the woman’s side reads “the end of our innocence”. The story then briefly de-
scribed what had happened earlier in the day, where Tarrant was referred to as the “gun-
man”, the attack was described as a “shocking, brutal assault” and a “mass murder”, and 
“the kind New Zealanders had told themselves happened only in other countries”. The 
story then turned its focus to the victims of the attack, with a long ongoing collection 
of stories introducing the lives that were lost in the attack. Each victim’s story was ac-
companied by a photograph of them. The first half of the story ends with a photograph 
of a crying woman along with a mourning couple. The second half of the story provides 
a breakdown of the attack titled “What Happened” and a section titled “reaction”, with 
Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s statement, as well as other world leaders’ reactions. 

While “The end of our innocence” is interested in different dimensions, this article 
is particularly interested in how the victims of the attack are being represented here. 
When a major public event occurs, it is the responsibility of the news organisation and 
journalists to make sense of what happened, as they are often the “first responders.”62 
Therefore, news organisations and journalists need to process the event and present 
it using frameworks that are recognisable by the audience. Journalists most often uti-
lise “framing”, in which “definitions of a situation” are “built up in accordance with 
principles of organization which govern events - and our subjective involvement in 
them.”63 In other words, it is through the deployment of specific language, framing and 
narratives that produce resonance among a certain population, and how a story can be 
framed to make sense for its audiences. In “The end of our innocence”, the use of the 
image of a woman wearing a hijab with the words “our” and “innocence” establishes a 
narrative that implies the victimhood of the Muslim community. Crucially, and in op-
position to previous media discourse, the Muslim community is here being positioned 
as one of “us”, who are “innocent”. The word “us” here also refers to a collective New 
Zealander identity, emphasising the inclusion of the Muslim community under such an 
identity. Connecting a photograph of a woman wearing a hijab and crafted language is 
an example of what Jackson describes as “carefully constructed discourse - that is de-
signed to achieve a number of key political goals.”64 In this case, the political goals are to 
condemn terrorism and create a sense of national unity against it. As such, it is effective 
in establishing a consolidated and simplified public discourse shortly after the attack. 
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When covering the victims’ stories, the “End of our innocence” piece focuses on the 
victims’ personal lives, quoting from their families and friends; most of the media text 
also sheds light on the victims’ identity as immigrants. The language used in covering 
the victims’ stories is often emotional and sentimental. When telling the story of Haji 
Mohemmed Daoud Nabi, who was 71 when he was shot dead, it reads:

Nabi was a talented man, a beloved father and grandfather who had come to 
Christchurch from Afghanistan 40 years before his death. He ran the Afghan 
Association in Christchurch. He was fatally shot at the Masjid An-Nur (also 
known as Al Noor Mosque) as he tried to shield another person, according 
to his son Omar Nabi. 

When writing about Mucaad Aden Ibrahim, who was three when killed, it reads: 

He was a clever boy, who could already read sections of the Quran. He loved 
his dad and his brothers, and enjoyed being in the Masjid. Every Friday 
night, he would watch his family play football at Hagley Park. He was “ener-
getic, playful and liked to smile and laugh a lot,” his brother, Abdi, said.

The language used in both instances tends to evoke emotions from its readers, focusing 
on the victims’ personal stories; the piece also draws on the qualities that are easily 
recognised and resonated with, such as “talented”, “clever”, and “energetic”. Through 
crafting the language and with the selective use of images, “The end of our innocence” 
generates a discourse on the victims, which first confirms their identity as “one of us”, in 
which the term “us” refers to “New Zealanders”. Second, through emphasising the vic-
tims’ humanity, the text indirectly establishes a narrative on terrorism, where terrorism 
is understood as evil and shameful, in contrast to the victims being “talented”, “beloved 
father”, “clever” and “energetic”. As such, this demonstrates how the media was able to 
play a role reconstructing the dominant discourse of terrorism which had previously 
constructed Muslims as the main perpetrators of terrorism and a threatening other. 

However, the piece also seems to struggle with recognising the attack as a terrorist 
attack at first, referring to it as a “hate-filled mass murder” and to Tarrant as “a gun-
man” rather than a “terrorist”. Such lack of acknowledgement is not an unconscious 
act but demonstrates the media’s previous, longstanding treatment of terrorism; while 
the phrase “hate-filled mass murder” accurately reflects Tarrant’s written vendetta that 
contains hate rhetoric directed at Muslims, it also diminishes the severity of the killing 
from a terror act that destabilised communities and the country. In this respect, it can 
be argued that in addition to breaking down some of the old established narratives 
about terrorism, the media also plays a role in perpetuating a misuse of the term “ter-
rorism” which continues to shape public opinion. Additionally, the discourse generated 
from “The end of our innocence” relies on both the victims’ and the audiences’ identi-
ties, beliefs and values, as well as the social context; such discourse functions then as a 
mutual constitution of the social words and actors within. 
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“This Is Us”

At the beginning of March 2020, RNZ released a series of digital films that showcased 
“the diversity of Muslim New Zealanders’ experiences as they reveal what they love the 
most.”65 The series contained six short films, each around two minutes long, introducing 
one Muslim New Zealander and their family each time. The people shown in the films 
are of different ages with a wide range of occupations, from the first generation to the 
fourth generation of immigrants. Each person was asked the question: “what do you 
love the most?” From there, each person told their stories of how they or their family 
settled in New Zealand and the journey of making this country home. In “This Is Us”, 
it was pointed out that Ardern’s calling of the victims “they are us”, while well-meaning, 
is problematic, as it nevertheless implies the “otherness” of the Muslim community – 
something the media had also long perpetuated. In contrast, “This is us” represented a 
collective response from the Muslim community, providing “an opportunity for New 
Zealand Muslims to talk about themselves – “’us’ as we see ourselves.”66 “This is us” also 
“provides a platform for self-representation of Muslims”, as well as “an opportunity for 
everyone in the country to listen to voices that have thus far only been relegated to vox 
pops after the tragedy of 15th March 2019”. It is also the series’ goal to “paint an intimate 
picture of how we can fit into this place, this country and the larger human fraternity”.

Similar to “The end of our innocence”, “This is us” also focuses on the humanity of the 
Muslim community, drawing from their universal experiences in constructing a public 
discourse about the Muslim community. What is interesting about “This is us” is that it 
is aware of, and has acknowledged, the more authorised discourse produced by Ardern, 
in which the phrase “they are us” separates the Muslim community from a New Zealand 
identity. At the same time, the “they are us” discourse implies that the New Zealand 
Muslim community’s identity as “us” is only confirmed after an attack against “them”. 
“They are us” is a significant discourse coming from an authorised speaker, having a 
direct impact on shaping the public discourse. The impacts of this official discourse can 
be readily observed. The media soon adopted the term, with the New Zealand Herald, 
among other media outlets, publishing a memorial piece entitled “They are Us”67 which 
mourned the victims through presenting their photos and short biographies. RNZ’s 
“This is us”, in other words, somewhat challenges the offcial public discourse. That is, in 
dismissing the binary identity of “them” versus “us”, the series challenged the accepted 
knowledge of Muslims as Other, and Islam as associated with terrorism. And by sharing 
the participants’ personal stories, “this is us” builds a public discourse that functions to 
restore the Muslim community’s humanity. 

Further, unlike Stuff’s “The end of our innocence”, “This is us” allows the participants 
to tell their stories from their perspectives; therefore, the discourse produced is one in 
which the social actors have more agency, as it is a direct response to both the Christ-
church terrorist attack, which challenged the accepted knowledge of terrorism, and the 
authorised speakers of terrorism. Through negotiating a public discourse on both the 
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Muslim community and the notion of terrorism, the “This Is Us” discourse undermined 
the legitimacy of the official public discourse and the accepted knowledge of terrorism, 
as well as gaining the Muslim community more agency, too. 

In 2021, Hollywood planned to make a film with the name “They Are Us” based on the 
Christchurch terrorist attack; the film was later put on hold after receiving criticism 
and a “73,000-person strong (and growing) petition.”68 While the cancellation of the 
films is no doubt the result of multiple factors, it can be argued that it was in part the 
public’s rejection of the “they are us” narrative and what meaning is attached to such a 
discourse. Many were appalled by the exploration of a tragedy and the harm it would do 
to the victims’ families; at the same time, following the “they are us” narrative, the film 
may portray Ardern’s role as a “white saviour”, which would further simplify people’s 
understanding of terrorism. Therefore, in this sense, discourse is “mutually constitutive 
of actors and the social world”; at the same time, “discourse can only ever fix meaning 
on a temporary basis; discourses exist in constant flux and are always in the process 
of transformation.”69 Yet, it is built on the premises that New Zealand’s media system 
is best to be understood as a liberal one, which means its media landscape is often 
commercialised, with limited state intervention.70 At the same time, New Zealand has 
a robust democratic system, socially celebrates its indigenous and colonial cultures and 
believes in the social inclusion of all people. Therefore, discourses under such environ-
ments have the room and ability to be challenged, negotiated and developed. 

However, it is interesting that both “The end of our innocence” and “This is us” pieces 
have focused mainly on the Muslim community, who were targets of terrorist acts, in-
stead of discussing the terrorist acts themselves. This is not to say that discourses from 
the Muslim community should be undermined or that we should pay more attention to 
the perpetrator of the terrorist acts. Rather, it is a reflection of mobilising the accepted 
knowledge of terrorism in building a public discourse on terrorism in a New Zealand 
context. And in the case of the Christchurch terrorist attack, even when the Muslim 
community are the victim of a terrorist act, it still requires them to respond and restore 
their humanity.

Conclusion 

This article has analysed the media’s contribution to the public discourse on terrorism in 
a New Zealand context. Employing a critical theory and discourse analysis framework, 
it examined two media texts related to the Christchurch terrorist attack: “The end of our 
innocence” by Stuff and “This is us” by RNZ. This article does not intend to provide an in-
depth analysis of the media landscape concerning the news coverage of the attacks - on 
that subject, scholars, such as Gavin Ellis and Denis Muller, have conducted substantial 
research. Rather, by focusing on two representative media texts, this article hopes to 
enable future discussions on New Zealand’s emerging public discourse on terrorism 
and the construction of a more comprehensive and meaningful public understanding 
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of terrorism. It is also worth pointing out that when examining Stuff’s ‘They are us’ 
media text, it is evident that private companies can reflect the narratives approved by 
authorised speakers. Yet this is not to undermine the news media’s agency. RNZ, as a 
public service broadcaster, allowed the participation of the public in constructing their 
narrative, countering the ‘they are us’ discourse to a certain degree. It is then vital to 
notice that while the media does hold agency in shaping public discourse, allowing the 
public’s voice to be relayed through the news media to construct an alternative public 
discourse is perhaps more important for news media’s objectivity.

The conclusions of the article are that, notwithstanding the New Zealand media’s role 
in constructing a distorted terrorist knowledge prior to the Christchurch terrorist at-
tacks and its former reliance on overseas perspectives and narratives about Muslims, 
it can play a positive role in constructing alternative public narratives about terrorism. 
However, this requires that authorised speakers, such as political leaders, use their me-
dia platform to promote more accurate and balanced narratives. It also requires that 
marginalised social groups, such as Muslims, are allowed to speak for themselves and 
construct their own identities. In short, while the media plays an important role in 
co-constituting public knowledge and national identity, it has the potential to also play 
a positive role that can assist in allowing the public to play a role in countering terrorism 
and violent extremism.  
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