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Diskurssit rakentavat maailmankuvaamme ja me rakennamme maailmaa eri tekstien ja äänten 
kautta. Nykypäivän median ja sen valtasuhteiden tutkiminen on tärkeää, sillä sekä kielenkäyttö 
journalistiikassa että median poliittinen kanta rakentavat myös poliittisten hahmojen julkista kuvaa. 
Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena oli selvittää, 1) miten vuoden 2008 USA:n 
presidentinvaaliehdokkaiden, John McCainin ja Barack Obaman, representaatiot rakentuvat 
kahdessa amerikkalaisessa sanomalehdessä ja 2) kuinka nämä eri lehtien representaatiot eroavat 
toisistaan. Koska kyseisiä presidenttiehdokkaita ja heidän representaatioitaan mediassa ei ole vielä 
tietääksemme tutkittu, tutkimuksen tarkoituksena oli myös selvittää, 3) kuinka lehtien mahdollinen 
poliittinen kanta tai ideologia tulee teksteissä esiin kyseisiä presidenttiehdokkaita kuvattaessa. 
Tutkimuksemme oli laadullista, ja se edustaa soveltavan kielitieteen tutkimusalaa. 
 
Tutkimusaineistomme koostui kymmenestä artikkelista, jotka kerättiin aikaväliltä 20. lokakuuta – 2. 
marraskuuta 2008. Lehdiksi valitsimme USA Todayn ja The International Herald Tribunen 
kummankin lehden laajaan levikkiin sekä poliittiseen kantaan perustuen. Aineiston analyysissa 
käytimme Norman Faircloughin kehittämää kriittisen diskurssianalyysin (CDA) kolmiportaista 
mallia. Kriittinen diskurssianalyysi korostaa kielen vaikutusta yhteiskuntaan ja päinvastoin. Se 
myös paljastaa diskursseissa piileviä ideologisia ja värittyneitä ilmaisuja. 
 
Tulokset osoittivat, että John McCainin ja Barack Obaman representaatiot eroavat toisistaan 
merkittävästi kummassakin lehdessä, mutta Obamaa kuvattiin kummassakin lehdessä 
positiivisemmin ja hänet esitettiin presidentinvaalien varmana tai lähes varmana voittajana. McCain 
puolestaan esitettiin joko puolustelevana ja hyökkäävänä vaaliehdokkaana, tai hänen roolinsa oli 
huomattavasti pienempi kuin Obaman. Representaatioiden perusteella voitaneen myös päätellä, että 
huolimatta poliittisista ideologioistaan, lehdet yhdistyivät tukemaan Obamaa yli puoluerajojen. 
Ehdokkaiden representaatiot ja niiden kehitys koko vaalikampanjan aikana, tai lehtien poliittisen 
ideologian mahdollinen vaikutus amerikkalaisiin äänestäjiin tuottaisi kuitenkin arvokasta 
lisätutkimusta. 
 
Tutkimuksen tulokset ovat hyödyllisiä kriittisen lukutaidon ja sen kehittämisen kannalta. 
Kielenkäyttö mediassa vaikuttaa mielikuviimme julkisista henkilöistä ja tekstien vallan 
tiedostaminen tuo ilmi teksteissä piileviä epätasa-arvoisuuksia ja puolueellisia ääniä, jotka muuten 
saattaisivat jäädä huomaamatta. 
 
Asiasanat: representation, critical discourse analysis, ideology, election 
2008 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
 
Our world is constructed by the means of language use. With language we give meaning to 

everything around us, and without realizing its full power, we let language influence our 

thoughts and lives every day. Language can act as a way of affecting people subconsciously. 

Carefully selected words, euphemisms and metaphors, are all the time used to hide certain 

things and emphasize others. In the media this is one of the most common ways of affecting 

the consumer. Words that are meant for the public help us form certain impressions of 

different products and people, and will often make us behave according to that impression in 

the future. When choosing a political leader for a country, these impressions, representations, 

can be crucial when it comes to people deciding who to vote for in the elections.  

 

Representations in the media, particularly in newspapers, have been a subject of research 

before and the topics of research vary from political figures to ethnic minorities and disabled 

people (see Pietikäinen (2000) and Jauhiainen (2000)). Although the field is relatively broad, 

and a plentitude of scientific articles on the matter have surfaced during the recent months, the 

representations of the most recent US presidential candidates have not yet been studied on a 

larger scale. As our subject is a current matter, it provides new information about the 

American media and its discourses. Since the US presidential elections have become a 

worldwide phenomenon and the course of the elections is always followed in several 

countries outside America, this study proves its relevance also in Europe and Finland.  

 

The subject of our research was finding out how the representations of the 2008 US 

presidential candidates, John McCain and Barack Obama, were built in two American 

newspapers, The International Herald Tribune and USA Today, two weeks prior to the 

elections. By the means of critical discourse analysis, CDA, we analyzed articles from these 

two newspapers, and drew conclusions from the lexical choices made in the texts. We also 

tried to look for signs of ideological meanings behind the texts, and if either of the 

newspapers seemed to be biased towards one of the candidates.  

 

The objective of our research was to find out how the language use in journalism, and the 

political views of popular media such as newspapers, builds the images of public political 

figures. We found the subject of research important, since it is useful to gain knowledge about 



  4 

today's media and its power relations. Even though newspapers are thought to be reliable 

sources of information, different political views often influence their language and thus the 

readers of the particular paper.  

 

In chapter two we will take a closer look at our theoretical framework, CDA. We will first 

explain the difference between discourse analysis (DA) and CDA, and further clarify the 

meaning of CDA. Then we will examine how the concepts of ideology and representation can 

be seen in media texts and newspapers. After explaining the theoretical framework of our 

study, we will present our study questions and take a look at the previous studies we 

consulted. Next, in chapter three, we will go over our choice of data and explain our chosen 

method of analysis in detail. After that, in chapter four, we will introduce our results and the 

word choices and phrases we collected from the articles. Finally, in chapter five we will 

analyze the articles, first newspaper-by-newspaper, and then by comparing the two 

newspapers with each other. Our conclusion will concisely explain our findings and 

suggestions for further study. 

 

 

2. CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS IN ANALYZING NEWSPAP ERS 

 

The purpose of this research is to determine through linguistic means how the 2008 US 

presidential candidates, Barack Obama and John McCain, are represented in two American 

newspapers, USA Today and The International Herald Tribune, which is published under The 

New York Times.  Our research can be linked to the broader field of applied linguistics and the 

theoretical framework constructs around the concept of critical discourse analysis. Critical 

discourse analysis, CDA, emphasizes the influence of language to society and vice versa. In 

addition to this, CDA also takes into account that discourse is often ideologically based, and 

that hidden, complex ideological meanings can be carried by single words in a text (Bloor & 

Bloor 2007:10). In the next chapter we will first take a brief look at the difference between 

discourse analysis and critical discourse analysis. Then we will proceed to examining CDA 

more closely, and follow by looking at what ideology and representations mean in media 

texts. We will conclude this chapter by presenting our study questions and previous studies on 

this matter. 
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2.1 Discourse analysis vs. Critical discourse analysis 

 

The field of discourse analysis (DA) is relatively broad in terms of theories, and thus there are 

several different approaches to it. For instance, Norman Fairclough (1995a:7) defines 

discourse as the use of language seen as a form of social practice, and discourse analysis as 

the analysis of how texts work within sociocultural practices. In other words, “a wider 

contextual matrix must be attended to because it shapes discourse practices in important ways, 

and is itself in return shaped by them.” (Fairclough 1995b:50). This is particularly clear in the 

case of media and newspapers.  

 

Since our research is also interested in how society, in particular the political views of the 

newspapers affect the representations of Barack Obama and John McCain, a critical theory is 

necessary. While DA investigates discourse without critiquing social practices and views all 

discourse mainly as matter of communication, CDA instead seeks to find out about how 

language use reflects social problems and patterns, ideologies, prejudices and so forth, with 

the intention of raising awareness of critical reading and pattern-breaking (Bloor & Bloor 

2007:11)  

 

Although the social aspect of language use is present in both DA and CDA, our research 

requires a more critical perspective, since the US presidential elections is a political and thus 

clearly biased phenomenon. In the next chapter we will take a closer look at CDA and its 

defining features. 

 

    2.2 Critical discourse analysis (CDA) 

 

In critical discourse analysis, CDA, the main target is to reveal the hidden meanings and 

presuppositions embedded in texts. Newspapers, for example, are hardly ever completely 

neutral in their views. Every discourse is meaningful and therefore, CDA provides the means 

of pointing out the power relations within texts. In our study, we used CDA in order to find 

out if and how the political views of the newspapers appear in the articles concerning the 

presidential candidates, and the ways in which the presidential candidates and their identities 

are represented in the texts.  
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For the purposes of this study we chose Norman Fairclough's three-dimensional framework 

for critical discourse analysis, in other words the processes of text production, distribution and 

consumption (Fairclough 1995a:9). This is important in the sense that in order to gain 

information about the power relations of the texts, one has to be aware of not merely the text 

itself, but also the diverse ways the texts may be interpreted and responded to and the 

circumstances the texts are produced in. CDA also enables an in-depth analysis of 

representations in texts and, as stated above, it also takes into account the critical aspect of 

text analysis. We will explain Fairclough’s method of three-dimensional analysis further in 

chapter three.  

 

There are several different theories throughout the field. Van Dijk (1988a, 1988b, 1991 as 

quoted by Fairclough 1995b:29), for instance, has developed a social-cognitive model for 

discourse analysis, particularly focusing on news texts. His work rather concerns how social 

relationships and processes are accomplished at micro-level through routine practices 

(Fairclough 1995b: 29). For the purposes of this study, we are, however, more interested in 

how the changing language and discursive practices in the newspapers constitute social and 

cultural change.  

 

2.3 Ideology and representations in newspapers 

 

Fairclough’s three-dimensional model, which we will fully introduce in chapter three of this 

study, takes into account the social practices and larger contexts in which news are read and 

interpreted. In a world where newspapers are often thought to be reliable informative sources, 

the trust of the audience can easily be taken advantage of by planting hidden meanings behind 

words. News in itself is a medium of representational discourse, and a product constructed by 

someone. In addition, news topics are always chosen to be reported about and published from 

a wider selection, and thus give the reader only a partial view of the world. Depending on the 

medium, certain news and certain angles towards the news are more likely to occur than 

others (Fowler 1991: 10-14). These are reasons for why news need to be read and interpreted 

critically, in order to uncover the deeper meanings behind texts and to understand why certain 

pieces of news are published while some are omitted.  
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2.3.1 Ideology in media 

 

Since our research topic has a political background, the concept of ideology is also closely 

linked to it. In CDA, the term ideology is often used to constitute people's identities and their 

social position and it also produces the meaning of contextual language (Vehviläinen 2004). 

Thus, mass media, such as the newspapers The International Herald Tribune and USA Today, 

can be seen as ideological constructions with certain, political ideologies. It is worthwhile to 

investigate how the construction of identities is linked to a medium's political values and 

interests, and whether these ideologies can be traced from the texts or not. Thus, in the study 

we intend to point out how political ideologies, moreover the ideologies of the US Democratic 

and Republican parties, are shown through the representations of Barack Obama and John 

McCain in the newspaper articles. 

 

According to Fowler, newspapers’ ideological power is based on the fact that newspapers 

have to sell the same message to as many people as possible simultaneously – newspapers are, 

after all, mass media, and one goal of a newspaper is to be read frequently by a large number 

of people Moreover, Fowler argues that behind a news organization there is a larger context 

with its own aims and best interest. Whether it is a nation, a political party or another 

collective, the news reports must often follow the beliefs and paradigms of the background 

(Fowler 1991: 122-124). 

 

2.3.2 Representation 

 

In its most basic form, a representation can be described as an image of a person, a 

phenomenon or an event that language use constructs. In addition, the contexts, the producers 

and the readers of the text bring their own views into the language, thus creating a broader 

social representation (Hujanen & Pietikäinen 2004: 6). Fowler, on his behalf, describes 

representation as a constructive practice, in which people and ideas are filtered through a set 

of social values, ideologies and different perspectives (1991: 25). The focus then, in both 

cases, is on how events, situations, people, relationships and so forth are represented in texts.  
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A basic assumption is that media texts do not merely mirror realities, but they constitute 

versions of reality that depend on the social positions, interests and objectives of those who 

produce them (Fairclough 1995b: 104). Therefore the analysis of representational processes in 

texts draws on the choices that have been made (ibid.). Things that should be considered when 

analyzing a discourse include, for instance: what is included and what is excluded, what is 

foregrounded and what is backgrounded and what is thematized and what is unthematized in 

the text.  

 

Also, the process types and categories that are chosen to represent events are a part of 

representational analysis. Questions about the social motivations for particular choices, and 

about ideologies and relations of domination are constant concern in this type of analysis 

(Fairclough 1995b: 104). According to Fairclough (ibid.), there are two major aspects of 

representations in texts. First is how the events, relationships and situations are represented, 

and what motivates one set of choices over another.  The second is what relations of cohesion 

are set up between clauses and what precedes and follows what. 

 

2.4 Study questions 

 

As introduced in the above paragraphs, in our study we will approach the newspaper articles 

on Obama and McCain through the concept of representation and shall use critical discourse 

analysis as the research method. We intend to focus on the concept of ideology as well in 

terms of the political ideologies of the newspapers and how they are presented through the 

representations of the two candidates. With the use of CDA we will examine the additional 

meanings embedded in the articles and power relations within and between the texts. Thus, 

our research questions are: 

  

How are the representations of the two candidates built in the selected newspapers?  

How do the representations differ from each other in the two papers?  

What is the significance of the political view of the newspaper and does it show?   

 

2.5 Similar studies 

 

To our knowledge, similar studies to our subject have not yet been published, but there are 

several journal articles on the subject of the 2008 elections media coverage. For instance, 
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Rem Rieder's article on the claims of the media not being biased towards Obama can be 

connected to our study in terms of the point of view of newspapers. Rieder (2009) claims that, 

for instance, the mania around Sarah Palin, the Republican Party’s vice presidential nominee, 

and Hillary Clinton, who ran against Barack Obama to be the Democratic Party’s presidential 

candidate, can be compared to the so-called Obamamania. His claim is that Obama has not 

been treated favourably by the media. Instead, he says that it was John McCain who ruined 

his own campaign and the press only reported what the situation was like during the 

campaigning (ibid.). In addition to the political ideologies that might affect the texts, we 

found it relevant to investigate, if any bias towards Obama can be found in the texts and if so, 

do the texts merely report the events of the campaigns of Barack Obama and John McCain. 

 

Our study can also be linked to previous works on representations and critical discourse 

analysis of newspapers. For instance, Sari Pietikäinen's (2000) work on ethnic representations 

in newspaper texts and Marjaana Jauhiainen´s (2000) Master's thesis on the representations of 

disabled people in the British newsprint media are closely connected to our subject. For 

instance, Pietikäinen (2000:288) found that the representations of ethnic minorities in Finnish 

newspaper texts were one-sided, insufficient and even negative. On her behalf, Jauhiainen's 

thesis studied the representations of disabled people quite similarly to us by identifying the 

different names and actions of the disabled in the texts, and then analyzing these 

representations. We used the same method, which we will introduce in the next chapter of our 

study and it proved to be quite fruitful. However, since the actual topics of Jauhiainen’s and 

Pietikäinen’s theses were quite different from ours, their results of varying meanings attached 

to disability and ethnicity cannot be fully linked to our study. 

 

In the following chapters we will demonstrate our data and the methods of research we used 

in order to reveal and analyze the representations found in the newspaper articles. In addition, 

we will look into the representations of the candidates in terms of the adjectives and the 

operative words connected to the candidates, as well as how the candidates are named in the 

articles. Then we will move on to the analysis of the representations found in the texts.  

 

3 DATA AND METHODS 

 

The research frame of our study is qualitative since the method enables a more careful and 

thorough analysis of the newspaper articles. Also, the use of CDA requires a qualitative 
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analysis in order to bring out the hidden meanings in the texts. The newspapers, USA Today 

and The International Herald Tribune were chosen on the basis of their wide circulation and 

political background. USA Today has been traditionally seen as a Republican paper, whereas 

The International Herald Tribune/ The New York Times publicly announced its support for 

Barack Obama in the 2008 elections. We selected articles from USA Today and The 

International Herald Tribune from the time period right before the 2008 US presidential 

elections, namely between the 20th of October and 2nd of November 2008. At that time the 

presidential campaigns were also coming to their end, and thus the amount of newspaper 

coverage was increasing.  

 

Because of the different varieties and amounts of the newspaper articles, we decided to 

choose every third article from the USA Today and every eighth from The International 

Herald Tribune. This amounted to five articles per paper, making up altogether ten articles. 

USA Today was available in the online newspaper service PressDisplay as an electronic 

version for two months after the issues were published, and The International Herald Tribune 

was found in the Jyväskylä University library, where the issues are stored for four years after 

publishing. 

 

We concentrated on articles that concerned the candidates Obama and McCain directly, and 

not via the voters or the vice-presidential nominees, for instance. There was a great deal of 

articles that concentrated on McCain’s running mate, Alaskan governor Sarah Palin, for 

instance, but since those articles mostly depicted her personal life and the media’s growing 

amount of interest towards her tactics, they were best left disregarded. Despite this, she was 

an object of interest in some of our articles, which is a matter that we will include in our 

analysis. In addition, we disregarded the opinion texts of the papers, since our study focuses 

on the political point of views of the newspapers, and the opinion texts naturally include the 

point of view of the reader. Thus, the texts would not have been fruitful in terms of our study. 

We included, however, one editor’s letter from USA Today, since it represents the general, 

political view of the newspaper and can thus be used for analysis together with the articles we 

chose.  

 

In our analysis we chose to use Fairclough's three-dimensional framework for CDA (See 

figure 1). Our analysis therefore approaches the data on three levels, which naturally overlap 

within texts. Firstly, how the presidential candidates are named and depicted in the 

newspapers, also known as representations that perhaps carry particular political ideologies. 
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Secondly, what the discursive practices of the texts are. According to Fairclough (1995b: 58), 

discursive practices involve the processes of text production and text consumption. In other 

words, discursive practices can be seen as links between the actual text and the society and the 

culture in which it belongs to. Thirdly, the analysis looks at what the sociocultural practices 

and the larger contexts embedded in the texts are, particularly the issues of politics and 

ideologies. All of these layers may be relevant in understanding a particular event and in order 

to gain information about the power relations of the texts, one has to be aware of not merely 

the text itself, but also the diverse ways the texts may be interpreted and responded to and the 

circumstances the texts are produced in. 

 

Figure 1: Fairclough’s three-dimensional model 

 

 

 

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/2421g1.gif      

 

 

In other words, we concentrated on the choices made in the texts in terms of naming the 

candidates, Barack Obama and John McCain. We also examined the actions of the candidates 

depicted in the texts. After we found and categorized these representations, we analyzed them 

further by linking them to the discursive practices of the texts. For instance, the way the 

representations of the candidates appear in the newspapers can be seen to have an effect on 

the producers and consumers of the texts and vice versa. Finally, we looked into the broader, 

sociocultural context of the representations and analyzed the differences found in the 

newspapers, as well as the importance of the political view of a newspaper. For instance, 

whether or not Obamamania shows in the representations built in the newspapers, although 

Rieder claims this has not been the case. 
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As already stated in chapter 2.2, there are several different approaches to discourse analysis, 

and more specifically, critical discourse analysis. Fairclough's model for CDA is not, 

therefore, the only possible method of analysis for newspaper texts. For instance, Teun 

VanDijk has presented similar ideas of critical discourse analysis in his work. VanDijk 

(2008:3-4) however, talks about CDS, critical discourse studies, which has many different 

methods of study. CDS uses any method that is relevant to the aims of its research projects, so 

there is no more a discourse analysis as a one method (ibid.). Although VanDijk's work on 

critical discourse studies is undoubtedly relevant and could be applied to our study as well, it 

is the diversity of his ways of analysis that lead us to use Fairclough's model, which is clearly 

compatible with the data in question in this study. Moreover, since we were already familiar 

with the model, it was an easy choice to go with. 

 

4. RESULTS 

 

In the following chapters we will present our articles, their names and how they were 

structured. Moreover, we will state all of the names and the operative words we found from 

the texts. In later chapters we shall base our analyses of the newspapers on these word 

choices.  

 

4.1 USA Today 

 

The five newspaper articles we chose from USA Today were mostly written by different 

journalists. Unlike the International Herald Tribune articles that concentrated on following 

the campaign trail, the articles on USA Today held more variation in both style and themes. 

While most articles concentrated on the progress of the candidate’s campaigns, and thus were 

newspaper articles by genre, there was also one editor’s letter that was very different from the 

rest of the articles. Moreover, one article concentrated only on Barack Obama’s TV 

infomercial, which aired during the last week of the campaign. 

 

The headlines of our chosen articles were, as follows: 

 

(1) Dems get big boost in early voting (22nd Oct 2008 p.1A)  
(2) 2nd former Bush official endorses Obama (24th Oct 2008 p.4A)  
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(3) McCain wages fight ‘behind his own front lines (29th Oct 2008 p.6A)  
(4) Obama blankets TV with ad (30th Oct 2008 p.5A)  
(5) What presidential candidates omit in their grand plans (30th Oct 2008 p.12A) 

 

Most of the articles had a structure similar to each other. The articles began by stating the 

most recent issue in either of the candidate’s campaigns, proceeded to form a “debate” 

between the candidate’s thoughts and/or actions or on expert’s or spokesmen’s opinions on 

the campaigns, and then ended by introducing historical facts about past elections, most often 

referring to the two latest presidential elections in 2000 and 2004.  

 

It is also worth mentioning that in the articles in USA Today, there was a strong emphasis on 

President George W. Bush and his administration. President Bush was mentioned in all but 

one of the articles and there was a lot of data concerning his wins and losses in certain states 

in the previous elections. Although this study concerns the representations of candidates 

Barack Obama and John McCain, we will also take a look at the ideological backgrounds and 

goals of the newspapers, and thus will also consider this matter in our analysis.  

 

4.1.1 Names of the candidates in USA Today 

 

The first thing we looked for in the articles was how the nominees were named in the articles 

and whether these names differ from each other in quality and/or in quantity. In the articles 

both Obama and McCain were called Senators. Whereas Obama was called the Democrat or 

Democratic presidential candidate, McCain was called either Republican without an article or 

Republican rival or Republican nominee.  In addition to these names, Obama was also called 

his candidate, referring to a person who was going to vote for him, as well as A President 

Obama on an occasion where it was speculated what would happen if Obama won the 

elections. Most often, however, the candidates were called simply by their names. 

 

4.1.2 Actions of the candidates in USA Today 

 

The second matter we took into account was the operational words used in order to describe 

the candidate’s actions. In USA Today Obama spoke to audiences often: he speaks; told 

backers in Indiana to “turn the page” on Bush-McCain economic policies; told the crowd and 

said to the roaring crowd. Obama was also an active candidate, to whom even aggressive and 

war-related word choices were fitting: he will move on to; will be joined by former president 
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Bill Clinton; will appear on; pulled out all political and technological stops as well as 

denounced McCain’s criticisms; used fundraising and aggressive effort to win over 

Republican votes; is trying to raid Republican territory; stumped in Pennsylvania and 

Virginia and took a shot. Obama’s personality was shown through word choices such as: 

joked; went trolling for votes; poked fun at attacks on his economic policies by McCain and 

left the campaign trail to visit his ailing grandmother, which was mentioned twice using the 

exact same wording. In addition to these, Obama also was also described with word choices 

such as: has a wide lead; making a late-night appearance, blanketing the airwaves; enormous 

financial advantage enjoyed by Obama and that he had success in unifying the party. 

 

McCain, on his behalf, had less operational words. In the articles he is either being either 

defensive or argumentative: he criticized; argued; wages fight; is playing defense; has given 

ground and is trying to hold things together and is fighting behind his own front lines; In 

addition to these word choices, McCain also gets a hug; traversed central Florida on a “Joe 

the Plumber Tour”; is limited to $84 million for the campaign and has a record with 

bipartisan deal-making. On one occasion McCain also leads, which is a strong exception to 

the majority of the operational words used about him. 

 

Some of the other operational words used in the articles were: jabs, trade shots, grilled 

Obama, the race’s final weeks become a frenzied effort to win battleground states while 

swaths of the country are ignored and a bruising primary battle. These are examples of the 

war terminology often used when describing political events. 

 

4.2 The International Herald Tribune 

 
 
The selected five articles from The International Herald Tribune were written by Brian 

Knowlton, with the exception of one which was collected and combined from different news 

reports. Thus, we were able to consistently follow the representations of the candidates, and 

the whole political viewpoint of the paper. The articles that were chosen were headlined as 

follows:  

 

(6) Campaigns blast away at economic proposals (22nd Oct 2008 p.6) 
(7) Support expanding for Obama, poll shows (24th Oct 2008 p.1, 4)  
(8) Candidates battle for upper hand in the west (27th Oct 2008 p.5)  
(9) Both candidates turn to a tight Florida race (30th Oct 2008 p.7)  
(10) Candidates dashing to the wire (1st-2nd Nov 2008 p.1, 4) 
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Three articles included a countdown, which showed the number of days left until the Election 

Day. All of the articles were mainly summaries of what had happened on the campaign trail 

the day before the articles were published. 

 

The main themes that the articles concentrated were the poll results of the days prior to the 

election, the speculations of how people are going to vote in different states and the proposals 

of the two candidates. There is a clear emphasis on the rhetorical battles between McCain and 

Obama. Moreover, the Republican camp's increasing disappointment towards the campaign is 

mentioned several times. In addition, Governor Sarah Palin is mentioned in this context only. 

There was also one article, “Both candidates turn to tight Florida race”, which concentrated 

on Obama's infomercial on television. This was similar to one article on USA Today. Three 

articles included a photograph with Obama in two of them and both Obama and McCain in 

one. 

 

4.2.1. Names of the candidates in The International Herald Tribune 

 

Most often the candidates were simply called by their names in the articles. Also senator 

McCain and senator Obama were used often. Quite common were also the names referring to 

the elections such as the Democratic candidate and the Republican nominee. As the articles 

concentrated slightly more on Barack Obama, he was also called the Illinois senator and the 

Democrat. Although Obama was referred to in one article as a leftist out of step with the rest 

of the country by John McCain, he was also referred to as this impressive man. In fact, a 

President Obama was mentioned in three articles and the 1st black president in two articles. 

John McCain, on the other hand, was referred to as Obama’s republican opponent and a 

combative 72-year-old war hero. 

 

4.2.2 Actions of the candidates in The International Herald Tribune 

 

There was a considerably large amount of words describing the actions of Barack Obama and 

John McCain in the articles. Also the amount of action words was more equal between the 

candidates. There were, however, differences in the types of words used, when describing the 

actions of Obama compared to the actions of McCain.  
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There were several actions representing Obama's professional capability in the texts. Obama 

moderated, dealt handily, wielded his daunting financial advantage, lacked the experience, 

was using his financial edge to dominate and can be a president. There were also actions 

concerning Obama's situation in the campaign. Obama continued to have confidence, built 

strong support, was winning, was widely viewed as the winning candidate, would defeat, had 

an insignificant lead, enjoyed a comfortable edge, lead McCain, was about to leave the 

campaign trail, had the luxury of devoting more time to the West and held the lead which was 

mentioned in two articles. In addition, Obama was not taking this lying down, demonstrated 

his cool assurance, pushed back and bedeviled during the rhetorical battles between the 

candidates.  

 

The actions of John McCain, on the other hand, did not include any words referring to his 

professional skills, but there were also actions linked to his campaigning. McCain made no 

progress, tightened the race, made up some ground, appeared to have gained some traction 

and shrugged off polls, which was mentioned twice. McCain's part in the rhetorical battle, 

however, was reported extensively as he spent much time on defence, batted back, also took 

the offence, pounded on, tried to shake off, insisted, tried to turn against, resolutely rejected, 

found him defending, accused, pummeled, dismissed, ramped up, hit hard and argued during 

his campaign.  

 

There were several operational words concerning both candidates in The International Herald 

Tribune articles from which McCain's concentrated more on the actions he took against 

Obama whereas Obama's operational words concerned his own position in the election. Also 

most of the war terminology in the articles was linked to McCain and his attacking and 

defending against Obama. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

 

In the following chapters we will analyze our results using critical discourse analysis and will 

also look at the broader, sociocultural context of the representations of the candidates used in 

the newspapers. We will first take a closer look at both newspapers and their articles. We will 

also analyze how each newspaper builds a representation of each presidential candidate, 
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especially from the point of view of the discursive practices, in other words the lexical 

choices the journalists have made in the articles. After that we will move on to comparing the 

newspapers with each other. In drawing the comparisons between USA Today and The 

International Herald Tribune, we intend to focus on the larger sociocultural context around 

the texts, without forgetting to compare the discursive practices. This part of our study will 

lead us to the conclusion of the study, in which we will summarize our findings and make 

suggestions for further study. 

 

5.1 USA Today 

 

Even though USA Today is, by style, a simple and to-the-point newspaper, and the articles are 

rather short, they still succeed in using effective vocabulary and metaphors, especially when 

depicting the actions of the presidential candidates. Whereas Obama was raiding, stomping 

and barnstorming, McCain was playing defense and fighting behind his own front lines. These 

lexical choices are quite characteristic of the mood of the texts. Throughout the articles 

Obama is depicted as having the upper hand and the control over the elections. He is made to 

look like a confident, powerful character that ardently goes after what he wants. In several 

occasions Obama tells people how things are. In contrast, McCain’s role is diminished, with 

focus being on him trying to keep the pieces of his campaign together and trying to hold on to 

whatever states are still left backing him up. He does not lead roaring crowds, as Obama 

does, but criticizes and argues against Obama’s economic plans without once bringing up his 

own campaign themes. In addition, Obama’s personality is characterized much further than 

that of McCain’s. Besides being represented as a committed and strong candidate, Obama also 

jokes and pokes fun at McCain. Both expressions give out a certain impression of Obama, but 

it is up to the reader to interpret them as either a sign of being light-hearted about the race or 

of being arrogant and cocksure about his position. 

 

There are several instances where Obama’s speeches are quoted but only few of McCain’s. 

Instead, more than often there is someone speaking for McCain, be it a spokesperson or some 

other representative. By doing so McCain is superseded, and it takes away from his power as 

a politician. It weakens his position further by sending a message that he is perhaps not doing 

his work, or that his words alone are not strong enough to stand against Obama’s. Moreover, 

the nature of the quotations differs considerably between the candidates. Whereas Obama is 

quoted in a versatile fashion, making comments about McCain’s policies, defending his own 
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and rallying his groups, McCain on his behalf is only quoted when he criticizes Obama. It is 

noticeable that there are not many quotes of him rallying to win the elections, or of reaching 

out to his voters. The closest to this is when McCain says “I’m not afraid of the fight. I’m 

ready for it” at an election rally in North Carolina, which further demonstrates him as the 

rival of the race rather than the winning candidate. It is also the only occasion where McCain 

is actually depicted as still having hope and will to fight left. 

 

 In one of the articles there is even a direct comparison between the candidates; Obama is 

trying to raid Republican territory while McCain is playing defense (29th Oct 2008), which is 

a good representative of the difference between the two candidates made in the articles. 

Altogether Obama is seen to be the more active candidate with a lot of commitments in his 

calendar, whilst McCain’s actions are kept in the background. Obama’s actions are often 

listed, for example: Barack Obama pulled out all political and technological stops 

Wednesday, barnstorming across Republican territory, making a late-night appearance at a 

rally here with former president Bill Clinton, and blanketing the airwaves. There are a few 

similar instances in the articles. They represent Obama as a machine-like, determined man 

with a full schedule and stamina to do whatever it takes to win over more voters. In 

comparison, McCain is said to be making the necessary stops. This quote from his senior 

adviser Charles Black sums up well how the articles depict McCain’s activity during the last 

weeks of his campaign. 

 

Although there was a great difference in the amount of operative words used to describe 

Obama’s and McCain’s actions, there was not a lot of variety in the names and definitions 

given to the candidates. The names were quite neutral in tone, introducing both candidates as 

senators, either Democrat or Republican candidates or nominees or simply by their name. 

Some differences were still present. Whereas Obama was called the Democrat, referring to 

him as the prime example and the top person of his political party, McCain’s power was 

reduced to being called only Republican, which could mean any member of the same party. 

Moreover, only Obama was called A President Obama, which is quite suggestive in 

foreseeing the result of the elections and painting a picture of Obama as the President in 

advance. In comparison, McCain was called the Republican rival, which for its part again 

reduces McCain’s role in the presidential race to be the underdog. Again, the names given to 

the candidates reinforce the difference between the candidate’s representations constructed 

throughout the articles. 
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5.2 The International Herald Tribune 

 

Since the genre of all texts is a “hard news” article, there is very little room for the writer to 

use loaded terms in the texts. However, in The International Herald Tribune Knowlton 

succeeds in this by adding various meaningful expressions in the articles. These lexical 

choices are often connected with the two candidates, forming representations worth noticing 

while interpreting the texts. For instance the naming of the two candidates suggests this in a 

rather obvious way. When Barack Obama is referred to as The Democrat, emphasizing his 

position as the top democrat of the country, John McCain is merely referred to as Senator 

McCain. Similarly, Obama is mentioned as a President Obama or the 1st black president, not 

only once, but altogether five times in five articles, whereas there are no references to McCain 

as the possible president. Instead, McCain is presented in the position of Obama's republican 

opponent or, in the article that tries to foresee the outcome of the election, a combative 72-

year-old war hero. Particularly when paired up with the representation of Obama as the 1st 

black president, the political view of the newspaper and its reporter seems quite biased 

towards Obama.  

 

The texts also draw from previous events during the campaign, since the readers of the paper 

are expected to read it daily. Besides informing the readers of the points of view of Obama 

and McCain, the repetition of events and statements of the candidates help to form and 

maintain the representations The International Herald Tribune and Brian Knowlton are 

attempting to create. For instance, the article “Both candidates turn to tight Florida race” (Oct, 

30, 2008) which by its headlining seems neutral, includes quotes of McCain pummeling 

Obama: “Senator Obama is running to punish the successful. I'm running to make everyone 

successful.” Whereas Obama despite the more moderate tone he has struck this week, was not 

taking this lying down: “I'm sorry to see my opponent sink so low.”  These types of choices of 

quotes reinforce the images of Obama as the strong, confident candidate and McCain as the 

weaker, defiant candidate. Similar representations can also be found in all of the articles. 

 

The discourse practices of the articles are complex, in the sense that there are multiple 

discourses in each of the articles. What is worth noticing, however, is that the discourses of 

the reporter and the direct quotations or voices of Barack Obama and John McCain are 

present in all the texts. Also the voices of voters and the party officials are present. The 

reported speech of the candidates, the point of view of The International Herald Tribune and 
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the discourses of the voters are all mixed in the genre of ”hard news”. It is notable, how the 

texts are chained together with these discourses and form a consistent whole that can be 

interpreted as The International Herald Tribune's political view. 

 

There were several themes that were common in all of the articles. Firstly, Barack Obama is 

depicted as the “cool” candidate and the assumed clear winner of the presidential race. For 

instance, in “Campaigns blast away at economic proposals” the text moves from the actual 

events of the campaigning to the voters' opinions on both candidates and Sarah Palin 

alienating the voters of McCain. Knowlton paints a picture of Obama having the upper hand 

and no need for dirty tricks. In contrast, McCain is depicted as a desperate man, near to losing 

his erratic campaign. The lexical choices of the article support this view. Where Obama 

moderated a panel discussion on unemployment, republicans came up with a new line of 

attack on Obama, criticizing him on his readiness of handling international crises. McCain 

also pounded on his opponent while Obama was reported to, for his part, fly to Hawaii to 

spend a few days with his ailing grandmother. McCain, on the other hand, is depicted as a 

militant, persistent fighter and the underdog of the elections, and is reported to have attacked 

Obama verbally in several occasions during the campaigning. Secondly, the articles suggest 

turmoil in the Republican Party concerning their belief that the battle of presidency has 

already been lost. Thirdly, there is also a strong emphasis on the poll results and the opinions 

of the voters in the texts.  

 

In addition, the lexical choices of the articles make use of war terminology. For instance 

“Candidates dashing to the wire” (Nov 2nd 2008) includes this type of terminology and 

metaphors. The article was published only three days before the election, when the battle 

between Obama and McCain was coming to its end. In the article, McCain hits his opponent 

hard, the candidates raced across battleground states, Obama's campaign took off with a 

caucus victory and Obama told supporters to expect McCain's campaign to end in a crescendo 

of attacks on him. Obama was also quoted saying: “More of the slash and burn, say-anything, 

do-anything politics that's calculated to divide and distract...”, which shows that not only the 

International Herald Tribune but also Obama and McCain themselves have realized the 

power of effective metaphors. A metaphor is also significant in terms of the newspaper's 

implicit claim to a relationship of solidarity and common identity with the audience 

(Fairclough 1995b: 71). In this particular newspaper, the metaphors seem to work by 

connecting the audience to Barack Obama, rather than John McCain. The also texts link 

intertextually to popular media coverage of the elections over a longer period of time. Thus, 
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this metaphor of war is ideologically potent, since it helps to sustain and reproduce dominant 

ideological representations.  

 

5.3 ”McCain's defiance vs. Obama's confidence” -  Comparing the articles of  USA Today 
and The International Herald Tribune 

 

USA Today (UT) and The International Herald Tribune (IHT) are stylistically very different 

newspapers. This had an influence on our analysis and in particular in comparing the two 

newspapers with each other. In this chapter we shall combine and deepen the analyses of both 

newspapers in a comparative manner. We will also consider the merits and shortcomings of 

both newspapers regarding their reporting of the elections, as well as think of reasons for why 

the reports and the depictions of the candidates in both newspapers were the way they seem to 

be, and if any bias occurs.  

 

Whereas the articles on USA Today are condensed reports of the most urgent matters 

concerning the presidential campaigns, The International Herald Tribune considers the same 

matters, but more in depth and often with a wider perspective. For example, something that 

made headline, front page news in UT (“Dems get big boost in early voting”, UT 22nd Oct 

2008) was a mere part of a bigger discussion in IHT (“Candidates battle for upper hand in the 

west”, IHT 27th Oct 2008). This, of course, raises a question of why another story would be 

foregrounded so strongly in the other newspaper and backgrounded in the other, and we shall 

return to this question later on in this chapter. Moreover, as all IHT’s articles were from the 

campaign trail and almost solely written by the same journalist, Brian Knowlton, his voice 

was always present in the articles. UT’s articles were written by different journalists and were 

of different genres, so the journalist’s voices were often hard to find and were hidden in the 

often minimalistic style of reporting. 

 

The amount of articles concerning the presidential elections differed a lot as well. From the 

period of two weeks before the elections, there were quite a few issues of UT that did not have 

any articles about the elections. On the contrary, in IHT there were several articles in each 

issue. Each of them concentrated on different aspects of the campaigns: the polls; the rallies; 

the supporters; the vice presidential nominees etc. This made the reports in IHT seem a lot 

more versatile than in UT. Taking into account the wide circulation of UT in and outside of 

the United States, the lack of articles and attention towards the elections in general was quite 
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surprising. Although UT’s current political stand is uncertain, its concentration on Barack 

Obama was evident. John McCain, on his behalf, was left with very little attention in the 

articles we analyzed. 

 

In IHT John McCain was a lot more present than in UT and his role was a lot more powerful 

and noteworthy. This seems appropriate considering that the presidential race was reaching its 

peak at the time of publishing the articles. As opposed to the nearly voiceless, defensive 

representation of McCain in UT, the articles on IHT represented McCain as a brisk-natured 

fighter, who was still hopeful of his chances in the race, even if his Republican supporters 

were depicted as giving up on hope and even beginning to “point fingers” within the party. 

The Republican Party’s growing pessimism was mentioned in several articles in IHT, whereas 

the Democrats were depicted as standing unified and confident.  

 

A great deal of the representation built of McCain in IHT had to do with him being quoted 

several times criticizing Obama’s tax plans. The same parts of the same speech, he wants to 

spread the wealth, and he is more interested in controlling who gets your piece of the pie than 

he is in growing the pie, were quoted in many of the articles in IHT. UT used the same quotes, 

but without repetition. Since Obama gave his response to these accusations in each article by 

using different quotes, this lead to a continuous dialogue between the candidates in each 

article of IHT. The repetition of the same theme made McCain seem to be clutching to the 

same final straw over and over again, while Obama handily played his accusations off. 

Perhaps the best example was when Obama answered McCain’s accusation with saying next 

he will be accusing me of being a communist because I shared my toys in the kindergarten. 

The same quote was used in UT as well. Moreover, perhaps the best sentence to characterize 

IHT’s stand on the final moments of the presidential race can be found in the article from 24th 

October, which claims that there were indications that McCain’s continued attacks on Obama 

were harming McCain more than they were harming Obama. This represents well the 

alignment of IHT; representing McCain as the aggressive rival, whereas Obama is depicted as 

the candidate that plays the game in a fair manner.  

 

Although McCain was not altogether represented in a negative light in IHT, we find that the 

articles served a Democrat goal and ideology in depicting McCain as the “bad guy” and as a 

possibly dangerous rival of Obama in the elections. Even when McCain’s merits are included 

in the text, it feels as if they might serve as a warning of him still being capable of swinging 

votes his way. In a way this emphasizing of McCain’s perseverance could even be seen as an 
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indirect urge of getting readers to cast their ballot for Obama. It would seem wise for a 

newspaper that is backing a candidate, in this case Obama, to not start celebrating until all 

votes have been counted. Therefore it should be important to activate the readers to both 

acknowledge that the competition is still on, as well as to encourage them to pick the “better” 

of the two candidates by making the other look better compared to the other. 

 

Repetition of the same themes was a noticeable effect throughout the articles of IHT, both in 

the articles and between them. UT had much less repetition, since there were fewer articles in 

the newspaper altogether. Also, they considered different aspects of the race than IHT. The 

effect of repetition in IHT made the series of articles consistent, but also helped to further 

create certain images of both candidates in the reader’s mind. In this sense the repetition of 

the same quotes, for example, was an effective way of affecting the reader. In addition to 

underlining the question of economy and tax issues, IHT also often marked that the 

Republicans were dismissing what the polls were saying about the candidate’s popularity or 

about the possible result of the elections. This made the Republican Party seems desperate, 

again, since the results of different polls were an important storyline throughout the articles 

and probably throughout the whole race to the throne. 

 

As IHT pictured Obama as the unaffected and cool winning favorite of the elections, and as 

the victim of McCain’s continuous attacks, USA Today had a different representation of both 

candidates. As mentioned in section 5.1 of this study, McCain’s role in UT was much 

diminished. He was only quoted a few times and his role was altogether surprisingly small. It 

felt that in UT, Obama was depicted as a candidate so strong that at a stage so late in the 

presidential race, McCain perhaps would not be able to hold any comparison to him anymore. 

In contrast to the representations of the candidates in IHT, the roles of Obama and McCain 

feel somewhat reversed in UT. UT paints a picture of Obama being the more aggressive 

candidate who raids territories and pokes fun at McCain’s comments about Obama’s 

economic policies. The representation created of Obama is not negative by any means, but 

seems a lot more arrogant than the innocent picture IHT gives of Obama. McCain, on his 

behalf, is depicted as having given ground and trying to hold things together, trying to defend 

whatever states might still be backing him up. Even though he is quoted in a similar way in 

UT as in IHT, McCain’s aggressiveness and accusations of Obama’s tax plans are played 

down in the former. This is executed by, for example, using less war related verbs and 

adjectives as in IHT, by emphasizing the aggressiveness of Obama and by otherwise de-

voicing McCain by frequent usage of spokespeople and campaign people throughout the 
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articles. 

 

Despite representing the two candidates quite differently than in IHT, UT seems to genuinely 

support Obama during the last moments of the race. Obama is quoted as a great leader, his 

personality shines through more than McCain’s and his victory in the elections is predicted in 

most of the articles. Articles in UT point out that former, powerful Republicans are now 

backing up Obama and that Obama has managed to bring together the Democrat party. Even 

the aforementioned headline of the Democrat Party getting a lot of early voters seems to 

support this idea. The UT editor’s letter we had as one of the articles was the only one to draw 

a clear comparison between the candidates. It talks about which of the candidates would have 

an easier time with the congress after the elections, and despite its neutral tone, it sides with 

Obama. This is a good indication of UT’s stand. A question remains whether the newspaper 

has been more inclusive of McCain, or more supportive of the Republican Party before. 

However, since our study only reached the two weeks prior to the election, we cannot 

comment on this speculation. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

 

In this study we intended to look into how two different American newspapers, which have a 

wide circulation, report about a media event of great importance that two people personify. 

Our wish was to point out how the newspapers, USA Today and The International Herald 

Tribune, build representations of these two people, the US presidential candidates of the 2008 

elections, Barack Obama and John McCain. We wanted to examine what the representations 

are like in each newspaper and if and how they differ from each other. We also intended to 

seek if any political ideologies or hidden motives could be found in the texts. 

 

Our study showed that the representations do differ considerably between the newspapers.    

Both papers, however, were surprisingly united in presenting Barack Obama as the very likely 

winner of the presidential race and moreover, the better candidate for the office. This might be 

linked to the fact that former president Bush's policies turned out to be quite unpopular 

towards the end of his term. Therefore the American press, whether Democratic or 

Republican, seems to side with Obama's policies. It also seems, at least in the light of the 

newspapers we used in this study, that Rieder's claims of the media not being biased towards 

Obama are strongly exaggerated. The writers and reporters of both UT and IHT came up with 
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representations that were not merely reports, such as the 1st black president of Obama and a 

combative 72-year-old war hero of McCain in IHT. Instead, these word choices seem to be 

designed to affect the reader, whether it is about deciding who to vote for, whether to vote at 

all, or to stronger stand behind an already chosen candidate. Studying whether word choices 

such as these actually had an effect on the readers of the newspapers could serve as a great 

opportunity for further research. Another suggestion for further study would be to study the 

newspapers from the duration of the whole presidential campaigns, and to see if the political 

stands or the reporting styles of the newspapers have in fact changed in the long run. 

 

The study would have been more comprehensive, if the amount of articles would have been 

greater. Five articles from the duration of two weeks from each newspaper is not a large 

amount, and merely give an indication of what the results of this study would be if a wider 

sample was analyzed with more time. Moreover, the choice of newspapers was not perfect as 

we had to choose from newspapers that were most readily available to us at the time of 

beginning this study. We would have gotten more contrast to the study had we chosen, for 

example, the strongly McCain-endorsing New York Post instead of USA Today. The 

International Herald Tribune could have been substituted with New York Times, the 

newspaper which IHT is published under. This choice of newspapers might have offered an 

interesting perspective on two East Coast newspapers with polar opposite political stands. 

 

On the whole we were happy with the way the study turned out. We were able to gain a fresh 

approach to an old concept and find differences in the representations and between the 

newspapers. We also feel that we were able to carry out a meaningful study that encourages 

critical reading. Even though the sample we used was limiting, the results show that notable 

differences were still evident in the articles, and we were able to successfully point them out.   
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APPENDIX 1: USA Today 

 

(1) Dems get big boost in early voting (22nd Oct 2008 p.1A) 
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(2) 2nd former Bush official endorses Obama (24th Oct 2008 p.4A) 
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(3) McCain wages fight ‘behind his own front lines (29th Oct 2008 p.6A)  
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(4) Obama blankets TV with ad (30th Oct 2008 p.5A)  
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(5) What presidential candidates omit in their grand plans (30th Oct 2008 p.12A) 



  32 

APPENDIX 2: The International Herald Tribune 

 
(6) Campaigns blast away at economic proposals (22nd Oct 2008 p.6) 
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(7) Support expanding for Obama, poll shows (24th Oct 2008 p.1, 4) 
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(8) Candidates battle for upper hand in the west (27th Oct 2008 p.5) 
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(9) Both candidates turn to tight Florida race (30th Oct 2008 p.7) 
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(10) Candidates dashing to the wire (1st-2nd Nov 2008 p.1, 4) 
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