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Introduction 
 
Almost all theorists agree that the media directly influences reader’s attitudes in some way (Thompson 
2013), with newspaper journalism being considered ‘the most important textual system in the world’ 
(Hartley 1995: 20). In recent years, corpus analysis has been used to study themes and techniques in 
newspaper reporting which may have in turn affected public opinion. One area in which newspapers 
have a particularly high influence is politics as many British newspapers choose to endorse a particular 
party in the lead up to elections (Greenslade 2010). This can in turn affect the newspapers’ 
representations of political events on a day to day basis in favour of their preferred party or leader. I 
decided to investigate this by comparing the representation of an important political event in 
Conservative-endorsing and Labour-endorsing British newspapers; the two main rival parties in the 
recent 2015 general election. I will do this by conducting a small-scale corpus analysis, focusing on the 
relevant topic of the recent vote in the House of Commons in favour of joining ‘the coalition of nations 
conducting airstrikes against Islamic State militants in Syria’ (Sparrow 2015). Specific research 
questions will include: is there a difference in the way Conservative and Labour sympathetic British 
newspapers represent the same event? If so, how do they use language to do this? And finally, how do 
they each portray political party leaders?  
 
Literature Review 
 

Political Context  
 
The Conservative party is Britain's main centre-right party, it has traditionally stood for free trade, private 
enterprise, individual liberty, low taxation and strong defence. David Cameron has been leader since 
2005. The Labour party, on the other hand, is Britain's main left wing party, and the Conservative’s 
traditional rival. It has moved towards the centre ground in recent decades but wealth redistribution and 
social justice remain key aims. Jeremy Corbyn has been leader since 2015 (BBC 2015). The vote in 
question refers to the 10-hour long debate following which MPs voted on ‘escalating the UK's military 
involvement in the fight against the so-called Islamic State in Syria’. David Cameron’s views on the 
matter are as follows:  

 
David Cameron has moved to bring a vote following the recent terrorist atrocities in Paris which 
claimed the lives of 130 people. He told the Commons last month that the UK is already in the 
‘top tier’ of countries that so-called Islamic State is targeting. 
He has consistently said Britain should not ‘sub-contract’ its security to its allies, insisting the 
country's weaponry can play a crucial role in defeating the terrorist organisation. He believes 
striking IS at the ‘head of the snake’ in Syria will keep Britain safer.’ 

 
Jeremy Corbyn, however, has very different opinions: 
 

Jeremy Corbyn, the party's leader, is strongly against airstrikes but the majority of his shadow 
cabinet - including shadow foreign secretary Hilary Benn - are likely to support the government's 
pla. Mr Corbyn - who used to chair the Stop the War campaign group - told ITV News that 
extending airstrikes would lead to the deaths of more civilians and ultimately put Britain at 
greater risk. But - after the threat of mass resignations - he did eventually decide to allow his 
party a free vote. 

 
The influence of the Media 
 
Starting with the influence the media has on public opinion generally, there are some critics such as 
media analyst Ken Goldstein who argue that ‘the influence of Britain's printed press on the political 
sphere is diminishing’ due to the rise of the new media resulting in ‘circulation figures shrinking’ 

http://www.itv.com/news/2015-12-01/syria-airstrikes-jeremy-corbyn-tells-itv-news-labour-mps-must-do-their-duty-in-key-vote/
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(Goldstein 2011). However, the majority of critics revoke this claim, instead arguing ‘the continuing, and 
baleful, influence of Britain's press proprietors and editors’ and that ‘the newspapers' daily drip-drip-drip 
of stories and commentaries - whether positive or negative - do influence the electorate, including those 
people who never read [them]’ – due to the papers’ influence over other media (Greenslade 2011). 
There are also numerous studies that prove the influence of the media, such as Nagelhout et al’s (2011) 
study which found that ‘media attention about smoke-free legislation [in bars and restaurants] can 
influence smokers’ support for the legislation and SHS harm awareness’. Park (2005) found that 
newspapers and magazines had the effect of increasing women’s desires to be thin, and Coleman’s 
(1993) study showed that the mass media also influences people’s societal and personal risk 
judgements for things such as heart disease, AIDS, and smoking.  
 
The utilization of corpus analysis in media/ journalism studies   
 
There have been a number of studies that utilize corpus analysis in order to examine certain themes 
and representations of events in newspapers. For example, as previously mentioned in the introduction, 
Baker’s (2010) paper describes the analysis of an 87 million word corpus of British newspaper articles 
which refer to the subject of Islam, utilizing frequency analysis and concordances to compare 
representations in tabloids and broadsheets. The paper found that Muslims were generally more 
negatively represented in tabloids, ‘raising issues regarding the meaning of bias, and the process by 
which readers internalise lexical associations and the extent to which such associations impact on 
attitudes’. Gabrielatos and Baker (2008) also combine critical discourse analysis with corpus linguistics 
in order to examine discourses of refugees and asylum seekers in the UK press, utilizing collocations 
and concordance analysis to identify common categories of representations as well as performing 
qualitative analysis. Johnson, Culpeper and Suhr (2003) utilised corpus analysis in order to explore 
discourses of ‘political correctness’ in a corpus of articles gathered from three broadsheet newspapers 
in the UK 1994-1999. Using a numerical count of PC related words and a compilation of keywords the 
study revealed ‘an overall decline in the use of `PC'-related terms throughout the period in question’. 
 
Political language in newspapers  
 
Fowler (1996) argues that the language of the press is not neutral but a ‘highly constructive mediator’. 
He also explains the significance of different linguistic choices in newspaper articles:  
 

each particular form of linguistic expression in a text – wording, syntactic option, etc. – has its 
reason. There are always different ways of saying the same thing, and they are not random, 
accidental alternatives. Differences in expression carry ideological distinctions (and thus 
differences in representation)… The point [in these choices] is sometimes obvious [but] other 
linguistic features which work subliminally in the newspapers’ ideological practice of 
representation. (Fowler, 1996: 5) 

 
Reah (1998) further explains how ‘After 1975, commercial and political factors led to much greater 
partisanship in the press’ and more hostility towards opposing political parties, and highlights ‘the 
political bias that appears to currently exist’ in newspapers: 
 

Decisions may be made to exclude information because it is felt necessary to conceal that 
information from the readership, or to include information that is seen as in some way beneficial 
to groups other than the readership –the advertisers, the owners of the paper, the political party 
the owners support. (Reah 1998: 5) 

 
Belsie (2016) performed an investigation comparing political slants of American newspapers endorsing 
the two main US political parties: the Democrats and the Republicans. They identified 1000 partisan 
phrases (used much more often by one party than the other); an interesting example being the partisan 
divide over the tax on inherited wealth; whilst the Republican newspapers, who generally oppose the 
tax, frequently describe it negatively as ‘death tax’, the Conservative newspapers refer to it as the more 
positive ‘estate tax’. They also concluded that reader bias had the biggest impact on the papers’ political 
outlook as ‘reflecting the views of their readers… maximises profits’.  
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Methodology 
 
To answer my research questions, I conducted a small-scale corpus analysis (the 85 million word 
corpora of the aforementioned studies being far beyond the scope of this essay) in which I compared 
Conservative-endorsing newspaper articles on the Syrian airstrikes vote with Labour-endorsing articles 
on the same subject. For each corpus I included four different articles from three newspapers, posted 
on the newspapers’ online websites within three days of the vote. The Conservative newspapers were 
‘The Daily Mail’, ‘The Sun’ and ‘The Daily Telegraph’, whilst the Labour newspapers were ‘The Daily 
Mirror’, ‘The Morning Star’ and ‘The Guardian’. These were chosen to include two tabloids and one 
broadsheet paper for each corpus to take into account their ‘different journalistic styles and attitudes’ 
(Wilson 2004). Some newspapers have switched party allegiance over the years so their political 
endorsements have been chosen according to which party they backed in the 2015 general election 
(Wikipedia 2015). When copied from the newspaper’s online websites, articles were edited to omit any 
images and features of online journalism, including repeated quotes, links to other articles and social 
media tags. 

Using the online tool Wmatrix (Rayson 2008), I conducted a corpus analysis by comparing the 
Labour and Conservative corpora against each other. I first ran a key word test and analysed the top 
40 most frequently used words in comparison to the opposing corpora. I used the log likelihood value 
of 3.84 (p<0.05); generally accepted as ‘the minimum score for statistical significance’ (Jones and 
Waller 2015), and only included overused lexical items for ease of comparison. Whilst I used the 
concordance lines of significant words for context, I did not analyse them extensively so they are not 
included in my analysis section. I then performed a key domain analysis using the same p value and 
analysed the concordance lines of the top three most frequently used semantic categories for each 
corpus in order to ‘investigate the data in a more qualitative way’ (Baker 2008). Finally, I performed a 
simple word search of ‘David Cameron’ and ‘Jeremy Corbyn’ in each corpus in order to analyse the 
representation of both party leaders.  
 
Analysis 
 

1. Frequency analysis 
 
Figure 1: Top 40 of the most frequently used words in Conservative corpus in comparison to Labour. 
P< 0.05 (log likelihood 3.84) 
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Firstly, there are a number of significant differences between the top 40 most frequently used words in 
the Conservative corpus compared to the Labour corpus. The positive stance of the articles is 
immediately exemplified through the most frequently used adjective ‘perfect’. Whilst on its own an 
adjective with very positive connotations, its concordance lines show it is most frequently used within 
the term ‘perfect war’: a political description for ‘a war that is the least morally bad as is possible’ (Allhoff 
et al 2016). This therefore conveys a focus on the morally responsible aspect of the war against Syria, 
in order to portray it favourably. This positive theme is encouraged through the frequent use of the word 
‘yes’ (number 13); an affirmative response that indicates certainty. Its frequent use in conjunction with 
the noun ‘votes’ (19) also indicates a focus on the free choice MPs were given on the matter and on 
those who voted for the motion rather than against. 

There also appears to be a focus on togetherness through the frequent use of the plural 
personal pronoun ‘we’ (12); including all MPs in the decision rather than focusing on parliamentary 
divisions. The noun ‘forces’ (4), although refers mostly to the armed forces, also implies a group working 
together as one. This theme is also extended to include the whole world through the frequent use of 
the term ‘global’ (number 24) and references to the ‘UN’ (number 5). Concordance lines also indicate a 
particular focus on Britain’s support from other UN members and agreements that require Britain to aid 
other countries in need. Specific mentions of other countries such as Russia (number 21) and Cyprus 
(number 27) help to create this feeling of international togetherness. 

There are, conversely, some frequently used more negative words, such as the loaded 
adjective ‘evil’ (14). However, concordance lines show that it is used to describe the terrorist 
organisation, Isil, reiterated through the frequent reference to the group itself (3). This, along with the 
common occurrence of the third person pronoun ‘they’ (2) indicates an attempt to attribute blame 
elsewhere and remind readers of the justifications behind declaring war.  
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Figure 2: Top 40 of the most frequently used words in Labour corpus in comparison to Conservative. 
P< 0.05 (log likelihood 3.84) 
 

 
 

There are also a number of interesting differences between the words most frequently used in 
the Labour corpus compared with the Conservative. Whilst not perhaps as overtly emotive as the 
Conservative corpus, the articles do appear to there does appear to be a negative stance portrayed 
within the articles. For example, the frequency of the verb ‘bullying’ (12) focuses on the backlash caused 
by MPs who voted yes. Whilst most examples condemn the public’s behaviour, the repeated references 
to the backlash in itself acts as a reminder of the negative public opinion. The frequency of the words 
‘warning’ (number 22) and ‘aggression’ (number 29), which both have negative connotations, also give 
an inkling to the overall Labour corpus’ views on the matter. 

Whilst the Conservative corpus focuses on togetherness, there are no frequent descriptions of 
unity in the Labour corpus, although there is an interesting focus on Europe as opposed to global 
interests. For example, the abbreviated term ‘EU’ to describe the European Union is the most frequently 
used noun, along with the adjective ‘european’ at number 5. This is likely an attempt to disassociate 
the UK from the likes of the USA, who have been encouraging a US-British alliance in joining the 
airstrikes. Whilst the Conservative newspapers attempted to portray the impression of the world joining 
forces and working together, the Labour newspapers reject this unity; instead wishing to stick to their 
own continent and not get involved with the Syrian conflict. 

In line with this argument, there is also interestingly no frequent descriptions of the conflict itself 
or allusions to the terrorist group Isil that are present in the Conservative corpus. Rather than the 
Conservative attempt to justify the yes vote, the Labour corpus does not attempt to explain the reasons 
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behind declaring war, instead attributing blame to the ‘MPs’ (2) who voted. A lot of focus is also given 
to the calls for ‘deselection’ (number 6) of these MPs; another reminder that many British people are 
unhappy with the results. The frequency of the word ‘clause’ at number three as well as the specific 
clause number: ‘42.7’ (15) also indicates an attribution of blame to previous agreements made with 
other countries. Concordance lines show a focus on the clause being ‘invoked’ and ‘complied with’, as 
well as it being ‘little-known’ therefore giving the impression that the UK has been forced into action by 
an insignificant term of agreement. Blame is also attributed to David Cameron as the possessive term 
‘Cameron’s’ (13) is generally used in a negative way to describe ‘Cameron’s war’, ‘Cameron’s 
fantastical claim’ and ‘Cameron’s rush’.  
 

2. Key semantic domain analysis and collocations of the top 3 
 
Table 1: the top 3 key semantic domains in the Conservative and Labour corpora found by using the 
wMatrix key domain analysis tool (P< 0.05 (log likelihood 3.84) 
 

  
Top 3 key semantic domains in order of highest to lowest frequency 1-3 
 

  

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

Corpus  
 

Conservative 
 

Flying and aircraft 
 

Able/intelligence 
 

General actions/making  
 

  

Labour  
 
 

Mental object: 
conceptual objects 
 

Thoughts/beliefs 
 
 

Mental object: 
means/method 
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Figure 3.1: Concordance lines of most frequently occurring semantic domain in Conservative corpora: 
flying and aircraft (not including unnamed category) 
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Figure 3.2: Concordance lines of second most frequently occurring semantic domain in Conservative 
corpora: able/intelligence 
 

 
 
Figure 3.3: Concordance lines of third most frequently occurring semantic domain in Conservative 
corpora: general actions/making 
 

 
 
The top three semantic domains in the Conservative corpora generally continue the positive 
representation of the airstrikes. Whilst the most frequently occurring theme of flying and aircraft shows 
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a focus on war, it is presented in a positive light through the inclusion of details such as the number of 
planes and types of jets being used. This therefore emphasises the impressive machines themselves 
rather than the places they will bomb. The repeated descriptions of them as ‘British’ and setting off ‘from 
the UK’ arouses patriotism, while the references to them ‘joining’ other troops once again gives the 
impression of global teamwork. This links with the second most frequently used domain: 
able/intelligence as these concordance lines focus on the positive aspects of winning the vote. These 
include now being able to attack enemy bases and gather intelligence in order to ultimately defeat ISIS. 
The general actions/ making domain also focuses particularly on ’military’ action, emphasising their and 
the government’s readiness to ‘carry out’ necessary actions and to ‘confront’ evils. This therefore gives 
the impression that the government knows what its doing and can be trusted to carry out this war 
effectively. 
 
Figure 4.1: Concordance lines of most frequently occurring semantic domain in Labour corpora: 
mental object: conceptual objects 
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Figure 4.2: Concordance lines of most frequently occurring semantic domain in Labour corpora: 
thoughts/beliefs 
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Figure 4.3: Concordance lines of most frequently occurring semantic domain in Labour corpora: 
mental object: means/methods 
 

 
 
The most frequently occurring semantic domains in the Labour corpus, on the other hand, continue 
representing the vote with a negative stance. Firstly, the Labour corpus seems much more preoccupied 
with mental concepts, focusing on the ‘issue’ and ‘matter’ of the vote itself and the views of labour 
members such as Ed Miliband and Jeremy Corbyn, as opposed to the Conservative more forward-
looking focus on actions following the vote. There is also a repetition of thoughts being with the RAF 
crews to invoke sympathy from the reader. The thoughts/ beliefs domain is quite similar in that it 
frequently represents opinions. Whilst some appear more positive in that many ‘thought’ the debate, 
and Hilary Benn’s speech in particular, were very impressive, there are also many that ‘believe’ bombing 
is not the right answer and that the issue has not been properly considered. The repetition of words 
such as ‘sceptical’ and ‘supposedly’ also indicate distrust of those who argued to bomb Syria. The main 
themes of the means/methods domain are also generally negative due to the frequent declarations that 
the government is going about things the wrong ‘way’, instead believing in other ‘procedures’ and 
‘methods’ to find a ‘peaceful’ solution.  
 
 

3. Word search and collocations on Labour and Conservative party leaders: David 
Cameron and Jeremy Corbyn 

 
Figure 5.1: word search and collocations of David_Cameron in Conservative corpus 
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Figure 5.2: word search and collocations of Jeremy_Corbyn in Conservative corpus 
 

 
 
Whilst the inclusion of shouts from protestors such as ‘shame on you’ and descriptions of David 
Cameron as ‘scarred and scared’ are perhaps a bit unexpected in the Conservative corpora, most other 
collocations still represent him in a positive light. For example, there are a number that refer to his 
victory, support and suggest that MPs ‘took the right decision’. He is also frequently referred to by his 
position as Prime Minister, indicating respect, and giving the impression of power as he is described as 
‘bracing Britain’ and ‘hailing’ decisions. 

Jeremy Corbyn, however, is unsurprisingly most commonly cited as ‘labour leader’ but is also 
described in much more derogatory terms such as ‘pacifist leader’, pseudo-pacifist, and even 
controversially ‘dubbed a terrorist sympathiser’. The collocations also centre around his refusal to 
‘support’ and ‘back’ the Tory government or ‘comment’ on the vote, therefore portraying him as a 
childish sore-loser and uncooperative. A second evident theme is that of betrayal as Corbyn’s labour 
MPs are described as ‘defying’ him.  
 
Figure 6.1: word search and collocations of David_Cameron in Labour corpus 
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Figure 6.2: word search and collocations of Jeremy_Corbyn in Labour corpus 
 

 
 
These collocations show that, in the Labour corpus, Cameron and his views are represented much 
more negatively. For example, a frequent sentiment is that he ‘got his way’ in the vote, focusing on his 
own personal agenda as opposed to what he believes is right for the country; even quoting protestors: 
‘David Cameron, shame on you!’ Whilst the 66 Labour MPs that voted for bombing Syria are cited, they 
are represented as deciding to back’s Cameron own stance as opposed to the whole party’s and it is 
once again him that is given a clear overall majority. The effectiveness of his methods are also called 
into question. 

Whilst there is some mention of Corbyn being defied by his fellow Labour MPs, he is 
represented in a much more positive light in the Labour corpus than Conservative. For example, one 
collocation ensures readers that many ‘overwhelmingly stand with Jeremy Corbyn in opposing 
airstrikes’ and that he is ‘paving the way’ and is actions should be ‘emulated’. He is also interestingly 
quoted as urging Mr Cameron to apologise.  
 
Conclusion 
 
To conclude, the utilisation of both corpus methods and qualitative discourse analysis, as exemplified 
by Baker (2010) and Gabrielatos and Baker (2008), gives a useful insight into the study of reporting 
themes in newspapers. Regarding my first research questions, there definitely appears to be a 
difference between the reporting of the Syrian Airstrikes vote in Conservative-endorsing and Labour-
endorsing newspapers. Whilst the Conservative papers represent it generally more positively, the 
Labour papers report more negatively, as would be expected by their opposing political ideologies. 

Whilst the key word analysis highlighted the Conservative corpus’ use of words with positive 
connotations and focus on the MPs’ free choice, global togetherness and the evils of terrorist group Isil, 
it emphasised the Labour corpus’ use of negative words and focus on public backlash and attributing 
blame to clause 42.7, the MPs and Cameron. The top three semantic domains for each continued these 
themes as the Conservative corpora focused on impressive war aircraft, defeating Isil and the 
government’s readiness, whilst the Labour corpora focused on negative opinions on bombing and other 
possible solutions. Each corpus also represented their own parties’ political leaders more positively; the 
Conservative highlighting Cameron’s victory, support and power but Corbyn’s unco-operation and his 
MPs’ betrayal, and the Labour corpus questioning Cameron’s methods and selfishness yet representing 
Corbyn’s actions as exemplary. 

The study therefore supports previous conclusions made on political bias in newspapers, 
including Fowler’s (1996) argument that linguistic choices reflect ideological practice and Reah’s (1998) 
belief in the rise of partisanship and hostility towards other political parties in the press. The study also 
bears similar conclusions to Belsie’s (2016) investigation into opposing political representations in 
American newspapers. This raises important questions about the effect this could have on public 
opinion due to the perceived influence of the media (Greenslade 2011, Park 2005, Coleman 1993). 
Further studies could build on this research by studying the representation of other important political 
events or comparing different political parties. Larger corpora could be used to look at general reporting 
trends as opposed to reporting on specific events.  
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