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___________________________________________________________________________ 

This study explores the evolution of discourse surrounding Donald Trump as depicted in The 

Washington Post, and examines potential biases in the newspaper's articles across two 

distinct periods: 2015-2017, from when Trump announced his candidacy for the 2016 

presidential election until his inauguration, and 2022-2024, from when he announced his 

candidacy for the 2024 election until the data collection date. Using corpus-assisted discourse 

analysis, the study investigates keywords and their collocating adjectival modifiers within the 

two corpora to reveal patterns in the discourse and potential bias around Trump. The results 

show that during the 2015-2017 period, the discourse predominantly centered on Trump's 

rivalry with Hillary Clinton, characterized by personal attacks and recurring themes of 

corruption, authoritarianism, and widespread protests against his presidency. In contrast, the 

2022-2024 period's discourse focused more on Trump's legal challenges, particularly 

regarding the mishandling of classified information and doubts about electoral integrity, 

indicating a shift in discourse. The findings do not explicitly demonstrate bias towards 

Trump. However, the discussion highlights the potential for bias to subtly manifest itself 

through language choices, issue framing, and narrative selection. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Keywords: corpus-assisted discourse analysis, Donald Trump, The Washington Post, 2024 
US election, 2016 US election, keyword analysis, AntConc 
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1 Introduction 
The election fever has left its mark on 2024 as 76 countries face both presidential and/or 

parliamentary elections (Aylott et al., 2023; Ewe, 2023). Among these nations is the United 

States of America, where one of the candidates, running for the presidency under the 

Republican party banner, is the former president, Donald Trump. 

In the realm of contemporary political discourse, the role of mass media, particularly 

newspapers, in shaping public opinion and understanding cannot be overstated. Among these 

media outlets, The Washington Post stands as a prominent source of news and analysis, 

wielding significant influence in the American media landscape.  

Media discourse, as discussed by Bell (1998, p. 23), carries great importance in 

research and education, which is due to its representation of different aspects of society. For 

instance, media discourse, which includes language use in advertisements and the 

representation of specific demographic groups and foreign languages, may reveal attitudes 

represented in certain speech communities. Moreover, it can also unveil deeper insights into 

“social meanings and stereotypes projected through language and communication” (p. 3) 

while, simultaneously, not only mirroring but also shaping “the formation and expression of 

culture, politics and social life” (p. 4). 

This thesis seeks to explore the evolution of the discourse around Donald Trump 

within The Washington Post. Specifically, it aims to analyze and compare the discourse 

during two periods. The first period begins with Trump’s announcement of his candidacy in 

2015 and ending with his presidential inauguration in 2017. The second period is his 

campaign for re-election in 2024, from the 2022 announcement of his candidacy to the year 

of the upcoming election, 2024. In addition, this thesis seeks to investigate if The Washington 

Post shows any bias towards Trump. The method employed is corpus-assisted discourse 

analysis, utilizing two corpora composed of newspaper articles from the respective election 

periods. The following research questions will guide this inquiry: 

• Does The Washington Post show bias in relation to Trump in 2015-2017 or 2022-

2024? 

• Has there been a shift in the discourse around Trump in The Washington Post from 

2015-2017 compared to 2022-2024?  
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2 Background 
This section provides the theoretical framework within which this study is situated. It begins 

by describing key theoretical frameworks and concepts, proceeding by introducing articles 

that have influenced this study, emphasizing the specific concepts incorporated. Additionally, 

an introduction to The Washington Post will be provided. 

 

2.1 Discourse in newspaper articles 
Storytelling is an important aspect of journalism. Bell (1998, p. 64) considers the story to be 

the newspaper article's focal point, because there must always be a story worth telling behind 

every article. Moreover, Bell (1998) suggests that stories are “central to human nature” (p. 

64), hence also being a great part of journalism, and asserts that “Journalists do not write 

articles, they write stories – with structure, order, viewpoint and values” (p. 64). Thus, the 

daily occurrences in society are conveyed through the narratives presented in the media. 

Furthermore, Baker (2006, p. 71) claims that by manufacturing their own discourses, 

journalists can shape and shift the existing narrative by referring to the views and opinions of 

individuals in influential and advantaged positions. Therefore, journalists bear significant 

responsibility in shaping the narrative for the general public. 

 

2.2 Corpus-assisted discourse analysis 
In this study, a corpus-assisted discourse analysis will be conducted. To clarify this approach, 

corpus linguistics and discourse analysis will first be detailed individually, followed by an 

explanation of their combined application. 

 

2.2.1 Corpus linguistics 

Corpus linguistics encompasses various definitions and methodologies for studying language 

(McEnery & Wilson, 1996, as cited in Baker, 2006, p. 1). It involves both the quantitative 

and qualitative analysis of electronically encoded text and is defined as the study of language 

form and/or function using a comprehensive collection of natural texts, known as a corpus 

(Baker, 2006, p. 1; Partington et al., 2013). This approach is driven by evidence from 

extensive language data, considering multiple contextual factors simultaneously, with the 

overarching objective of clarifying the organization of language and understanding its 

functionality within its context.  

Corpus linguistics extensively employs computers for both automatic and interactive 
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analysis techniques. This approach allows researchers to navigate complex linguistic 

assessments, while the computer manages data storage, ensuring uniformity and 

dependability. The empirical nature of this method allows for analyzing actual patterns of 

language use in natural texts, providing a scope and reliability of analysis not achievable 

otherwise (Biber et al., 1998, p. 3-4). Importantly, corpus-based analysis should integrate 

qualitative and functional interpretations of linguistic patterns, not solely rely on quantitative 

findings, to explore the significance of these patterns in understanding language use (Biber et 

al., 1998, p. 4-5). 

The concept of keyness plays a vital role in text analysis and corpus linguistics and is 

used to describe the importance of certain words or concepts within a text or a selection of 

texts. When speaking of keyness in the context of text analysis, the focus is on the relative 

frequency of certain words or expressions compared to their presence in a collection of 

reference texts or in the language in general. In essence, it is the words or phrases that show 

high keyness that stand out as most important for understanding the main points within a text 

(Scott & Tribble, 2006, p. 55).  

Another key concept in this study is collocations. A collocation is one term that often 

appears alongside another term. When two words or word forms collocate, it indicates that 

they frequently occur together, and that the relationship between the words are statistically 

significant in its context (Baker, 2006, p. 95; Scott & Tribble, 2006, p. 33). 

 

2.2.2 Discourse analysis 

Discourse, as defined by Vine (2013, p. 4), encompasses language use within specific 

contexts, suggesting that language is not merely a string of words or sentences but is 

intricately shaped by its surroundings and the intentions it serves within those contexts. For 

instance, the language employed in a classroom greatly differs from that used in a courtroom, 

a casual conversation among friends, a political rally, or, as in the case of this study, 

newspaper articles. The term discourse analysis was initially introduced by Zellig Harris 

(1952, p. 1, as cited in Paltridge, 2012, p. 1) as a method for analyzing connected speech and 

writing. Broadly defined, discourse analysis entails examining language usage and exploring 

the intricate relationships between language and its context, spanning both spoken and 

written forms of communication. This method involves delving into naturally occurring data 

and emphasizing the contextual factors surrounding communication, including the identities 

of communicators, their physical locations, and their communicative objectives (Vine, 2023, 

p. 5). This perspective aligns with Chimobo and Roseberry (1998, p. 3, as cited in Paltridge 
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2012, p. 2), who assert that the primary aim of discourse analysis is to enrich our 

understanding of texts and how they acquire significance for their intended audiences. Rather 

than isolating individual language units, discourse analysts scrutinize larger sequences, such 

as entire conversations or texts. They analyze these sources on multiple levels, investigating 

aspects such as vocabulary, syntax, turn-taking, gestures, and visual elements. Understanding 

discourse entails grasping the underlying goals of communication and how language is 

employed to either shape or challenge relationships and construct identities (Paltridge 2012, 

p. 3). 
 

2.2.3 Using corpora in discourse analysis 

Baker (2006, p. 71-72) points out that news is a major register of language and how crucial it 

is to really delve into the text of news stories, suggesting that there is often more to them than 

meets the eye. According to him, thoroughly examining the language used in news texts is 

key to understanding the underlying ideologies. This type of analysis helps reveal deeper 

meanings and complexities that might not be immediately noticeable. It also assists news 

consumers in understanding that what they are reading is not just a collection of facts, but a 

product influenced by various factors. 

When using corpora in discourse analysis, Baker (2006, p. 71) asserts that the 

concordance list is the most effective tool because it allows for closer analysis of texts. A 

concordance, also known as keyword in context, is essentially a list that compiles all instances 

of a specific search term within a collection of texts, showing each occurrence along with the 

surrounding words, typically a few on both sides of the term. 

To identify discourse in the concordance list, patterns of language must be 

recognized. This involves identifying repetitions, for if the patterns are common, they might 

indicate the discourse present in the corpus. However, as these patterns may be difficult to 

detect, Baker (2006) suggests sorting the concordances by positions 1L, 2L, and 1R (1L = 

one word to the left of the keyword, 2L = two words to the left of the keyword, 1R = first 

word to the right of the keyword). Sorting the concordance in this way provides a better 

representation of the language patterns in the corpus, facilitating a more straightforward 

research process, rather than seeing the results in alphabetical order (Baker, 2006, p. 77-78).  

Consequently, by examining the words in concordance lists, the quantitative corpus analysis, 

which encompasses keyword and collocation analysis, aligns with qualitative research 

methods such as close reading of concordance lists and discourse analysis. 
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2.3 The inspiration for this study 
The topic of this essay was initially inspired by Renström’s study (2011), which delves into 

the editorial content in The Washington Post and The Washington Times, focusing on their 

portrayal of Barack Obama (former president of the United States), as well as the discourses 

and keywords that are prominently featured in each publication. Renström’s findings indicate 

that The Washington Post presents a more balanced perspective on Obama, incorporating 

both support and criticism, while The Washington Times predominantly criticizes and attacks 

Obama. 

Additionally, Renström’s keyword analysis revealed that The Washington Post 

frequently focuses on race, conservatives and reforms, while the discourse in The Washington 

Times is about spending, unemployment, and political institutions. The author concludes that 

these newspapers construct different realities, depicting Obama in contrasting manners. 

Furthermore, she concludes that The Washington Times “overwhelmingly condemns and 

attacks Obama” whereas The Washington Post “allows for a relatively balanced perspective 

on Obama as they both support and criticize him” (Renström, 2011, p.5). In Renström’s 

study, a notable parallel between her findings and the The Washington Post’s self-description 

emerges, which has been further examined in 2.5. 

 

2.4 Defining subjectivity and objectivity 
In this study, the concepts of subjectivity and objectivity play a pivotal role. Therefore, this 

section aims to establish a definition of these terms. 

Subjectivity can be approached from various perspectives. Some researchers contend 

that language inherently embodies subjectivity. Benveniste (1997, p. 225), for instance, posits 

that language is inherently saturated with expressions of subjectivity, such as personal 

perspectives, emotions, and individual viewpoints. The extent of this subjectivity is so 

profound that it prompts the question of whether language would still function effectively and 

be recognizable as language if it were constructed entirely devoid of subjective elements.  

In addition, Benveniste’s perspective (1997, p. 225) becomes relevant when 

considering the news being manufactured by journalists with underlying ideologies (Baker, 

2006, p. 71; Bell, 1998, p. 64). When analyzing the discourse, it is important to critically 

examine the influence of these ideologies on the representation of facts. 

Another scholar who offers a more nuanced interpretation of subjectivity is Traugott 

(2010). Traugott's (2010, p. 31-38) focus is on expressions whose primary function is to 
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reflect the speaker's attitude or perspective rather than providing an objective description of 

the subject. According to Traugott (2010), subjectivity means that linguistic expressions 

evolve to more clearly mark the speaker's inner state, attitudes, or perceptions. This contrasts 

with objective expressions, which tend to describe something without involving the speaker's 

personal perspective. Considering the semantic and pragmatic significance in this context 

involves understanding how these linguistic elements not only carry a stable meaning — 

semantics — but also are used in specific communicative contexts to achieve certain 

purposes — pragmatics. Subjective modifiers contribute to creating a more nuanced 

communication by not only indicating qualities or states, but also reflecting the speaker's own 

feelings and viewpoint on what is described.  

Traugott's framework (2010, p. 31-38) is applied in Vartiainen’s study (2012, p. 159-

160), where subjective modifiers are particularly significant. These modifiers are typically 

adjectives or adverbs, where the objective modifiers describe properties that are typically 

accessible or known through context or shared knowledge about the referent. In contrast, the 

subjective modifiers impose a property on the referent that is less accessible or more 

dependent on the speaker's perspective or evaluation. While Vartiainen examines these 

modifiers in relation to definite and indefinite articles in noun phrases, this approach has not 

be incorporated into the present study. However, the process of categorizing the adjectival 

modifiers as subjective or objective in this present study has been inspired by the one of 

Vartiainen (2012).  

Studying lexical items is considered the most efficient approach for uncovering 

ideology in language (Van Dijk, 1998, p.31-32). By examining lexical items that typically 

convey values, norms, or opinions (e.g., terrorist, racist, beautiful, dirty), together with the 

context in which these items appear, the ideology in discourse becomes more apparent. Two 

examples illustrate the usage of the word crooked in different contexts. In an objective 

context, the word could be used as follows: “The carpenter observed that the floorboards 

were crooked and required realignment.” Contrarily, the following example, which comes 

from later in the present study, displays the word used in a subjective context: “’Help Me 

Stop Crooked Hillary From Rigging This Election!’…” 

In line with Vartiainen (2012), the present study adopts Traugott's definition (2010) as 

the foundation for understanding subjectivity and objectivity. Furthermore, following Van 

Dijk's suggestion (1998), a lexical analysis of adjectival modifiers has been conducted to 

identify discourse patterns. Thus, the context of adjectival modifiers, and the Cambridge 

English dictionary (2024), has served as a guide for categorizing words based on Traugott’s 
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definition of subjectivity. 

 

2.5 The Washington Post 
The Washington Post is a newspaper based in Washington, D.C., the U.S. capital, with a long 

and rich history, according to The Washington Post’s own company history page (Staff, 

2024). Established in 1877 by the Democrat Stilson Hutchins, The Washington Post initially 

leaned towards the Democratic Party. This became particularly evident during the ownership 

of John R. Maclean, whose political agenda significantly influenced editorial decisions and 

consequently lowered the newspaper's credibility. However, in 1933, the newspaper 

underwent a transformation when it was acquired by Eugene Meyer. Despite Meyer's lack of 

experience in the newspaper industry, his firm convictions about publishing led him to 

communicate a set of enduring principles still adhered to by The Washington Post today. 

These principles, “The Seven Principles for the Conduct of a Newspaper,” have profoundly 

shaped the newspaper's trajectory and contributed to its considerable success (Staff, 2024). 

These principles focus on accurately reporting the truth about significant American and 

global affairs while maintaining decency and suitability for all ages. Its duty lies with the 

readers and the public, prioritizing their interests over those of its owners. Committed to 

fairness and independence, the newspaper should be willing to make financial sacrifices for 

the public good (Meyer, 1935, as cited in Staff, 2024).   

The time thereafter until the present day has been characterized by growth, starting in 

1946 when Philip Graham led The Washington Post through a period of significant 

expansion. He oversaw the acquisition of various radio channels and TV stations in 

Washington and Florida, and purchased multiple newspapers between 1954 and 1962, which 

boosted circulation dramatically. After Philip Graham's death, Katharine Graham took over 

and continued to expand the company's influence. She acquired new media assets, and The 

Washington Post became renowned for its investigative journalism, notably publishing the 

Pentagon Papers in 1971 and covering the Watergate scandal, which led to President Nixon's 

resignation. Katharine Graham's tenure also saw The Washington Post go public and expand 

its weekly zoned sections to better serve regional readers. Don Graham succeeded his mother 

and guided The Washington Post into the digital age. Innovations included new printing 

technologies and the launch of their website washingtonpost.com, and the company continued 

to grow by acquiring television stations and launching new publications. In 2013, The 

Washington Post was sold to Jeff Bezos, marking the end of the Graham family's leadership. 
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Lastly, Frederick J. Ryan Jr. became publisher in 2014, focusing on digital transformation, 

which he is also devoted to in the present day (Staff, 2024).   

 

3 Data and method 
As the theoretical framework has been established, this section will outline the process of 

detailing the methodology and the data which has been employed in this study.  

 

3.1 Data 
The data for this study was sourced from newspaper articles in The Washington Post, 

accessed through the website Gale Academic OneFile. The selection of The Washington Post 

was based on its conservative broadsheet style (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2024; Van Dijk, 

1998, p. 23), which aligns with Trump's conservative political agenda. 

 These newspaper articles form two corpora encompassing pieces about Donald 

Trump, spanning from 2015 to 2017 and from 2022 to 2024, respectively. While this 

narrowed down the number of articles significantly, the volume remained too extensive for 

thorough analysis. Consequently, the data underwent filtering by category, focusing on 

“articles” and “Presidential elections (United States)”. Next, the articles were sorted by 

relevance, and the first 200 articles, ranked highest in terms of relevance in the search results 

from each respective date range, were selected for analysis. 
 

3.1.1 2015-2017 corpus 
The 2015-2017 corpus includes newspaper articles about the 2016 election period, 

comprising articles from June 16th, 2015, the date when Donald Trump announced his 

candidacy for the presidential election, until January 20th, 2017, the day of Trump's 

inauguration as President. This timeframe limits the scope of data to the specific election 

period. 

 

3.1.2 2022-2024 corpus 
The 2022-2024 corpus includes newspaper articles about the 2024 election period comprising 

articles from November 15th, 2022, the date when Donald Trump announced his candidacy 

for the presidential election, until March 11th, 2024, when the data was collected. Thus, 

limiting the data to this specific timeframe. 
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Further details about the two corpora in this study are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Details on the data collected from The Washington Post 

Name 2015-2017 corpus 2022-2024 corpus 

Dates/Scope 16 June 2015 – 20 January 2017 15 November 2022 – 11 March 2024 

Articles 200 200 

Tokens 232 384 289 242 

 

3.2 Methodology 
The methodology for this study is a mixed-methods approach, combining corpus linguistics 

and discourse analysis. This approach integrates quantitative and qualitative methods to 

enable a comprehensive analysis from different perspectives and providing deeper insight 

into the data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p.340-341). Corpus linguistics encompasses both 

qualitative and quantitative analysis; the data represent the quantitative part, while the 

discourse analysis of the two corpora constitutes a more qualitative approach. A descriptive 

research design was selected to systematically analyze language patterns and shifts in 

discourse. This design is appropriate for exploring both the quantitative frequency of lexical 

items and the qualitative nuances of discourse (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 29). In corpus-

assisted discourse analysis, the process involves closely examining how language is used in a 

large collection of texts. This includes meticulously studying the most frequently used words, 

sentence structures, and repeated ideas or opinions. This approach helps in understanding 

how language shapes our comprehension of various topics and issues. By identifying patterns 

in how The Washington Post writes about different subjects, in this case Trump, valuable 

insights are gained into the significance of certain ideas and how they are portrayed in 

society. 
 
3.2.1 Preliminary study  
Prior to the main study, a preliminary study was conducted to determine the relevance of the 

collected corpus material and to investigate its significance for analysis. The results from the 

preliminary study then evolved into this present study.  

As mentioned in the introduction, Renström’s study (2011) initially inspired this 

research, which was originally intended to follow a similar framework but focus on Trump 

instead of Obama. However, complications arose during the extraction of newspaper articles 

from The Washington Post and The Washington Times. The Washington Times provided a 
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limited number of articles within the study's scope, rendering data collection insufficient. In 

contrast, The Washington Post offered a wealth of articles, far exceeding the scope of this 

study. The disparity in article availability necessitated a reconstruction of the study design to 

proceed. However, the method of corpus-assisted discourse analysis, incorporating both 

quantitative and qualitative analysis, was established.  

Renström’s study (2011) indicates that The Washington Post offers a more nuanced 

perspective on Obama than The Washington Times, aligning with the newspaper's stated goal 

of impartiality as outlined in the “Seven Principles for the Conduct of a Newspaper” (Meyer, 

1935, as cited in Staff, 2024). This led to an interest in examining how the discourse around 

Trump has evolved from his election victory to the upcoming 2024 election. Thus, arriving at 

the aim of this present study, which is to investigate whether The Washington Post writes in 

an objective or subjective manner, shows any bias towards Trump, or has undergone shifts in 

its discourse on the topic across the two election periods.  

 
3.2.2 Analytical procedure 
After I had established the aim and collecting the data, the two corpora were inserted into 

AntConc (Anthony, 2022), the software program used to measure word frequency in 

newspaper articles. The program also lists keywords, collocations, and the keywords in 

context, using the 2015-2017 corpus and the 2022-2024 corpus as reference corpora. Initially, 

a keyword search sorted by keyness identified the most unusually frequent words in each 

corpus. To limit the scope of the study, the findings were narrowed down to 15 keywords, 

following the precedent set by Renström (2011) and Jeaco (2020). Pronouns, abbreviations, 

and contractions were removed from the lists, leaving 15 lexical words including multiple 

word classes namely proper nouns, nouns, verbs, and adjectives. 

Next, AntConc’s collocation feature was used to contextualize these 15 keywords. 

From the list of collocations, the adjectival modifiers were extracted and categorized in tables 

according to Traugott’s (2010) definition of subjectivity and objectivity. The adjectival 

modifiers include words acting as modifiers of the keywords and were categorized based on 

their semantic and pragmatic meaning. These adjectival modifiers were extracted and 

categorized in order to find bias in The Washington Post. The categorization process was 

triple checked: first by consulting the Cambridge English dictionary (2024), then by 

discussing the adjectival modifiers with the supervisor, and finally by analyzing the words in 

AntConc’s concordance list feature to examine their usage within sentences and determine 

their referential context. 
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These adjectival modifiers, together with their keywords, were then examined in 

context using AntConc’s keyword-in-context feature sorted according to Baker's (2006, p. 

77-78) suggestion of using the positions 1L, 2L, and 1R to better represent and display the 

discourse. Examples that included both the adjective and the keyword and were on the topic 

of Trump were extracted, analyzed, and compared. Lastly, the extracts were discussed in 

relation to the literature reviewed in the background section to answer the two research 

questions. 

 

4 Results 
In this section, the findings from each corpus will be presented. This will involve several 

steps, beginning with a keyword analysis, which includes examining collocations and 

keywords in context. Subsequently, the findings will be discussed, followed by a critical 

discourse analysis aimed at identifying how the discourse surrounding Trump has evolved 

from the 2015-2017 election period to the 2022-2024 election period. 

 

4.1 Keyword list 
Following the precedent set by Renström (2011) and Jeaco (2020), the keyword lists have 

been narrowed down to 15 keywords, as displayed in Tables 2 and 4, to ensure a manageable 

scope of this study. The words are ranked according to keyness, meaning the words ranked 

the highest stand out as most important for understanding the main points within the two 

corpora (Scott & Tribble, 2006, p. 55). 

Examining the 15 highest-ranked words in terms of keyness in the 2015-2017 corpus, 

it is evident that the keyword list primarily comprises lexical words, with a few exceptions 

such as pronouns. While these keywords may warrant further investigation, they may not 

provide substantial insights into the discourse surrounding Trump. Therefore, the 

grammatical words have been removed. However, following a similar approach as Renström 

(2011), additional words from the list have been added to ensure a total of 15 lexical 

keywords for analysis. Table 2 displays the revised list with the 15 lexical keywords that will 

be further analyzed in this study. 
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Table 2 

Keyword list of the 2015-2017 corpus 

1 Clinton 6 intelligence 11 Romney 

2 Obama 7 Russian 12 vote 

3 Hillary 8 protesters 13 country 

4 elect 9 Portland 14 protests 

5 Russia 10 trade 15 CIA 

 

Now that the keyword list is refined to include only lexical words, clear themes and 

topics emerge. 

Primarily, it is evident that the highest-ranked keywords are related to political 

figures, namely Clinton (frequently referring to Hillary Clinton, Trump’s opponent in the 

election, and less frequently to Hillary Clinton’s husband, Bill Clinton, former president of 

the United States), Obama (referring to Barack Obama, former president of the United 

States), Hillary (referring to Hillary Clinton) and Romney (referring to Mitt Romney, a 

Republican politician). The keyword elect can be categorized alongside vote, protests and 

protesters, all of which pertain to the electoral process, while country suggests discussions 

surrounding national identity. Lastly, keywords such as Russia, Russians, intelligence, and 

CIA imply discourse related to international relations. 

This overview categorizes the keyword list into four categories, as presented in Table 

3: political figures, the electoral process, national identity, and international relations. Further 

investigation into the collocations and context of these keywords will be conducted to 

uncover connections to the discourse on Trump. However, before proceeding, the keywords 

in the 2022-2024 corpus will be examined in a manner similar to what was done with the 

2015-2017 corpus. 
 

Table 3 

Categories in the 2015-2017 corpus’ keywords  

Category Keywords 

Political figures Clinton, Obama, Hillary, Romney 

Electoral process Elect, protesters, vote, protests,  

National identity Country 

International relations Russia, intelligence, Russian, trade, CIA 
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Similar to the approach taken with the 2015-2017 corpus, the keyword list in the 

2022-2024 corpus will undergo investigation. Following the methodology of Renström 

(2011) and Jeaco (2020), the list has been narrowed down to 15 keywords to ensure a 

manageable scope.Upon initial inspection, it is apparent that the keyword list of the 2022-

2024 corpus primarily comprises lexical words. However, there are abbreviations such as jan, 

indicating the month in which some articles were written. Consistent with the approach 

applied to the keyword list of the 2015-2017 corpus, following Renström’s framework 

(2011), additional words from later in the list has been included to compile a total of 15 

lexical keywords suitable for analysis. Table 4 presents the 15 lexical keywords selected for 

further examination in this study. 

 

Table 4 
Keyword list of the 2022-2024 corpus 

1 Biden 6 former 11 Willis 

2 DeSantis 7 indictment 12 judge 

3 Georgia 8 Haley 13 jury 

4 court 9 trial 14 charges 

5 case 10 prosecutors 15 legal 

 

After limiting the data to only lexical words, it becomes possible to identify themes and 

topics within the list. 

Similar to the 2015-2017 corpus, the keyword list in the 2022-2024 corpus begins 

with the names of political figures: Biden (referring to Joe Biden, Trumps opponent in the 

presidential election), DeSantis (referring to Ron DeSantis, governor of Florida and candidate 

for the 2024 Republican presidential nomination), and Haley (referring to Nikki Hayley, a 

candidate in the 2024 Republican Party presidential primaries). Another notable name in the 

list refers to an attorney namely Willis (referring to Fani Willis, a district attorney of Fulton 

County, Georgia). Additionally, the state of Georgia is represented in the keyword list. 

Furthermore, several juridical words are discernable: court, case, indictment, trial, 

prosecutors, judge, jury, charges, and legal. Together, they actually constitute the majority of 

the list, suggesting a clear theme for the 2022-2024 corpus. The keyword former may imply 

past affiliations or positions relevant to the political figures. For further clarification, the 

categories with respective keywords will be displayed in Table 5. 
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Table 5  
Categories in the 2022-2024 corpus’ keywords 

Category Keywords 

Political figures Biden, DeSantis, Haley 

Attorney Willis 

States Georgia 

Juridical terms  court, case, indictment, trial, prosecutors, judge, jury, 

charges, legal,  

Past positions or affiliations former 

 

As shown, it is possible to identify certain prominent topics and themes for each of 

the time periods considered, based on the keywords in the respective corpus. However, it is 

apparent that this alone does not provide a complete picture of how, and if, the discourse on 

Trump has evolved over time, or whether The Washington Post exhibits bias towards him.  

 

4.2 Collocations 
To uncover potential bias and track the evolution of discourse around Trump across the two 

elections, further analysis of the keywords is necessary. This involves examining the words 

that collocate with the keywords, meaning words that frequently co-occur with the keywords 

within the same corpora (Baker, 2006, p. 95; Scott & Tribble, 2006, p. 33). The collocating 

words extracted for further analysis are those that act as adjectival modifiers in context. This 

was achieved by extracting adjectival modifiers that collocate with the keywords and 

categorizing them as subjective or objective. This categorization is based on Traugott’s 

definition (2010) of subjectivity, which focuses on the speaker's attitudes or perspective, 

marking their inner state, attitudes, or perceptions. Subjective expressions are significant both 

semantically and pragmatically, as they contribute to nuanced communication by indicating 

the speaker's feelings and viewpoint. These adjectival modifiers have been triple-checked by 

examining the words in context, consulting the Cambridge English dictionary (2024), and 

discussing them with a supervisor.  

Table 6 presents the subjective and objective adjectival modifiers sorted according to 

the category of their collocating keyword. 
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Table 6 
The collocating adjectival modifiers categorized as subjective and objective from the 2015-

2017 corpus 

Category Rank Keyword Subjective Objective Range 

Political 

figures 

1 Clinton  campaign 49 

democratic 45 

2 Obama  last 17 

percent 11 

under 7 

3 Hillary  democratic 34 

worse  5 

crooked  4 

stunned  3 

tougher  3 

11 Romney    

Electoral 

process 

4 elect  vice 9 

softened  3 

 repetitive 3 

12 vote  popular 27 

14 protests  anti 7 

 first 7 

 mass 3 

 few 3 

 nationwide 2 

 passive 1 

8 protesters  professional 7 

peaceful  5 

 small 5 

 downtown 3 

spoiled  3 

National 13 country  powerful 8 
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identity 

International 

relations 

5 Russia  intelligence 14 

compromising  2 

7 Russian  intelligence 10 

 senior 5 

6 intelligence  national 11 

 Russian 10 

 available 4 

15 CIA  intelligence 6 

10 trade  free 15 

 economic 4 

 pacific 2 

 

A noticeable pattern in Table 6 is that the subjective adjectival modifiers (8) are significantly 

fewer than the objective ones (29). These findings suggest that The Washington Post has 

adopted a generally objective approach in the 2015-2017 corpus.  

Next, the collocating adjectival modifiers in the 2022-2024 corpus were extracted and 

categorized in the same manner as for the 2015-2017 corpus. Table 7 presents the subjective 

and objective adjectival modifiers in the 2022-2024 corpus, categorized according to the 

keywords with which they co-occur. 
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Table 7 

The collocating adjectival modifiers categorized as subjective and objective from the 2022-

2024 corpus 

Category  Rank  Keyword  Subjective  Objective  Range  

Political figure  1  Biden    democratic  15  

  legitimate  5  

2  DeSantis  super    8  

criticized    7  

8  Haley    former  38  

  south  11  

  percent  6  

Jurists  11  Willis    county  24  

State  3  Georgia    grand  11  

  unanimously  6  

Juridical terms  4  court    supreme  55  

   federal  30  

   lower  6  

 5  case    federal  31  

   criminal  26  

   classified  18  

 7  indictment    federal  31  

   unsealed  5  

 9  trial    criminal  16  

 speedy    8  

   civil  8  

 fair    5  

 10  prosecutors    federal  14  

 12  judge    district  31  

   federal  30  

   superior  18  

   magistrate  4  

 13  jury    grand  46  

   special  18  
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 regular    7  

 14  charges    criminal  46  

   federal  24  

   classified  11  

   racketeering  7  

 15  legal    political  12  

   novel  4  

Past positions  6  former    new  55  

  vice  40  

  chief  21 

 

Examining the adjectival modifiers presented in Table 7 reveals a notable trend: the 2022-

2024 corpus employs significantly fewer subjective modifiers (5) compared to objective ones 

(34). A comparison between the modifiers in Tables 6 and 7 from their respective corpora 

highlights that the 2015-2017 corpus incorporates more subjective adjectival modifiers 

compared to the 2022-2024 corpus. However, it is apparent that both corpora have a lower 

range of subjective modifiers than objective ones, indicating that The Washington Post 

generally has an objective approach, which suggests an absence of bias toward Trump in both 

corpora. 

However, to delve deeper into the meaning of these adjectival modifiers, looking at 

them in context is imperative.  

 

4.3 Discourse analysis of the 2015-2017 corpus and the 2022-2024 corpus 
The collocating adjectival modifiers were further investigated by delving into keywords in 

context, with the help of a lexical analysis. , which Van Dijk (1998, p. 31-32) 

considers a productive way of uncovering ideology in language. To identify the 

discourse around Trump and any bias towards him, the modifiers have been narrowed 

down based on their relevance to the topic of Trump. An example of the context tool 

is presented in Figure 1, using the keyword democratic in the 2015-2017 corpus 

sorted in the order of 2L (green), 1L (red), keyword (blue), 1R (purple): 
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Figure 1 

Instances of democratic in the 2015-2016 corpus in AntConc. 

  

In the 2015-2017 period, the discourse on Trump is heavily centered on his rivalry 

with [Hillary] Clinton, whose name frequently collocated with terms like democratic and 

campaign, while Hillary often co-occurred with the derogatory crooked. These collocations 

illustrate the intense political battleground of the 2016 presidential election. For instance, 

Clinton is often referred to as the Democratic nominee and is closely associated with the 

Democratic campaign. This is evident in the statements presented in excerpts (1) and (2). 

These instances highlight the deep-seated political and institutional rivalry between Trump 

and Clinton: 

  

(1) The unrest underscored the fractures in a country that awoke Wednesday to learn that 

Trump had pulled off an unexpected victory over Hillary Clinton, his Democratic 

opponent, and more were planned for the weekend. 

 

(2) There was a report out of Clinton Township, an area near Pittsburgh, that quoted some 

voters saying their tickets were switching from Trump to Hillary Clinton, his 
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Democratic opponent promised to represent all people.  

 

Additionally, the use of the derogatory crooked in Crooked Hillary was a deliberate strategy 

by Trump to delegitimize Clinton and paint her as corrupt, as presented in (3). Another 

instance where Trump seems to attempt to delegitimize Clinton is presented in (4). This 

collocational pattern personalized the attacks and made Clinton the focal point of Trump’s 

narrative against a supposedly corrupt establishment:  

  

(3) "Help Me Stop Crooked Hillary From Rigging This Election!" reads the website 

where people can sign up.  

  

(4) Trump accused Hillary Clinton's campaign of doing whatever it takes to get her 

elected - measures that he said could involve voter fraud.  

  

In contrast, the 2022-2024 period marks a shift in Trump's focus towards Joe Biden, 

reflecting the change in political opponents. Here, the collocational patterns shift to Biden, 

Democratic, and legitimate. Biden is frequently mentioned in conjunction with Democratic, 

emphasizing his role as the current leader and nominee of the Democratic party. For example, 

statements like (5) and (6) highlight Biden’s central role within the Democratic party and the 

electoral landscape:  

  

(5) Playing down early polls, Biden aides and Democratic pollsters argue that voters will 

reevaluate once it is clear that Biden is the Democratic nominee...  

 

(6) The group has declined to say definitively that it views Biden as unacceptable, though 

many Democratic strategists fear the effort will move forward if Biden and Trump are 

the nominees… 

 

A prominent theme in Trump's rhetoric during this period is the legitimacy of Biden's 

presidency, as represented in excerpt (7). By focusing on the term legitimate, Trump 

continues his strategy of sowing doubt about the electoral process, shifting from outright 

personal attacks to broader claims about electoral integrity: 

 

(7) Trump has long said he does not believe Biden is the legitimate winner of the 2020 
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election and waged attempts to overturn his defeat.  

 

In the 2015-2017 corpus, Trump's ascendancy to the presidency was often discussed in terms 

of powerful collocating with the keyword country, emphasizing the significant authority he 

would wield as the leader of the United States. This collocational pattern underscored 

concerns regarding Trump's potential for authoritarianism, as highlighted in excerpt (8). 

Simultaneously, widespread protests erupted nationwide in response to Trump's election 

victory, with the term protests frequently collocated with first and nationwide. This 

characterization reflects the immediate and widespread public dissent against Trump's 

presidency, as exemplified by excerpt (9).  

  

(8) Trump would become the most powerful person in the Free World and the head of a 

party.  

 

(9) Since Election Day, thousands of people have taken to the streets nationwide. 

 

In contrast, the discourse in the 2022-2024 period shifts towards a focus on Trump's legal 

troubles. The term case is frequently associated with classified, indicating the legal 

challenges Trump faces regarding the mishandling of sensitive documents, as exemplified in 

excerpt (10). Moreover, the term charges collocates with classified, racketeering, and 

political, highlighting the multifaceted legal issues confronting Trump. These charges 

encompass a range of allegations, from mishandling classified documents to engaging in 

racketeering activities related to the 2020 presidential election, as depicted in excerpt (11). 

Additionally, the word legal is frequently associated with political, emphasizing the 

intertwined nature of Trump's legal battles and his political strategies. This collocational 

pattern suggests that Trump often avoids following his legal and political advisors' 

recommendations, as exemplified in excerpts (12) and (13)  

  

(10)  It's entirely possible that Trump could go to trial in the classified documents case as       

the presumptive 2024 Republican nominee for president.   

 

(11)  A federal grand jury in Miami indicted Trump last month on charges of mishandling  

classified documents… 
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(12)  Some of Trump's top legal and political advisers didn't know he planned to publish 

the report until it was on social media… 

 

(13) ... he has at times strayed from the recommendations of legal and political advisers… 

 

The keyword intelligence in the 2015-2017 corpus frequently collocates with available and 

Russian, which is indicative of Trump's handling of sensitive information and suspicions of 

Russian interference. Statements such as (14) indicate concerns regarding Trump's approach 

to intelligence matters. Moreover, Russia frequently collocated with compromising and 

intelligence, highlighting controversies surrounding alleged Russian interference and 

compromising information. For instance, Trump's denials of compromising behavior in 

Russia and skepticism towards intelligence findings are exemplified in excerpt (15). These 

collocational patterns highlight the complex interplay between Trump, Russian interests, and 

intelligence matters during this period.  

 

(14) Since his surprise win, Trump has skipped the majority of the daily intelligence 

briefings made available to him 

 

(15) Trump angrily disputed reports of potentially compromising information Russia has 

allegedly gathered about him. 
 

In contrast, the discourse in the 2022-2024 period shifts towards legal proceedings and their 

implications for Trump's presidency. The keyword Georgia frequently collocates with grand, 

reflecting legal actions taken against Trump in the state of Georgia, as evidenced by 

statements such as (16). This collocational pattern highlights the legal challenges Trump 

faces in various jurisdictions. Furthermore, terms like court frequently collocate with 

Supreme and federal, reflecting the judicial venues in which Trump's legal battles unfold, as 

exemplified in excerpt (17). Additionally, charges collocates with federal, which accentuates 

the federal nature of the legal charges against Trump, as depicted in statements like (18). 

These collocational patterns highlight the federal jurisdiction of legal matters involving 

Trump.  

 

(16) The former president has been indicted by a federal grand jury and by a Georgia 

grand jury over efforts to subvert the results of the election. 
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(17) Shafer joined Meadows and Clark in filing to move his case to federal court, claiming 

his role as a Trump elector makes him a federal official. 

 

(18) Fulton County deputies also traveled to Miami, where Trump was arraigned in June 

on federal charges tied to his handling of classified documents. 
 

In summary, this section has explored the objective and subjective adjectival modifiers in 

relation to bias, as well as the shift in discourse and collocational patterns in The Washington 

Post's coverage of Donald Trump across two distinct periods, 2015-2017 and 2022-2024. 

Initially, the analysis showed that the modifiers used were primarily semantically and 

pragmatically objective in both corpora, suggesting a generally objective stance by The 

Washington Post. Furthermore, the coverage from the first period examined focused on 

Trump's rivalry with Hillary Clinton, highlighting the intense political battleground of the 

2016 presidential election. However, the second period was more about Trump's relationship 

with intelligence matters and Russian interference, indicating controversies and suspicions 

during his presidency. The shift from personal attacks to broader claims about electoral 

integrity and legal challenges illustrates the evolving nature of media coverage and Trump's 

rhetoric. As the focus shifted to the 2022-2024 period, the coverage also included Trump’s 

new political opponent, Joe Biden, and terms related to legitimacy, reflecting Trump's 

strategy of questioning the electoral process and Biden's presidency. Additionally, the 

analysis showed Trump's legal troubles during the latter period, with terms like classified and 

charges emphasizing the multifaceted legal issues he faced.   

In the following section, these results will be discussed in relation to the review of 

literature presented in the background section. 

 

5 Discussion 

The questions this study aims to answer are: Has there been a shift in the discourse around 

Trump in The Washington Post from 2015-2017 compared to 2022-2024 and does The 

Washington Post show bias in relation to Trump in 2015-2017 or 2022-2024? 

Initially, the keyword analysis provided an overview of the discourse in the two 

corpora, as these keyword lists were sorted by keyness, they may indicate important topics in 

a text or set of texts (Scott & Tribble, 2006, p.55). The keywords in the 2015-2017 corpus, as 
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presented in Table 3, suggest themes such as political figures, the electoral process, national 

identity, and international relations. In contrast, the keywords in the 2022-2024 corpus, as 

shown in Table 6, revealed different themes, besides the political figures. These themes 

included jurists, states, juridical terms, and past positions or affiliations. Thus, these results 

indicated a shift in discourse around Trump. These keywords and their collocating adjectival 

modifiers were then looked at in context. This was done to delve deeper into the 

understanding of the two corpora and to explore what was significant in terms of discourse 

over the two periods (Paltridge, 2012), as Baker (2006, p. 71-71) suggested that scrutinizing 

news stories might reveal underlying ideologies. 

In the earlier period, the discourse on Trump focused primarily on his rivalry with 

Hillary Clinton, characterized by personalized attacks and allegations of corruption. These 

attacks, as shown in excerpt (3), reflected Trump’s blunt and outspoken nature. This theme 

persisted in the 2022-2024 corpus, where Trump disregarded his legal and political advisors, 

as seen in excerpts (12) and (13). Additionally, the discourse during the first election period 

reflected concerns about his potential authoritarianism (excerpts (4) and (8)) and widespread 

protests against his presidency (excerpt (9)).  

In contrast, the later period's discourse shifted attention to his rivalry with Biden, and 

Trump's disbelief in Biden’s legitimacy (excerpt (7)). Trump's legal troubles, particularly 

regarding the mishandling of classified information (excerpts (10) and (11)), and issues of 

electoral integrity also became significant focuses in the later period. 

These findings suggest that there has been a shift in discourse from the 2015-2017 

election period to the 2022-2024 election period, revealing the evolving context in which the 

texts from the two corpora are situated (Vine, 2013, p. 4). This shift in focus highlights the 

dynamic nature of political discourse and the multifaceted challenges faced by public figures 

like Trump. Furthermore, the analysis highlights the interconnectedness of political and legal 

domains, as Trump's legal battles become intertwined with his political strategies and 

objectives. It is also evident that the first corpus expresses more of what the American 

people’s opinions on Trump is than the latter. Ultimately, this discourse analysis offers 

valuable insights into the evolving narrative surrounding Donald Trump and the complex 

interplay between politics, law, and public perception. This evolution of discourse 

accentuates the ongoing complexity and significance of understanding public opinion in 

shaping the political landscape.  

To determine if The Washington Post are biased in relation to Trump, the keywords 

were examined further by analyzing their collocations, specifically the collocating adjectival 
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modifiers. These adjectival modifiers were examined individually, and in their context, as 

analyzing lexical items can provide insight into the underlying ideologies and values in 

discourse (Van Dijk, 1998, p.31-32). Following Vartiainen’s study (2012), the adjectival 

modifiers were sorted into objective and subjective categories based on Traugott’s definition 

(2010, p. 31-38). The analysis revealed a clear pattern: most modifiers in both corpora were 

objective based on their semantic and pragmatic meanings. Aligning with Renström’s (2012) 

findings on Obama, The Washington Post appears to present a balanced view of Trump, 

adhering to their own seven principles of conduct (Meyer, 1935, as cited in Staff, 2024). 

These findings suggest that The Washington Post is not biased in its articles but rather 

focuses on covering the situations as they occur; however, there is nuance to this which need 

be addressed. 

Although the collocating adjectival modifiers categorized as objective and subjective 

as well as the excerpts provided in the results, gave the impression of a general lack of bias in 

The Washington Post, it is important to consider the subtle ways bias can manifest itself. This 

aligns with the arguments of Bell (1998, p. 64) and Baker (2006, p. 71), who highlight the 

power of journalists in shaping narratives and the impact of language choice on the 

perception of stories. Thus, the selection of language, the framing of issues, and the focus of 

the narrative can all contribute to perceived bias. For instance, the topics in the articles often 

depict Trump in a negative light. Examples of this can be found in the in the 2022-2024 

period where there is a focus on Trump's legal troubles, particularly concerning the 

mishandling of classified information and doubts about electoral legitimacy. Some readers 

might interpret this focus as an attempt to portray Trump in a discrediting way or to highlight 

his legal challenges over other aspects of his presidency. Similarly, during the earlier period 

from 2015 to 2017, debates could arise regarding the focus on protests against Trump's 

presidency and concerns about his authoritarian tendencies. Putting emphasis on these topics 

might be perceived as reflective of bias against Trump or an attempt to undermine his 

legitimacy as president. However, given Trump's nature and actions, which often attract 

controversy, portraying him negatively might simply reflect reality. Taking this into 

consideration when examining bias in The Washington Post, the portrayal of Trump doing 

controversial things that are perceived as negative might be the subjective truth. Presupposing 

this, The Washington Post does not show bias towards him but rather presents the story which 

is true.  

However, while the results of this investigation might suggest The Washington Post is 

unbiased towards Trump in the two corpora, other aspects should be considered. As 
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Benveniste (1971, p. 225) concludes, it may be impossible to refrain from being entirely 

subjective when using language, as it is saturated with expressions of subjectivity. This 

inherent subjectivity in language means that even attempts at neutrality can be influenced by 

subtle biases. Thus, while The Washington Post may strive for objectivity, the nuances of 

language make it challenging to eliminate all subjective elements entirely, suggesting that 

complete objectivity may be an unattainable ideal. So, although the topics and stories in The 

Washington Post may portray objective truth, there still may be subtle bias in the linguistic 

choices made by the journalists, which might be difficult to eliminate completely. These 

linguistic choices may manifest in very subtle ways, as seen in this study, or more overtly. 

Whether intentional or not, these choices can shape perceptions and influence the portrayal of 

events, highlighting the complexities involved in achieving objectivity 

 

6 Conclusion  
In conclusion, this study investigated the shift in discourse on Donald Trump in The 

Washington Post from the 2015-2017 to the 2022-2024 election periods, as well as explored 

potential bias towards him. This was done through a corpus-assisted discourse analysis on 

two corpora focusing on Donald Trump.  

As mentioned in the discussion section, in the first election period, 2015-2017, the 

discourse primarily centered on Trump's rivalry with Hillary Clinton, characterized by 

personalized attacks and themes of corruption. The discourse also reflected concerns about 

his potential authoritarianism, widespread protests against his presidency, and possible 

collaboration with Russia. However, during the second election period, 2022-2024, the focus 

shifted towards Trump's legal troubles, particularly regarding the mishandling of classified 

information and issues of electoral integrity. Ultimately, this discourse analysis showed that 

there had been a shift in discourse around Trump and offered valuable insights into the 

evolving narrative surrounding Donald Trump and the complex interplay between politics, 

law, and public perception. 

Regarding bias in the two corpora, various aspects come into play that are relevant to 

consider. While the results did not explicitly demonstrate bias for or against Donald Trump in 

The Washington Post, potential bias could exist depending on how journalists frame their 

stories about Trump. Another aspect which may be considered in this context is Trump’s 

controversial nature which suggests the stories to be framed objectively. Moreover, bias may 

manifest through both subtle and overt linguistic choices made by journalists, although it is 
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uncertain whether these choices are intentional. Thus, the question remains whether the truth 

is being portrayed objectively or through the subjective lenses of journalists (Bell, 1998, p. 

64; Baker, 2006, p. 71).  

The study's reliance on a limited data set implies limitations regarding the 

comprehensiveness of the findings. One potential constraint is the limited sample size within 

the two corpora. While the articles selected for analysis offer valuable insights, they may not 

fully capture the entire spectrum of discourse surrounding Trump during the specified time 

frames. Additionally, the selection criteria used to curate the corpus could introduce bias, 

particularly if certain types of articles would be over- or underrepresented. To mitigate this 

limitation, future research could consider expanding the corpus size to include a more 

extensive and diverse range of articles, ensuring a more comprehensive representation of 

media discourse. Furthermore, focusing on specific time frames (2015-2017 and 2022-2024) 

entails obvious limitations related to the temporal scope of the study. By fixating on these 

periods, the analysis might overlook significant discourse shifts that occurred before, after, or 

in between the specified time frames. To address this limitation, future research could adopt a 

more flexible approach to temporal analysis, allowing for the examination of discourse trends 

over longer periods or in response to specific events or milestones.  

In summary, this project set out to investigate the shift in discourse on Donald Trump 

in The Washington Post from the 2015-2017 to the 2022-2024 election periods, as well as 

explore potential bias towards him. The findings demonstrate that there has been a significant 

evolution in the portrayal of Trump, shifting from themes of rivalry and corruption to legal 

troubles and issues of electoral integrity. These results have significant implications for 

understanding the role of media in shaping public perception and political narratives, 

suggesting that media outlets not only reflect societal attitudes but also actively participate in 

molding them. Ultimately, this project underscores the critical role of media discourse in the 

field of political communication, paving the way for continued advancements and 

innovations in how we analyze and interpret the media’s influence on public opinion and 

democratic processes. 
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