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Abstract 
The events of injustice, inequality and discrimination on the basis of race, nationality and religion are 

familiar and common. This discrimination does not remain confined to thoughts and opinions but it rises 

out in the form of injustice, and inequality not only in the third world but also in the West which claims to 

bemore civilized and concernedwith humanity. Media is supposed not to spread hatred and discrimination 

yet it has always been in the hands of the powerful stratum, however, with the advent of social media, the 

masses are not on the receiving end anymore. They can retaliate and can bring to light their reaction via 

social media. Thus social media is a platformfor getting the masses’ reaction registered. The present 

research probes intothe linguistic practices and transitions (if any) of print media for African Americans. It 

achieves its aim by comparing the print media presentation of the assassination of African Americans in 

the past and present in the United States of America. The research gets benefitted from the theoretical 

bearing presented by Van Dijk’s approach to Critical Discourse Analysis. By using the 3D model of 

Fairclough, the news of the assassination of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, and George Stinney on June 

16, 1944, are compared. The power of news representation is shifted from the media elites to the common 

people. 

 

Keywords: Racism, ideological square, violence, news, social media, protest, CDA 

  

 

Introduction 
 

The world is replete with events of injustice, inequity and discrimination on the basis of race, nationality 

and religion. This discrimination does not remain confined to hearts and opinions but it rises out and gets 

manifestation in the form of injustice, inequity and atrocities not only in the third world but also in the first 

world, in the West which claims to be more civilized and concerned to humanity. Moreover, this is not a 

recent phenomenon, It has been happening throughout the course of history. Racism the denouncing word 

which is in vogue these days is about biased attitudes and ideologies and their formation and manifestation 

in discourse. It is a “social construct”, “social practice” and “an ideology” which “manifests itself 

discursively” (Wodak & Reisigel, 1999, p.175). 
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According to Van Dijk,“Racism is not only about biased mental models or prejudiced attitudes or 

ideologies and their construction or expression in discourse. Racism is about power and dominance, about 

ethnic or racial inequality, and hence about groups and institutions and more complex social arrangements 

of contemporary societies” (Van Dijk, 1999, p.148). Racism as a social system of supremacy” has two key 

elements, socially communal biased attitudes and certain social practices of discrimination (Van Dijk, 

2014, p.15). Outlining the history of racism in the United States of America, in 1619 the dark age of slavery 

began; later in1661 slavery became lawful and systematic. Gradually becoming worse, in 1664, Africans 

were taken as “slave for life” as plantation laborers to work in cotton and tobacco fields (Fields, 1990, 

p.107). This gave rise to abduction of people from Africa and importation in America in greater number 

which continued in 17th and 18thcentury. The slavery continued till the nineteenth century.  

 

Then the Civil war of 1860 abolished servitude and gave freedom and equal right to four million enslaved 

Africans in the United States of America. The historian, Fields states “Historians can actually observe 

colonial Americans in the act of preparing the ground for race without foreknowledge of what would later 

rise on the foundation they were laying” (Fields, 1990, p.107). In the present times, African Americans and 

underprivileged people of other races in the United States face discriminatory attitudes and police 

aggression. 19,000 recent occurrences found that police use physical force against African Americans about 

3.5 times more than against Caucasians. There are many instances of these assassinations. Zimmerman 

killed innocent 17-year-old boy Trayvon Martin in 2012 (Leach & Allen, 2017, p.543). Furthermore, the 

murders of Michael Brown in Ferguson in August 2014, Tamir Rice in Cleveland, Freddie Gray in 

Baltimore, and Laquan McDonald in Chicago were particularly noteworthy (Leach, 2017).  

 

Racism, injustice and inequality, predominantly current occurrences of noticeable racial prejudice in use of 

force by police in the United States proved that America is not a melting pot of various races, nationalities 

and religions. These instances of injustice fired up African Americans and all others in pursuit of equality 

and instigated the backlash in the form of movement “Black Lives Matter” in the couple of recent years. It 

is because of the fact that African Americans have greater experience, and historical background, for racial 

prejudice, they are ready to act against it by all possible measures, more than the people of other races( 

Leach & Allen,2017,p. 545). Like other memes and movements this movement also was initiated on social 

media especially on twitter. The movement is supported by not only African Americans but also by 

Democrats and young whites. Republicans on the contrary, are steadfastly opposed to Black Lives Matter. 

Many others are neutral toward the group (Leach & Allen, 2017, p. 544). 

 

„Black Lives Matter‟ began, fairly unassertively, as #BlackLivesMatter. It was generated in 2013 after the 

release of George Zimmerman for the killing of seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin by Patrice Cullors, 

Opal Tomet and Alicia Garza, the organizers working for immigration, and domestic labor campaigns. The 

slogan was crystalized in 2014 (Rickford, p. 1. 2016). They are of the opinion that even the government is 

prejudiced about black people. They are considered insignificant in comparison to white population on 

socioeconomic level. In the present age of technology, the communication is highly significant. The 

relationship of language and the media is at the frontline of research premises in communicative events. 

Thus in the vast realm of communication media plays pivotal role. “Media have become an integral part of 

our everyday lives, implicated in the structuring of our domestic practices, our social relationships, our very 

identity” (Lunt & Livingstone, 2001, p. 1). Media plays remarkable role in weaving the societal fabric of a 

society, “the more the media were found to be powerful, the less independence was attributed to the 

audience, and vice versa, the more the public was assumed to be autonomous in its media usage, the less 

powerful the media were thought to be” (Van Dijk, 1995, p.31).  

 

The role or function of media is to impartially inform the masses about the happenings in the society in 

particular and in the world in general. But being discourse analyst, it is a well-known that every text is 

loaded with ideology.  The more a text is loaded with ideology explicitly the more that text is biased. A 

very significant important dimension of media is control and access and the repercussions of such access 

for media discourse (Van Dijk, 1995, p.32).Masses usually have active access only limited to a small social 
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circle of domestic and workplace interaction and passive access to the media. Therefore they can voice 

their opinion on social issues in the form of letter to editor, consequently, they cannot influence media 

discourse (Van Dijk, 1995, p. 33).The people in imparting discriminatory discourses are “symbolic elites 

“in various fields of society, politics and media are the most influential among them (Van Dijk, 2014,p. 

15). “Media elites” have the influential standing to regulate ideological manifestation in the society (Van 

Dijk, 1995, p. 33). Ideologies are like the assumptions and schemes that groups have about themselves and 

about their place in the social edifice. Ideologies offer the evaluative foundation and direction of social 

practices and discourse, but their effect is certainly gradual and indirect (Van Dijk, 1995, p.35). Media 

discourses, thus, indirectly affect the development of new ideologies which slowly affect the social 

practices as well. 

 

As mentioned formerly, white middle class men predominantly present in media houses are catering to a 

white majority of the country. Thus media houses and politicians together believe and propagate that 

„others‟ are responsible for all the problems in the society (Van Dijk, 1995, p. 37). Their biased ingroup-

outgroup approaches and intolerant ideologies gave rise to in-group favoritism and, out-group derogation 

and polarization. 

 

Significance of Research 
 

Research Objective 

 

Critical Discourse Analysis highlights the importance of analyzing the role of newspaper language 

critically. The ideology of the journalists and newspapers, according to CDA, is not always apparent but is 

veiled in the selection of lexical items, and syntactic structure and in overall layout of the news in the 

newspaper and by examining the choice of lexicon and structure of the discourse Critical discourse 

analyses can unpack the ideological underpinnings of news discourse. This study aims to examine the ways 

how news is manipulated. To specify further, the study focuses on the portrayal of incidents of injustices 

with African Americans in USA in the media.   

 

Research Question 

 

The purpose of the current study is to compare the news of the present and the past which focus on the use 

of language. 

 What change has taken place in the news of the present and the past in terms of the use of 

language for African Americans? 

 

Literature Review 

 
“Traditionally, news delivery has occurred in one-way, sender-to-receiver fashion, without the capability of 

obtaining rapid feedback from the audience”(Lee, et al, 2017, p.254).The only source of being informed 

about the world was newspaper. Besides, there was little number of newspapers available. The traditional 

model of communication was linear in which communications were initiated by the sender consequently, 

audiences were passive receivers. The traditional linear model of communication may be described as, 

sender → message → receiver (Lunt & Livingstone, 2001, p.2). 

With the passage of time and with advent of technology, reaching mass audience became possible without 

the boundaries of space or time (Lunt and Livingstone,2001, p.7).The discoveries of television and radio 

transformed the status of audience from “silent audience” to responsive audiences. Thus these television 

and radio established a “conversational model of communication” (Lunt and Livingstone, 2001, p.7). In the 

present, this conversational model of communication has entirely evolved from linear to cyclic 

communication between media and media users. The cyclic model of encoding and decoding was first 
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discovered by David Morley (Lunt & Livingstone, 2001, p.3). Now role of audience has changed from 

passive to active decipherers. Whenever they come across injustice, exploitation and suppression they 

retaliate. Being active interpreters of media texts, they contribute to the production of meaning in society 

(Lunt & Livingstone, 2001, p. 9). These repercussions inspire social movements and campaigns. In the 

recent years, multiplicity and popularity of social media provided another forum for the masses to get their 

feedback voiced publically. Very little work has been done on the value of social media in the milieu of the 

media presentation of news. In line with this, one significant work focused on initiation of movement 

„Black Lives Matter” (Rickford, 2016).  

A study focused the role of national newspapers which play a vital role particularly in representing and 

interpreting ideologically conflicting ideas about an eastern country in Western Printed Media(Amir et al., 

2013).One research analyzed the effects of news consumption through social media and its impact on 

journalistic customs and practices (Lee et al, 2017). Another work carried out in Pakistan examined how 

ideology is shaped and propagated via language used in two Pakistani newspapers (Bilal, 2012). Then a 

significant research applied Van Dijk‟s Ideological Square in scrutinizing the manipulation in political 

discourse in translation Studies (Daghigh. 2018). Yet another study analyzed the delineation of ideology of 

Indonesian TV news reports (Fauzan & Poedjosoedarmo, 2015). Thus it can be stated that majority of the 

work carried out in the field of CDA focused on the political discourse highlighting the production and 

propagation of ideology in context.  However, the present study under consideration endeavors to unfold 

the production of racist beliefs in the present and past via print media using the Van Dijk‟s ideological 

square. 

 

Research Methodology 
 

 Theoretical Framework 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

 

In simple words, CDA implies analyzing discourse with „a critical‟ attitude. Its aim is to highlight social ills 

and role of discourse “in the production and reproduction of power abuse or domination”(Van Dijk, 

2001.p.96). It works for the betterment and emancipation of the subjugated group. There are a number of 

strands in CDA. Among these, the framework developed by Van Dijk is selected for the present research. 

According to CDA, the ideology of the news writers is usually cloaked in the selection of words.The 

analysis of linguistic structures in a “critical‟ way can  reveal covert connotations of news discourse. 

 

Van Dijk’s Notion of ‘Ideological Square’: 

 

Functioning within the broad framework of CDA, Van Dijk (1998) puts forward a theoretical concept 

which he names the “ideological square‟, which summarizes the strategy of positive “in-group‟ narrative 

and negative “out-group‟ narrative. Van Dijk upholds that many group ideologies include the 

demonstration of „Self‟ and „Others‟, Us vs. Them (Van Dijk, 2014, p.16).This ideological square works to 

present the „We‟ group in a positive light and the „They‟ group negatively. It is a“bipolar schema of 

Positive Self-Presentation and Negative Other-Presentation (Van Dijk,2014,p.15). This ideological 

polarization may be employed at various levels: on the choice of lexical items, on the topic choice that 

imply positive or negative connotations, and on the structure of whole discourse (Van Dijk, 2009, p. 99). 

This strategy involves foregrounding our positivequalities and their negative qualities or practices as well 

asde-emphasizing our evilqualities and their virtuous qualities or practices. Thusit leads to settle that 

ideologies “are at the basis of the knowledge and attitudes of groups” (Van Dijk, 2001, p. 115) direct 

members of a society about what is right or wrong and to act accordingly. 
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Methodological Framework 

 

Three D model of CDA 

 

The methodological framework is based on Fairclough‟s Critical Discourse Analysis framework (2013). 

His three-dimensional framework encompasses a description of discourse as text (description level), 

discourse practice (interpretation level) and sociocultural practice (explanation level). Its purpose is to 

understand the relationships among language, power and ideology. Thus, the current research focused on 

scrutinizing the linguistic features of news from the past and the present about the killing of African 

Americans in United States of America and highlights how the use of language about the African 

Americans has changed through the course of time. 

 

 

 

 
  

Data Collection 

 

The data is collected from newspaper and websites of „The New york Times, The Washington Post and The 

Greenville News, during the first two weeks of December, 2020. The reason of the selection of these 

newspapers and websites is that they are among the widely read newspapers of US. The data is news 

reports gathered about two incidents of killings of African Americans. The first one has taken place on May 

25, 2020in Minnesota,USA.Witness videos and official recordsprove how a police officer's actions ended 

into a disaster. Minneapolis police officers arrested George Floyd, a 46-year-old Africa American, when a 

convenience store worker called 911 informing the police that Mr. Floyd had bought cigarettes with a fake 

$20 currency. Just seventeen minutes after the arrival of police car on the spot, Mr. Floyd was not 

conscious and held underneath a police officer‟s knee on the verge of death (Hill et al, 2020).  

 

The second incident is taken from the past. In 1944, George Stinney, of African American background, 

livingin South Carolina was the youngest being to be executed in the 20th century in the US. The boy was 

just 14 years old when he was accused of killing of two white girls and was executed by electric chair. 

However, 70 years later, his innocence has just been officially and publically recognized. He was 

questioned alone without his parents, without an attorney. After a two-hour and a 10-minute trial jury (all 

white males) and the defense called  no witnesses, convicted him of murder on April 24, 1944 and 

sentenced to death. The hasty decision clearly demonstrated how a young African American boy was 
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coerced by an all-white justice system. Moreover, there was no written record of a confession. The whole 

procedure was sheer violation of one‟s constitutional rights (Bever, 2018). Stinney was a thin and week boy 

so much so that the electric chair‟s straps were too big for his small stature. Newspapers of that time stated 

he had to sit on books to reach the headpiece and his face was tearful at that time. 

 

Analysis 

 
The analysis is commenced by the examination of „topics‟, the headlines“embody most important 

information of a discourse” (Van Dijk, 2001, p. 102).Because people do not have the capacity to remember 

all news in detail, therefore, they only remember headlines and summaries. The very headline of the past 

news, “14 and 21-year Negroes Executed in Electric Chair” has many aspects to reveal (14 and 21-year 

Negroes, 1944). In the first place, the offensive word is used. Secondly, no sympathy is found to a 14 year 

old kid. Moreover, the news is combined with news about a young African American which suggests that all 

African Americans are all same, worthless. They, even in the news, are not presented as separate individuals 

possessing their personal identities. It explicitly expresses the racism and biased out-group attitude toward 

African Americans. On the contrary, About George Floyd, the headline is “AT FLOYD SERVICE, A CRY 

OF PAIN: GET YUR KNEE OFF OUR NECKS” (Searcey, 2020) presents an entirely different stance. The 

very headline depicts the humanistic and in-group attitude of the journalist toward Mr. Floyd. He is treated 

as a human being regardless of member of a particular race. In addition, his suffering, death has been 

highlighted by the use of words, „cry‟, „pain‟. Moreover, „GET YUR KNEE OFF OUR NECKS‟   

symbolizes his painful death. Further, the plural lexicons,‟ our‟ and „necks‟ shows that it is not a single case 

of injustice, rather it signifies the biased attitude toward the minorities in general and African Americans in 

particular. Thus in-group strategy is employed. 

 

As sub-headings are concerned, “Hard to strap boy” this sub-heading also depicts the child‟s frail physique 

which was too small for the electric chair, but this is presented in a very heartless and mechanical way. Next, 

in the subheading is “Two Negro Girls Witnesses” derogatory word is used to refer to African Americans 

again. While on the other side, the police officer who brutally assassinated an innocent person is referred to 

as Mr. Chauvin. No negative word such as the killer, the cruel has been associated with him. In the present 

newspaper, the murderer and the murdered are treated equally. The implicit meaning conveyed by the equal 

treatment of the guilty and innocent is that the present media is also biased but this prejudice is covert. 

Language, thus, is not neutral rather it always carries a particular ideological message. 

 

As far as details of the news are concerned, the same offensive word is employed to refer to George Stinney 

and the two witnesses. Thus his identity as member of African American was highlighted. It clearly suggests 

that the race and identity are more important than actions and practices. In the present world, however, this 

racial prejudice is not evident and explicit. The incident of killing of Mr. Floyd was stated impartially. The 

newspaper introduces the victim as, “a 46-year-old black man”. No offensive word is used to describe the 

victim.  Towards the end of the news, it is stated that the execution was seen by individuals and white and 

“Negro” organizations. The disparity between the two races is evidently mentioned as if the two are not 

from human race but different species. It throw light on the socio-cultural setting of the time where ‟Black‟ 

and „White‟ people are not together even in different official organizations. 

 

It is stated in the newspaper that Stinney never denied killing of the two girls. He, according to the 

newspaper accepted his crime in front of reporters and state officials. Apparently he committed the crime for 

which he met his disastrous doom. However, the reality is that he was innocent. After 70 years of his 

execution, in the backdrop of ‟Black Lives Matter‟, his case was reopened and reinvestigated. The record of 

his confession was not found in the official record. The fact came in front of the whole world that he was 

innocent and he lost his life for the crime he had never committed (Bever,2014). The humiliation his family 

had to face was unjust. After seven decades the revelation of this fact throws light on the ugly fact that 

judicial system has countless flaws. Firstly, the suspects are beaten to accept the crime which they have not 

committed.  Secondly, the judicial system is unable to disclose the truths, penalize the guilty and save the 
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innocent accordingly.  Later it was mentioned that the news of executing a child had been the subject of 

controversy and discussion in many newspapers during the following week. The point to be noted is that 

some conscientious people raised the voice for his youthfulness but the issues remained under discussion for 

only a week. The reason behind it maybe the linear model of communication in 1940sas “Letters to Editor” 

was the only medium of voicing one‟s opinion. Secondly the news captured the attention of only local 

newspapers. This suggests that these instances of injustice were so common that this incident did not capture 

the attention of national level newspapers. On the contrary, the killing of George Floyd in 2020 has taken 

place in entirely different world. This is the age of technology and social media. The bystanders‟ and 

security cameras videos of the killing of Mr. Floyd lit the fire on social media in no time. As a result, the 

government was compelled to take action against those four „white‟ police officers. The social media 

nowadays is one of the most powerful medium of publicizing one‟s opinion and attitude towards an issue 

particularly a burning issue of the time.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the media in the present world is also prejudiced but this prejudice is not explicit in 

the use of language. The hidden agenda is no doubt in-group attitude, this is the reason that the police officer 

was charged of third degree murder although it was not the case. This was not an unintentional murder. The 

videos and witnesses clearly prove him a killer. Furthermore, other three policemen were also charged of 

aiding the killing of an innocent only after the reaction by masses on the social media.  Thus ironically both 

African Americans suffered at the hand of institutions(police and judiciary) that are responsible to provide 

justice to the citizens. Now the information we get about George Stinney‟s case, it can be noticed that all 

four members of the jury were „white‟. He was questioned without an attorney. The trial of two murders 

only took two hour and ten minutes. Further, the two witnesses were not called.  It was a sheer violation of 

an individual‟s constitutional rights. As for the other victim of racism, George was killed by no other man 

but by a police officer. 

 

Findings 
 

Thus the analysis of the data leads to find that the use of language in the past was more racist and 

prejudiced. The language used for people of African descend in the past newspaper is derogatory and 

offensive explicitly expressing the racist attitude of the media elites. It was more ideologically loaded. The 

out-group derogation was overt. On the contrary, in the present news discourse, racism is implicit. 

Ideologies are embedded in the language in such a way that they impact the media viewers in an 

imperceptible manner.  

 

Limitations 
 

Before drawing a conclusion it should be considered that the present study focuses only on the two incidents 

of injustice. However, there are numerous such incidents which unmask the racist mentality of white people.  

 

Conclusion: 
 

The research verified that linguistic tools are the weapons in the hands of journalists. Moreover, the results 

revealed that the language of the newspapers was more ideological and prejudiced and even derogatory 

while representing the news about African Americans. It was also noticed that such ideologically loaded 

language in news media can result in favoring one side and suppressing the other in the every strata of socio-

economic life. In addition, such a combination of dominant and white ideologies not only affects the 

panoramic vision of international matters but also the ideologies at the global level. In a nutshell, it can be 

concluded that language, on one hand, is the “miraculous weapon” (Conde, 1995, p 18) to exert ideologies 

for media elites. On the other hand, it is a powerful medium to retaliate to injustices and biased practices for 

masses. Moreover, social media changed the power relation of media and messes. Racism and biased 

attitudes are not overt any more rather they are implicitly embedded in discourse.  
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In the present world, people are aware of the importance of “transparency “in terms of content and language 

in the process of production and transmission of news. The news receivers have more choices at their 

disposal in the form of numerous news channels and newspapers. If they find the language in a newspaper 

offensive or inappropriate they may easily leave it and choose another one out of many choices available. 

Thus journalists and media houses are in a way accountable in front of the masses.  The traditional notion of 

dominant role of media houses and the dominated role of media users has been transformed on the account 

of multiplicity and variety of media. In line with it, VanDijk states, “media users may also accept preferred 

general knowledge, opinions and attitudes, and ultimately preferred ideologies, as long as these seem to be 

consistent with their personal experiences” (Van Dijk, 1995, p. 35). Moreover, in the present time, the 

advent of social media has changed the power relation of media elites and people. The power is shifted to 

the oppressed. Thus the asymmetrical power relation of the media houses and masses has on the way to 

transformation. The marginalized group can get its reaction registered on social media. This retaliation is 

powerful so much so to exert pressure on the media institutions. 

 

Further Research 
 

 There is sufficient room for study in this domain. The study may be replicated by incorporating more 

corpuses. In addition, the research may also be extended to other marginalized groups, such as Native 

Americans and Asians. Furthermore, the psychological impact of ideologically loaded language on the 

readers of the newspapers can also be investigated. 
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