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In this dissertation, I examine the relationship between newsmaking and 

policymaking as interpretive practices that operate by making sense of the social world 

based on stocks of knowledge about the nation and its stature and role vis-à-vis other 

nations. To do so, I study the news coverage of “foreign aid” from four nations – the 

United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan – over a 15-year period (2001-15). I also 

examine foreign policymaking in the form of speeches delivered by the leaders of these 

nations over the same period at the United Nations General Assembly. While machine 

learning helps me conduct a broad exploration of my large-volume data, critical discourse 

analysis aided by natural language processing leads to a rich, contextually sensitive 

understanding of the data based on purposive samples.  

The analysis illustrates a mutually constitutive relationship between newsmaking 

and foreign policymaking in all four nations. Both the news media and the political elite 

in each of these nations draw upon similar conceptions of national identity, respectively. 

In addition, these conceptions are complementary and transnationally shared. Journalists 

and policymakers everywhere rely on the same discourses of neoliberalism as the natural 

economic order and unipolarity as the functional political order of international relations: 

featuring the United States as the global superpower that enforces a capitalist free trade 
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regime, Britain as a secondary power that helps the U.S. maintain this regime, India as an 

emerging power that aspires to a secondary position of power similar to Britain’s, and 

Pakistan as a subordinate nation that values itself as an ally of the superpower. I thus 

show how nations become willing participants in their own subordination.  

I also argue that voluntary subordination takes place because newsmaking and 

policymaking reify nations as the basic building blocks of social reality – thus according 

ontological equivalence and agency to all the peoples of the world qua nations. 

Subordinate nations, in particular, value this illusory sense of equality and agency, but it 

paradoxically makes them complicit in maintaining a hegemonic international order that 

curtails their choices and leaves them open to exploitation. 
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	 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 1: Towards the Mutual Constitution of  

Newsmaking and Policymaking 

 

In the winter of 1941, as Hitler and Mussolini’s forces rampaged through Europe 

and North Africa making their way to the Soviet Union, editor Henry Luce wrote an 

essay in Time magazine titled, “The American Century.” The United States was still 

resolutely disengaged from the Second World War. But Luce urged President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt to intervene – not simply to help the depleted Allied forces but for its own 

sake. Calling America “the sanctuary of the ideals of civilization,” he argued that “[i]t 

now becomes our time to be the powerhouse from which the ideals spread throughout the 

world and do their mysterious work of lifting the life of mankind from the level of the 

beasts to what the Psalmist called a little lower than the angels” (Luce, 1999, p. 171). 

Roosevelt did join the war towards the end of that year and the United States 

played the decisive role as Allied forces eventually defeated the Axis powers. It also 

emerged from the war as the world’s most powerful nation and went on to make the 20th 

century “the American century” – as Luce had hoped and predicted. To be sure, it wasn’t 

Luce’s article that drove the United States into the war on its own, nor did it directly 

shape U.S. foreign policy in the subsequent decades. His words themselves echoed the 

convictions of American policymakers all the way from the founding fathers to Lincoln’s 

Republicans and Wilson’s Democrats (Williams, 1972; Hansen, 2008). But the Time 

piece did distill the choices facing the nation at a particularly bewildering moment in 



	 2 

history and pointed a way forward that America eventually embarked upon. By urging 

the nation to fight for its own place in history, it imposed an interpretation upon the 

situation and silenced other interpretations. More than five decades later, when 

neoconservatives gathered in Washington, D.C., to discuss plans to extend “American 

global leadership” into a new era, Luce and his essay were evidently on their minds as 

they named their think-tank the Project for the New American Century (PNAC, 1997). 

When the 21st century dawned, many of the same people went on to serve in the 

administration of President George W. Bush. 

Luce’s essay and its aftermath indicate a reciprocal relationship between 

newsmaking and policymaking that has mostly escaped the attention of scholars (Bennett, 

1990; Entman, 2004; Herman & Chomsky, 1988) as well as scribes (Gowing, 1994; 

Strobel, 1997). Research on press-state relations has long argued that newsmaking is 

epiphenomenal to policymaking, especially in the domain of international affairs. The 

political elite – including the president, his advisers, lawmakers, and other officials – 

debate alternatives, make decisions, and take actions independent of news coverage. 

Journalism follow their lead and journalists index their coverage to the range of opinions 

within elite circles (Bennett, 1990; Bennett et al., 2007). Different sections of the political 

elite have different degrees of influence on news coverage of foreign affairs (Entman, 

2004), but news organizations themselves have little independence in the matter and they 

effectively help the elite “manufacture consent” for their policies and actions (Herman & 

Chomsky, 1988).  
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An alternative view did emerge in the 1990s. The beginning of the 24-hour 

television cycle and “real-time” news broadcasts of famine and internal strife from 

around the world, which often appeared to presage U.S. military interventions, led some 

analysts to suggest that the news media set the administration’s foreign policy agenda 

(Culbert, 1998; Maren, 1994; Sharkey, 1993). But this view, called the CNN Effect, was 

soon dismissed as other scholars showed that media coverage of even these cases 

followed policy meetings and discussions, if not actions (Livingston & Eachus, 1995; 

Mermin, 1997; Moeller, 1999). The launch of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars in the early 

years of this century, in which the media unabashedly subscribed to the Bush 

administration’s framing, laid the CNN Effect idea to rest (Baum, 2004; Gilboa, 2005; 

Kumar, 2006). 

The dominant paradigm in the study of press-state relations, thus, is that foreign 

policymaking is an “independent variable” that predicts the “dependent variable” of news 

coverage. But empirical evidence upon which this argument is founded mostly comes 

from analyses of policymaking with regard to, and news coverage of, specific events – 

typically wars. Such an approach overlooks the fact that neither policymaking nor 

newsmaking takes place in piecemeal fashion. Policies regarding a particular event rely 

on precedents and shared beliefs that are passed on over time (Ashley, 1988). Similarly, 

the news coverage of an event is based on “organizing principles that are socially shared 

and persistent over time” (Reese, 2001, p. 11). Both, therefore, are interpretive practices 

that rely on stocks of intersubjective knowledge shared by social subjects such as 

journalists and policymakers. This shared knowledge typically takes the form of 
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collective beliefs about the nation and its position in the world. To return to our earlier 

example, Roosevelt’s decision to join the Second World War came from his 

understanding of what America meant as a nation – an understanding he shared with 

journalists such as Luce and reproduced socially in texts such as Time. 

STUDY PURPOSE 

Thinking about newsmaking and policymaking as social practices that are 

produced by – and recursively reproduce – shared beliefs opens new avenues for research 

in the fields of press-state relations, media sociology, and international relations. New 

kinds of research questions may now be asked. For instance, what are these beliefs that 

journalists and policymakers share with each other? How do these beliefs come to be 

shared? Does this intersubjectivity of newsmaking and policymaking exist only in the 

United States, or do journalists and policymakers in other nations also share common 

beliefs about the nation and the world? Perhaps most importantly – and especially 

because we know that both the media and the social elite constitute meaning-making 

social institutions (Shoemaker & Reese, 2013; Sparrow, 2006) – what are the 

implications of this intersubjectivity for global power relations and global social justice? 

Those, broadly, are the concerns of my dissertation. First, departing from extant 

literature and going beyond anecdotal evidence such as Luce’s Time essay, I aim to 

provide empirical verification of the extent to which newsmaking and policymaking are 

mutually constitutive social practices, reflecting and reproducing shared beliefs about the 

nation and its place in the world. To do so, I first examine the news coverage of “foreign 

aid” over a 15-year period (2001-15). In his essay, Luce had also noted that America 
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needed the world as much as the world needed America – for America had much to give, 

and “it is more blessed to give than to receive” (1999, p. 171). The practice of foreign aid 

embodies the notion of giving as a means of establishing relations among nations. It 

distinguishes friends from foes, rivals from allies. News coverage of foreign aid thus 

provides an appropriate context for understanding how the news media interpret the 

nation and its relationships with other nations – as well as with the nature of those 

relationships. The period of study, 2001 to 2015, is also significant: encompassing the 

shift in the U.S. political leadership from the Republican Bush to the Democrat Barack 

Obama and the accompanying change in nation’s political climate from 

“neoconservative” to “liberal.” Next, I examine the speeches delivered by the nation’s 

political elite at the world’s biggest political forum – the United Nations General 

Assembly, UNGA – over the same 15-year period. In these speeches, leaders directly 

address other nations on behalf of their own nation, while discussing what they believe to 

be the most important issues facing their nation and the world at large. They, therefore, 

provide an ideal context for understanding how the political elite interpret the nation and 

its relationships with other nations – as well as the nature of those relationships.  

The purpose of studying both news coverage and political addresses is to illustrate 

how shared beliefs about the nation and the world shape both newsmaking and 

policymaking. But going beyond descriptive analysis, the second purpose of my 

dissertation is to examine my thesis in crossnational contexts – so as to understand how 

differences among nations influence the intersubjective relationship between newsmaking 

and policymaking. To do so, I extend my study beyond the United States to include three 
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other nations – Britain, India, and Pakistan. Like the United States, Britain is a donor of 

aid. It is also a democracy, an advanced industrialized economy, and a former colonial 

power, but much smaller than the United States in size and influence in the 21st century. 

India and Pakistan, on the other hand, are receivers of aid. They are both former colonies 

who fought a war of independence against Britain, and have close ties with the United 

States in the 21st century. But they are also each other’s rivals. India is much larger in 

size than Pakistan and a much bigger economy. Also, while India has remained a 

democracy since independence, Pakistan has oscillated between electoral democracy and 

military rule. Like the United States, these three nations also witnessed political change 

between 2001 and 2015. Britain changed hands between Labour and Conservative party 

rule, India alternated between right-wing Hindu nationalist and center-left 

administrations, and Pakistan transformed from military to popular rule. Examining 

newsmaking and policymaking in each of these nations over the 15-year period can thus 

reveal how these structural factors influence their hypothesized constitutive relationship. 

The third purpose of this dissertation is to appraise newsmaking and 

policymaking as transnational practices. Specifically, I assess if collective beliefs about a 

nation are idiosyncratic and shared only by its own journalists and political leaders, or if 

such beliefs transcend national boundaries to be shared by the journalists and the elite in 

other nations as well. For instance, if particular beliefs about the United States are present 

not just in U.S. media coverage of foreign aid and U.S. leaders’ speeches at the UNGA 

but also in, say, Indian media coverage and Indian leaders’ speeches, then newsmaking 

and policymaking would emerge as transnational practices, underpinned by beliefs that 
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are shared across nations. This is important because relations among nations are not 

necessarily symmetrical – they could also place one nation in a favorable position over 

the other. The transnational nature of newsmaking and policymaking would then imply 

that journalists and policymakers, as shapers of national self-understandings, become 

complicit in their own nation’s subordination. 

Finally, none of these objectives can be attained without understanding the 

specific content of the beliefs that underlie and are reproduced through newsmaking and 

policymaking in the four nations. So the dissertation’s fourth purpose is to identify what 

specifically are the beliefs that newsmaking and policymaking share. These shared beliefs 

would illuminate the “deep structure” of the social reality constructed by newsmaking 

and policymaking. Understanding the content of these beliefs would also elucidate why 

some nations, and their interpretive communities of journalists and policymakers, consent 

to asymmetrical relationships and to subordination. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

As noted above, the empirical analysis focuses on (a) news coverage of foreign 

aid from four nations – the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan – between 2001 and 

2015, and (b) speeches delivered by the leaders of these nations in the UN General 

Assembly over the same period. The news coverage is analyzed using a combination of 

topic modeling and critical discourse analysis. Topic modeling – specifically Latent 

Dirichlet Allocation, or LDA – is an algorithmic technique of textual analysis that 

emerged in the field of computational linguistics and is now being frequently used to 

study journalistic content (e.g. DiMaggio et al., 2013; Jacobi et al., 2015). It interprets 
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text by identifying the “topics” or themes hidden in the text as well as the proportion in 

which they have been used. This helps distinguish between dominant and marginalized 

themes in large volumes of text – something hard to achieve with qualitative techniques 

such as traditional discourse analysis, which are typically used to study smaller samples 

in greater detail. At the same time, the topics revealed by LDA can be quite abstract. 

Combining it with the discourse analysis of purposively sampled text, therefore, makes 

the study more nuanced. In this mixed-methods approach, computational and qualitative 

techniques complement each other by addressing each other’s weaknesses, leading to a 

richer and more fine-grained analysis of a large volume of data (see also, Shahin, 2016a; 

2016b). 

Topic modeling starts with two assumptions. First, every corpus of text comprises 

a certain number of themes or topics that may not be obvious, especially in large datasets. 

Second, words used in the text correspond to these topics. Put another way, each topic is 

comprised of its own set of keywords in the text. The algorithm parses the text to find 

associative patterns among words, based on relative proximity, and reveals multiple 

“bags of keywords” – each constituting a different topic. For instance, a corpus of articles 

that include the words “baseball,” “soccer,” “ball,” “bat,” “kick,” “helmet,” 

“concussion,” “fall,” “hit,” “surgery” is probably about two topics – Sports and Injuries. 

But this may not be obvious, particularly if the dataset is enormous. Topic modeling 

would reveal two bags of keywords in this corpus: baseball, soccer, ball, bat, kick, and 

helmet as one topic, and concussion, fall, hit, surgery, and helmet as another topic. It is 

then up to the scholar to determine how the words in each bag link with each other to 
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comprise a meaningful topic. Looking at each bag of words would make it obvious that 

the articles in the corpus are about two topics, Sports and Injuries. Parsing the corpus 

further could expose more fine-grained topics, such as Baseball, Soccer, Basketball, Head 

Injuries, Bone Injuries, Surgery, Medication and so on. 

Moreover, topic modeling would also reveal the proportion of use of each topic in 

the corpus. This would allow the researcher to understand what kinds of injuries are taken 

more seriously by the authors of the articles, and what kinds of medical procedures are 

deemed better. This would also reveal the authors’ “beliefs” vis-à-vis sports injuries. For 

instance, if the topic Surgery is used in a higher proportion than the topic Medication, it 

would suggest the authors’ belief in the efficacy of invasive procedures over non-invasive 

ones. Studying the corpus over a period of time would indicate if these beliefs have 

changed or remained consistent. Also, comparatively analyzing corpora of articles from 

different nations using topic modeling would show how different nations might differ in 

their beliefs. Large corpora are likely to contain all the topics – but substantial differences 

in proportion of use of different topics would indicate which belief dominates in which 

nation. This would aid crossnational analysis. On the other hand, if the same topics 

dominate across multiple nations, it would suggest that those beliefs are transnational in 

scope. 

Topic modeling, with its ability to distinguish between dominant and 

marginalized beliefs, dovetails nicely with methods of critical discourse analysis, 

especially deconstruction. Proposed by Derrida (1972), deconstruction starts with the 

assumption that we understand things – including objects and ideas – in terms of how 
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they differ from other things. Différance is the basis of meaning-making. “White,” for 

instance, is only understood in terms of its difference with “black” – “master” by its 

opposition to “slave” and so forth. But crucially, the difference or opposition is never 

between equals. Rather, a “violent hierarchy” is socially inscribed into all binary 

oppositions, which makes one side dominant and the other subordinate. “White” is 

deemed better than “black;” “master” superior to “slave.” The purpose of deconstruction 

is thus two-fold. First, the scholar identifies how ideas and objects are differentiated from 

other ideas and objects in text to produce meaning. Second, the scholar “deconstructs” 

the hierarchy built into the meanings of these ideas and objects, exposing the power that 

led to the construction of meanings through text. As a tool of critical research, 

deconstruction thus illustrates how not just masters but slaves too can reinforce social 

hierarchy – and their own subordination within it – by adopting and using the vocabulary 

of the masters. The ultimate purpose of deconstruction is to make it possible for 

subordinate categories to recognize their subordination and how it is practiced – so as to 

upend it by eschewing the vocabulary of their masters and creating a new vocabulary of 

their own. 

In this dissertation, I first use topic modeling to analyze the entire corpora of news 

articles on foreign aid from the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan published 

between 2001 and 2015. The articles are selected from a wide range of news sources, 

including nationally and locally-focused outlets as well as outlets representing ideological 

differences within the nation. Only articles that use the term “foreign aid” or 

“international aid” in their headlines or lede paragraphs are included in the corpora – to 
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ensure that foreign aid is the focus of the article and it is not mentioned simply in passing. 

I also divide each nation’s corpus into time periods corresponding with different 

administrations or types of government. For instance, the U.S. corpus is split into 2001-

2008 and 2009-2015, corresponding with the administrations of presidents Bush and 

Obama, respectively. Topic modeling thus allows me to compare dominant and 

marginalized discourses within each nation in politically different time periods.  

Next, I extract all paragraphs from each nation’s corpus mentioning the name of 

the nation. I analyze these samples qualitatively, using Derrida’s method of 

deconstruction, to understand how the news media construct each nation in terms of its 

relationship with other nations. I pay special attention to the keywords that comprised the 

dominant topics of topic modeling analysis from each nation – to make sure there is 

broad coherence between the two methods of analysis. Finally, I analyze the full texts of 

speeches delivered by the leaders of the four nations at the UN General Assembly 

between 2001 and 2015. Using the method of deconstruction, I now focus on identifying 

how the political elite of each nation construct their respective nations in terms of their 

relationships with other nations. 

As noted earlier, my study has four purposes: (1) to illustrate the mutually 

constitutive relationship between newsmaking and policymaking in terms of their shared 

beliefs about the nation and its position in the world; (2) to learn what these shared 

beliefs are in four different nations; (3) to assess the constitutive relationship between 

newsmaking and policymaking crossnationally so as to understand how it might vary 

among different types of nations; and (4) to appraise if these beliefs are also 
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transnational in scope – with similar or complementary beliefs shared not just among 

journalists and policymakers within nations but also across nations. “Shared beliefs” are 

thus the center piece of my study. But I am not interested in every kind of belief that 

journalists and the political elite possess or share. I am specifically interested in the 

meanings  they attach to their respective nations, and to the idea of the nation itself. I 

rely, therefore, on two concepts: national identity and nationhood. National identity is 

understood as collective beliefs about the norms, values, and traditions of particular 

nations, constructed in contrast with other nations (Wendt, 1999). Nationhood is 

understood as a more fundamental belief that the world is primarily divided into various 

“nations” – which in turn have their respective identities that serve as the justification for 

their independent existence (Skey, 2013). National identity is therefore particularistic – 

relating to collective beliefs about particular nations; nationhood is universalistic – 

relating to the idea that the world is essentially made up of a common class of social 

objects viz. nations (Laclau, 1990). 

More specifically, therefore, the purpose of the study is to identify discourses 

about national identity and nationhood in the news coverage and foreign policy speeches 

of each nation. The content of the discourses from each nation would represent what 

beliefs are shared by the news media and policymaking elite in these nations. Finding 

similar discourses would illustrate the mutually constitutive relationship between 

newsmaking and policymaking – as opposed to a causal relationship in which only one 

influences the other. If the pattern repeats itself crossnationally, it would indicate that 

newsmaking and policymaking bear a constitutive relationship with each other despite 
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the differences among these nations – making the hypothesized relationship 

generalizable. However, if news and policy discourses cohere with each other in some 

nations and not in others, then the differences between those nations would appear to 

influence this relationship. Such a finding would lead us to a better understanding of the 

factors that shape the mutual constitution of newsmaking and policymaking. Finally, if 

the content of the discourses across nations are similar or complementary – for instance, 

if U.S. journalists and policymakers’ view of U.S. national identity is the same as Indian 

journalists and policymakers’ view of U.S. national identity, and so on – then they would 

reveal themselves to be transnational. This is especially interesting because, if 

newsmaking and policymaking produce a hierarchical relationship between the United 

States and India, then the shared discourses would indicate that Indian journalists and 

political elite are themselves complicit in their nation’s subordination. However, if they 

differ over what the United States is or should be, then these beliefs won’t be 

transnational but emerge as idiosyncratic and unique to each nation. 

It is useful at this point to clarify the assumptions upon which this dissertation is 

based as well as the way in which I use particular terms. When looking for broad 

similarities in how a nation’s news media construct national identities and reify 

nationhood, I treat the every nation’s news media as a social institution whose practices 

and products are fundamentally similar (Cook, 1998; Sparrow, 1999). That does not 

mean there are no differences at all in how different journalists and news organizations 

perceive and portray social reality (Levendusky, 2013; Stroud, 2010). But uncertainties of 

the news business, a range of professional practices, as well as ideological constraints 
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lead to news being “extraordinarily homogeneous” across “across organization, 

geography, size, and kind of news outlet” (Ryfe, 2006, p. 135). Similarly, there are 

obvious individual and party-wise differences among political leaders – differences that 

form the basis of two-party or multi-party political systems and lend purpose to elections. 

But my attempt to discern the national identities produced in foreign policy discourses is 

based on the assumption that the political elite, too, constitute a homogeneous social 

institution – at least when speaking on behalf of the nation at a forum such as the United 

Nations General Assembly. Within the bounds of the aforementioned assumptions, the 

dissertation refers to the news media – including journalists and news organizations – as 

well as the political elite – including individual politicians – as subjects that engage in 

social practices. 

Additionally, I refer to newsmaking as the news media’s social practice of 

gathering information about events and issues, packaging them into discrete news stories, 

and disseminating them through print, broadcast, or online channels. This is a social 

practice because every stage of newsmaking – including decisions about what “kinds” of 

events and issues to cover (and what not to cover), what “kinds” of sources to talk to for 

gathering information (and whom not to), and what “kinds” of details to emphasize, 

marginalize or entirely omit while packaging information into stories – is informed by a 

variety of cultural beliefs and ideological assumptions (Tuchman, 1978; Reese, 2001). 

The product of newsmaking – news – is thus a social text, symbolically incorporating and 

recirculating those assumptions and beliefs and thereby reproducing social reality. I also 

refer to policymaking as the political elite’s social practice of identifying what “kinds” of 
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issues require their attention (and what do not), knowing what “kinds” of policies have 

been previously adopted to deal with those kinds of issues, understanding the “kinds” of 

implications particular policies can have, and articulating these policies using particular 

“kinds” of language (Ashley, 1988). 

JUSTIFICATION 

One of the biggest problems with achieving global social justice – the idea of a 

world that is fair to everyone – has been that the very structures intended to uplift the 

downtrodden and address the needs of the dispossessed have themselves turned out to be 

novel instruments of their oppression. Let us look only at the past century. European 

colonialism – once justified by its purveyors as a “civilizing mission” intended to benefit 

the barbarians of Asia, Africa, and the Americas – was ultimately recognized as an 

abusive system that enriched the colonizers through the exploitation of human and 

material resources of colonized societies. These societies struggled for independence and 

self-rule, and turned into “nations” – a mode of social organization they ironically came 

to learn from their colonizers. But the new nations were quickly yoked into an 

exploitative “world system” in which their former colonizers constituted the core of 

capital-intensive industrial production while postcolonial nations were relegated to the 

peripheral role of providing them labor and raw materials (Wallerstein, 1974). Moreover, 

nations at the periphery became dependent on import of manufactured commodities from 

the core to meet their own needs – thus enriching the core and expanding the wealth gap 

between nations. This was effectively colonialism by other means. As realization 

dawned, postcolonial nations turned to “import substitution industrialization” – or 
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developing their own industries to produce goods in a bid to reduce import dependence. 

But this process was overrun by Western  multinationals and only deepened the misery of 

postcolonial societies (Sunkel, 1972). In more recent years, the “globalization” of trade, 

capital markets, and cultural products, supposed to create a “flat world” of equal 

opportunity for all (Friedman, 2005), has instead had the effect of destroying local 

industry and culture in the Global South under the onslaught of capital and cultural 

exports from the Global North (Ritzer, 2007). Indeed, deep inequalities exist not only 

between but also within nations, with a rich and powerful individuals – euphemistically 

called the “1%” - determining the capacities and fates of the remaining “99%” (Stiglitz, 

2011). 

Each emergent structure of global social organization thus starts off with the 

promise of global social justice only to reveal itself as unjust. Once the structural 

injustice becomes apparent, criticisms of and challenges to the structure set off a gradual 

process of social change that ultimately replaces that structure with a new structure. But 

even though structures change, injustice remains persistent. It is more meaningful, 

therefore, to shift the attention of critical social inquiry to the means and processes by 

which structures come to be produced. That, in essence, is the logic of poststructuralism 

– the epistemological foundation of my dissertation. 

In particular, I draw on two principles of poststructural inquiry. The first is the 

problematization of structures. Like structuralism, poststructuralism also argues that 

structures shape human subjectivity (Althusser, 1971). Human agency, including 

reflexive desires and motivations for action, emerge from and make sense only within the 
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social structures that human being inhabit – such as nations. But while structuralism 

regards structures as a priori, poststructuralism turns attention to the production of 

structures (Butler, 1990; Derrida, 1972; Foucault, 1972). Social structures, to the extent 

that they are social, are also constructed – poststructuralism aims to deconstruct them.  

To do so, poststructural inquiry examines empirical texts to discern latent 

discourses, described by Foucault as “systems of thoughts composed of ideas, attitudes, 

courses of action, beliefs and practices that systematically construct the subjects and the 

worlds of which they speak” (Lessa, 2006, p. 285). As this definition suggests, 

poststructuralists view discourses as more than simply words that reflexive humans use to 

represent a pre-constituted reality. To them, social reality does not exist prior to 

discourse. Instead, it is in and through discourses that humans make sense of the world 

they inhabit and give reality a particular character. Even their sense of themselves, as 

social subjects with the ability to act, emerges from discourses. As Derrida famously 

argued, “There is nothing outside the text” (1976, p. 163). Discourses, thus, inscribe all 

thought and action and constitute the material world of structures and subjects. Any 

attempt to understand social reality must therefore start with the study of discourses. 

A second principle that guides my research is the poststructuralist 

reconceptualization of power, perhaps best illustrated in Derrida’s (1972) notion of 

“violent hierarchy” that I have discussed earlier as well. Once again, this principle draws 

on but also departs from structuralism. Structuralists such as de Saussure (1960) argued 

that meaning is produced through binary oppositions: ideas and objects are understood 

only in terms of what they are not. But while structuralists looked at opposing terms, or 
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identities, as ontologically equal, poststructuralists such as Derrida claimed that “one of 

the two terms governs the other” (1972, p. 41). This hierarchy forms the basis of power. 

Power, thus, does not simply reside in someone or something. Instead, it is immanent in 

social relations and emerges from the discursive process of meaning-making in which 

both the powerful and the powerless are complicit (see also Foucault, 1972). 

This leads us to reconsider the term “subject.” The term has two, seemingly 

contradictory meanings. Subject, in contrast with object, refers to social entities – such as 

human beings – with the capacity of reflection, choice, and agency. But subject, in 

contrast to ruler, implies subjugation and a lack of choice and agency. From a 

poststructuralist perspective, however, these meanings are not contradictory. The ruler-

subject power differential exists because subjects actively, and reflexively, participate in 

a hierarchical social structure, thereby becoming complicit in its production and 

reproduction. In turn, their agency and reflexivity are themselves shaped by  the socially 

diffused ruler-subject discourse within which they derive the meaning of their own 

ontological existence. Butler (1997), therefore calls this process “subjection.” 

In this dissertation, I explore how not just individuals but entire nations – as 

reflexive social entities with collective identities – also engage in subjection. To do so, I 

focus on excavating the national identities of each nation as produced by their news 

media and policymaking elite. This is important because people viewing particular 

norms, values, and traditions as aspects of their national identity is different from simply 

possessing those features as a material reality. In the latter case, the nation, or specifically 

its meaning-making institutions such as the news media and the political elite, can discuss 
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and reconsider the value of those features – and potentially modify or replace them if 

they are found undesirable. But if those features are viewed as aspects of national 

identity, they are no longer open to deliberation or debate: they become definitive of the 

nation and how it conducts its affairs. If there are any attempts to question or challenge 

them, they are silenced or delegitimized. National identities thus undercut the 

possibilities of rational conversation by constraining the bounds of rationality itself 

(Jones, 1996) – making social change all that harder to achieve. 

My analysis shows that national identities, constructed by the news media and 

political elite of each nation, are not idiosyncratic. Instead, the identities of different 

nations complement each other to constitute a hierarchical system of international 

relations in which some nations occupy superior and others occupy subordinate positions. 

Nations thus become willing participants in their own subordination by other nations. But 

as this subordination is a function of national identities rather than differences in material 

capabilities, there is little chance that the nations would even want to overcome it. Going 

a step further, I also argue that nations choose to become subjects because the notion of 

“nationhood” – the socially constructed idea that ours is a world comprising a common 

class of social objects called “nations”– creates an illusory sense of ontological equality 

among people if they socially organize as nations. These peoples, including the 

marginalized and dispossessed – indeed, especially them – value this faux equality, and 

thus willingly participate in maintaining an international system that brings them this 

sense of equality. Participating in and maintaining the system, however, means subjecting 

themselves to its norms and practices, which are determined by a few superior nations – 
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or even a single superpower. But it isn’t only the peoples of subordinate nations who 

suffer from this system. It is also the ordinary masses from the superior nations who 

become willing to do whatever it takes to maintain the symbols signifying their nation’s 

superior identity – such as spending enormous sums of money on building ever bigger 

and increasingly pointless military arsenals, and going to wars around the world and 

giving their own lives in service of the “nation.” It was perhaps for these reasons that 

novelist George Orwell once called nationalism “power hunger tempered by self-

deception” (Orwell & Angus, 1970, p. 412). 

With this dissertation, I therefore hope to contribute to the possibility of global 

social justice by illuminating the largely invisible processes through which power in 

international politics is produced and social reality is given shape. By identifying news 

texts as a key site of the production of a hegemonic international system, I also point out 

a different way for journalism to express itself as a public service. Normative conceptions 

of journalism, especially in democratic societies such as the United States, typically view 

it as a means of informing the citizenry about public affairs – thus allowing voters to 

make informed choices (Zelizer, 2004). But if journalists recognize how particular 

hegemonic discourses shape their stories and are socially reproduced through them, they 

can also make a conscious effort to curtail these discourses. That is where a poststructural 

epistemology holds its greatest promise: by acknowledging subjects’ reflexivity in the 

process of meaning-making, it allows for the possibility of new meanings to be made, for 

the “violent hierarchy” to be overturned, for change to take place (Derrida, 1972; 

Foucault, 1972). 
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In addition to these normative objectives, my dissertation also makes theoretical 

contributions to the disciplines of journalism and media studies, international relations, 

and political sociology. The dominant paradigm in press-state relations, evident in 

theories such as indexing (Bennett, 1990; Bennett et al., 2007), cascading activation 

(Entman, 2004), and propaganda model (Herman & Chomsky, 1988), holds media 

coverage to be epiphenomenal to foreign policymaking. But these theories, while 

focusing on news coverage of particular “international” events – particularly wars and 

conflicts – do not problematize the process of policymaking itself. In contrast, my 

dissertation shows that a mutually constitutive relationship exists between newsmaking 

and policymaking. Such a perspective can help press-state scholarship move beyond 

what-came-first questions about media and foreign policymaking within particular 

nations to broadly engage with questions about media and international politics – 

especially the media’s role in producing asymmetrical power relations in world affairs. 

Scholars of media sociology and comparative media studies, who focus on identifying 

factors that influence news coverage, mostly hold the “nation” to be the highest level of 

structural (Hallin & Mancini, 2004) and cultural/ideological (Shoemaker & Reese, 2013) 

influence. My dissertation shows how transnational and global discourses also underlie 

and shape news content. Finally, constructivist international relations theory, which 

argues that socially constructed national identity influence international politics (Wendt, 

1999), focuses on the impact of identities on policymaking but doesn’t seriously engage 

with how national identities come to be constructed in the first place (Hopf, 2009). It also 

takes the “nation” as a priori rather than a social construct. This especially weakens its 
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conception of power in international politics (Barnett & Duvall, 2005). By 

problematizing the nation as a social construct and providing empirical evidence of the 

role of news media in the construction of national identities and nationhood, this 

dissertation bolsters the theoretical foundations of constructivist international relations. 

The emergence of “big data” is having a tremendous impact on the social sciences 

in general and journalism and media studies and political science in particular (Lewis et 

al., 2013; Shah et al., 2015). New methods of big data analysis are simultaneously 

making their way from the field of computer science into these disciplines. Although 

typically used to study social media or  other, newer kinds of datasets, these methods may 

be applied to older forms of data as well – such as digital archives of news articles. 

Examining large volumes of data can lead to fresh insights that smaller volumes cannot 

provide (Lewis et al., 2013). But big data methods suffer from their own limitations, 

notably their “limited … capacity to understand latent meanings or the subtleties of 

human language” (Lewis et al., 2013). Combining big data techniques such as machine 

learning and natural language processing with interpretive methods such as critical 

discourse analysis can therefore lead to empirical research that is both nuanced and 

comprehensive  (see also, Shahin, 2016a; 2016b). The application of a mixed-methods 

research design that fruitfully integrates Blei’s (2012) topic modeling and Derrida’s 

(1972) deconstruction is, thus, another contribution of my dissertation. 
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Chapter 2: National Identity and Nationhood 

 

  My dissertation has four inter-related purposes. First, I argue that newsmaking 

and policymaking are mutually constitutive social practices. Both draw on and, in turn, 

reproduce shared beliefs about the nation and its position and role vis-à-vis other nations 

– beliefs that can be understood in terms of national identity and nationhood. Second, to 

empirically illustrate this thesis, I excavate the content of these beliefs by analyzing news 

and foreign policy texts from four nations: the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan. 

Third, I provide a crossnational assessment of these beliefs to understand if the 

hypothesized relationship between newsmaking and policymaking varies between 

different types of nations. Fourth, I examine if these beliefs are transnational in scope, 

with similar or complementary beliefs shared not just among journalists and 

policymakers within a nation but also across nations. 

My argument draws on –as well as pushes against – a wide range of scholarly 

literature in the fields of journalism and media studies, international relations, and 

political sociology. Therefore, before moving ahead with my own analysis, I provide a 

review of the theoretical and empirical literature from these fields and, where relevant, 

identify the gaps that I aim to fill with my own research. In this chapter, I first look at 

how scholars have theorized the relationship between news and nations, defining and 

explicating key concepts such as national identity and nationhood. Next, I look at theories 

of international relations, focusing especially on constructivist theory that posits a 
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relationship between national identity and international politics.  I then move on to 

theories of press-state relations, drawing attention to extant research on news coverage of 

international affairs and its broad theoretical implications. After that, I examine Barnett 

and Duvall’s (2005) poststructural framework for the study of power in international 

relations, which forms the foundation of my own analysis. Much of this literature is 

“Western” in origin. So I conclude this chapter with a brief review of the postcolonial 

critique of the scholarship on the emergence of nations and international politics. 

NEWS, NATIONAL IDENTITY, AND NATIONHOOD 

Communication is the basis of the construction of meaning in the social world. 

Mead (1934) argued that “the peculiar character of human social activity …  is to be 

found in the process of communication, and more particularly in the triadic relation on 

which the existence of meaning is based: the relation of the gesture of one organism to 

the adjustive response made to it by another organism” (p. 145). All meaning, 

knowledge, and awareness arise from this sharing of gestures, including the knowledge of 

how to act in particular contexts and even the awareness of oneself as a unique subject 

and that of other subjects. Communication is thus the process by which human beings 

gain self-awareness and give shape to the social world. Identity – as the self in relation to 

others – is the cognitive mechanism by which they make the world intelligible to 

themselves, organizing into “communities” in the process. As Park (1938) observed, 

“Communication creates, or makes possible at least, that concensus (sic) and 

understanding among the individual components of a social group which eventually gives 

it and them the character not merely of society but of a cultural unit” (p. 191). 



	 25 

Communication among individuals thus leads to the emergence of communities. 

But this process need not only occur interpersonally or in direct communication. It can 

also be mediated, and take place on a mass scale. Anderson (1983) argued that mass 

communication, in the forms of newspapers and novels, led to the emergence of nation-

states as linguistically and geographically-bound political communities in 18th century 

Europe. He showed that when members of traditionally small communities began to read 

newspapers and novels, they started becoming familiar with the lives of people who were 

physically so far apart that they would never actually meet. Reading newspapers every 

morning also became a “mass ceremony” that these people shared with each other. The 

contents of mass media, as much as the practice of consuming them together, 

geographically expanded the idea of community among these inhabitants and gave birth 

to the nation-state as an “imagined community.” The first nations were linguistically-

bound communities precisely because sharing a language allowed people to read the 

same newspapers and the same novels, and thus develop a sense of shared destiny, 

purpose, and identity.  

Mass media, and especially news media with their elucidation of the everyday life 

of a community – precipitating the shared everyday practice of news production and 

consumption among members of the community – are therefore vital to the creation of a 

nation and its identity, collectively held beliefs about who are the members of this 

imagined community and what are their shared norms, values, and traditions. As Renan 

(1882) had argued, “A nation’s existence is … a daily plebiscite.” Its members must 

share in the practice of their belongingness on a daily basis. The news media are the 
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institutional means for the daily practice of national identity. What is more, they provide 

the nation with a collective subjectivity. Newspapers allow nations to come to terms on a 

daily basis with what are the issues they collectively face and how to deal with them “as a 

nation.” As the playwright Arthur Miller said, “A good newspaper is a nation talking to 

itself” (cited in Gawenda, 2008). Through this process, members of a nation develop 

shared goals and shared strategies of action to meet those goals – which Habermas (1984) 

called “communicative rationality” and “communicative action.” It is this collective 

subjectivity that turns a nation into an agent or actor in international politics. 

To be sure the news media themselves, including news organizations and 

individual journalists, do not exist independently of the nation. They are themselves a 

part of the nation, institutionally imbricated with its internal politics and economics 

(Cook, 1998; Sparrow, 1999) and ideologically shaped by the very identities that they 

help produce (Westerståhl & Johansson, 1994). Drawing on Lippmann (1922), Sparrow 

observed that “the media also constitute a social and cultural institution, one that 

furnishes the words, pictures, images, and sounds by which the public understands its 

political environment – the world we have in our heads” (2006, p. 151). Journalists 

interpret the world as reflexive subjects (Zelizer, 1993), but their interpretations are 

culturally informed. National identity is a vital aspect of their cultural outlook (Nossek, 

2004). Indeed, it is precisely because national identity produces the subjectivity of 

journalists and news organizations that it gets reproduced in and through news discourse 

– an example of reflexive agents and dynamic structures constantly reproducing each 

other in social practice that Giddens (1984) called structuration. 
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A nation, like any social construct, does not exist in isolation. The very idea of a 

“nation” makes sense only when there are other nations, together constituting a 

meaningful structure of social organization. Robertson (1991) observed that historically 

“the idea of nationalism … develops only in tandem with internationalism” (p. 78) and 

“the emergence of the nation-state coincides with the emergence of international 

relations” (Billig, 1995, p. 83). It is therefore important to make an ontological distinction 

between national identity and nationhood, even though each presupposes the other. 

National identity refers to collective beliefs about the shared norms, values, and traditions 

of a particular nation, its relations with other nations, as well as its place within the 

“international system.” In other words, it relates to what kind of a nation a particular 

nation is. Nationhood, meanwhile, refers to the collective belief that our world is “a 

world of nations” (Skey, 2013) in which “we,” too, constitute a nation – within a 

particular geographical boundary beyond which lie “other” nations. Thus, while national 

identity is a particularized belief structure focused on how one nation is different from 

other nations, nationhood is a universalistic belief structure shared by the members of all 

nations. 

Laclau (1990) observed that rather than accepting the existence of a nation as a 

natural, objective fact, social research ought to examine how nations become naturalized 

in collective imagination through shared symbols, conventions, and institutions. Scholars 

such as Billig (1995), Couldry (2012), Madianou (2005), Mihelj (2011), and Skey (2010, 

2014) have drawn attention to the role of news and media institutions in “mediating” 

nationhood. Billig argued that nationhood is not something that becomes meaningful only 
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in times of national crises or wars – rather, it is constantly reproduced. He showed how 

the media “flag” nationhood in the most banal ways, constructing and reconstructing the 

notion that nations are the basic building blocks of social reality. Skey noted that the 

“media, as part of a wider social–cultural matrix, have an absolutely fundamental role to 

play in this process, consistently representing individual nations as unified actors and the 

international system [of nations] as an objective reality” (2014, p. 9).  

Thus, both national identity and nationhood are historically contingent social 

phenomena, which require social mechanisms to be constructed across space and 

maintained over time. A vital aspect of their construction and sustenance is their 

intersubjectivity: for them to exist, large masses of people must simultaneously believe in 

them over reasonably long periods of time. The news media are such a social mechanism. 

They help construct the collective belief that we live in a world of which nations are the 

primary building blocks, its most natural and meaningful mode of social organization. 

They also help imbue members of particular nations with collective beliefs about their 

history, values, and interests. As with every social phenomenon, such cohesion is never 

absolute but negotiated and even contested: every nation has to deal with diversities 

based on ethnic, racial, religious, regional or ideological differences (Frosch & 

Wolfsfeld, 2007; Mihelj, Bajt, & Pankov, 2009; Petersoo, 2007; Rosie et al., 2006). And 

yet, these subnationalities come to cohere around certain fundamental ideas, values, and 

objectives. Indeed, one of the most important ways in which the media produce 

nationhood is by constructing national unity as inherently more meaningful than sub-

national differences – often by etching the “self” in contrast to “others.” 
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To summarize, news media construct national identity – collective beliefs about a 

particular nation’s norms, values, and traditions as well as its relations with other nations 

and its position in a constructed international system. News media also construct 

nationhood – the collective belief that we live in world primarily made up of a common 

class of ontological objects called “nation” – which makes possible the existence of an 

international system. 

NATIONAL IDENTITY AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

Positivist approaches to the study of international relations. such as structural 

realism (Waltz, 1979) and liberal institutionalism (Keohane, 1984), have mostly stressed 

the importance of material factors ranging from relative military strength to transnational 

institutions in determining how nations behave with each other. They assume that 

international politics takes place under conditions of “anarchy” – the absence of an 

overarching sovereign authority to maintain law and order (Waltz, 1959) – in which each 

nation must rely on itself to achieve its interests: the biggest interest of all being national 

security. While structural realists see this anarchical structure as naturally predisposing 

nations to be in conflict, liberal institutionalists believe that it leads nations to cooperate 

with each other and create institutions – such as the United Nations – that minimize 

conflict. 

In contrast to these materialist perspectives, constructivists have theorized and 

examined the role of ideas, beliefs, and meaning-making in international politics 

(Kratochwil, 1989; Onuf, 1989; Ruggie, 1998; Wendt, 1999). Constructivists argue that 

state behavior is a social construct ― a product of interactions among nations. Instead of 
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anarchy, constructivists argue that there is an “international system” in which nation-

states operate as actors (Finnemore, 1996). As Wendt famously put it, “anarchy is what 

states make of it” (1992, p. 391). In this perspective, neither conflict nor cooperation is 

the natural predisposition of nations. Instead, a nation, as a subject/actor in the 

international arena, “act(s) toward objects, including other actors, on the basis of the 

meanings that the objects have for them” (pp. 396-397). These meanings, in turn, relate to 

its identity, or “an inherently social definition of the actor grounded in the theories which 

actors collectively hold about themselves and one another and which constitute the 

structure of the social world” (p. 398). Therefore, it is not national interest but national 

identity that guides state behavior. Indeed, identities themselves are the basis of interests. 

“Actors do not have a ‘portfolio’ of interests that they carry around independent of social 

context; instead, they define their interests in the process of defining situations” (p. 398; 

see also Risse et al., 1999). 

Foreign policy thus conforms to national identity. It coheres with the beliefs that 

nations have about themselves and others – a worldview. Nations that are able to relate to 

each other on the basis of their histories, norms, or values tend to cooperate, while 

relations among nations that negatively identify with each other tend to be conflictual. 

The United States, as an extension of Europe, does not mind Britain or France having 

nuclear weapons, but it is willing to go to war to prevent Iran from having them. Its own 

nuclear missiles, meanwhile, have a different meaning for Cuba than, say, Canada 

(Wendt, 1992). The constructivist view of international relations bears close resemblance 

to the idea of “cultural proximity” in media studies, according to which shared beliefs 
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among nations about their histories, norms, and values lead to greater flows of media 

forms and content among them (Straubhaar, 1991, 2006). 

As interpretations of the “self” and its relations with “others” are relatively stable 

(Cox, 1986), there is consistency in a state’s foreign policy decisions across contexts, and 

continuity over time. Foreign policies, typically, do not change despite changes in 

government and even generations of political leadership. Indeed, they become matters of 

tradition, custom, even habit (Hopf, 2009). But these meanings are neither natural nor 

absolute, rather they are social constructs – interpretations that have emerged in 

interactions. And they may also be contested (Hopf, 2002; Klotz & Lynch, 2007). A 

nation can thus have multiple identities at the same time, and its identities may change 

over a period of time, leading to changes in foreign policy (Wendt, 1999). 

NEWS AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

A vital contribution of constructivist scholarship in international relations is the 

emergence of a constitutive – as opposed to causal or transitional – approach to research 

(Oates, 2015, Ruggie, 1998, Wendt, 1998). Social scientific research typically takes a 

causal approach, in which researchers attempt to establish that (1) two (or more) variables 

exist independently of each other, (2) one of those variables ontologically precedes the 

other, and (3) without a change in the first variable, the change in the other would not 

have occurred. Such research focuses on identifying and measuring the effect of one 

social phenomenon on another. But it is equally important for scholars to understand the 

structure and properties of social phenomena, what they are “made of,” and how they 

come to be the way they are. Constitutive research attempts to answer such questions. In 
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this approach, scholars don’t assume that different social phenomena exist independently 

of each other or that one precedes the other. Instead, to understand constitutive 

relationships, they focus on examining how the presence of one social phenomenon is 

necessary for the other to be present and be the way it is (Wendt, 1998). 

However, constructivist scholarship on national identity itself falls short of 

constitutive theorizing. Constructivist scholars propose that nations construct their 

identities in social interaction with each other, but do not explain exactly how this 

happens. Wendt (1992) draws upon Mead’s (1934) theory of how human beings 

construct their personal identities in social interaction, and posits that nations do the 

same. But Mead’s work is rooted in cognitive psychology and relies upon human 

physiology to make its case. It links the social construction of personal identity to the 

physiological human capacity to construct identities in symbolic interaction. Nations lack 

such a physiological capacity. This does not mean that nations, as human collectives, 

cannot construct an identity – but the modalities of collective identity construction need 

to be theorized. 

Drawing on the insights of media and communication studies and political 

sociology that have been discussed above, one can argue that parallel to the physiological 

mechanism that allows individual human beings to construct their personal identities, the 

news media constitute a social mechanism through which nations to construct their 

collective national identities. News discourses, by interpreting a nation’s norms, values, 

and traditions as well as its relations with other nations and its position in an 

“international” society, bind the nation together as an “imagined community” (Anderson, 
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1983). This internal social mechanism allows the nation to become an “actor” in the 

“international system” – with its own interests and objectives that it then tries to meet 

through its foreign policy. From this perspective, newsmaking becomes constitutive of 

foreign policymaking. 

This perspective differs from – but also build on – extant scholarship on news 

media and foreign policymaking. The dominant paradigm in the field of press-state 

relations – as evident in theories such as indexing (Bennett, 1990; Bennett et al., 2007), 

cascading activation (Entman, 2004) and the propaganda model (Herman & Chomsky, 

1988) – is that news discourse is epiphenomenal to foreign policymaking. The 

policymaking elite, including presidents, lawmakers, diplomats, bureaucrats, and the 

military, take foreign policy decisions without any substantive influence of the news 

media. The media simply report these decisions: typically in the manner the elite would 

like them to. 

Based on Hallin’s (1986) study of news coverage of the Vietnam war, the 

indexing theory suggests that “mass media news is indexed implicitly to the dynamics of 

governmental debate” (Bennett, 1990, p. 108; see also Bennett et al., 2007).  If there is 

dissent among policymakers on a particular policy, the news media too would report 

conflicting views – but if policymakers agree on the policy, media coverage would also 

fall in line. Entman’s (2004) cascading activation model argues that the framing of a 

foreign issue or event – that is, selecting and highlighting some of its aspects and making 

connections among them to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation or solution – 

typically begins with the administration and then cascades down to other elites, the 
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media, and finally the public. The elite thus wield considerable control over the media 

and eventually the public’s perceptions of reality, although there is also the possibility of 

a “feedback loop” of public opinion shaping media frames and even elite opinions. 

Herman and Chomsky’s (1988) propaganda model views the process as more deliberate, 

contending that the elite “manufacture (public) consent” for their policies – including 

foreign policies – by using the media (see also Hammond & Herman, 2000; Herman, 

1993). The media “serve to mobilize support for the special interests that dominate the 

state and private activity” (p. xi) – a nexus of corporate and political power that control 

the media through formal and informal channels of regulation. 

A different view, the CNN Effect, gained ground in the 1990s – a time of flux 

marked by the end of the Cold War and advances in communication technology. Some 

scholars argued that the advent of real-time television’s coverage of conflicts and 

disasters around the world was affecting foreign policymaking by making these events 

highly salient for the public and obliging policymakers to take action (Culbert, 1998; 

Maren, 1994; Sharkey, 1993). But later studies showed that media attention to foreign 

events in a number of purported “CNN Effect” cases had actually followed policy 

meetings and discussions, if not actions (Baum, 2004; Gilboa, 2005; Livingston & 

Eachus, 1995). 

The broad agreement in this area of research, therefore, is that news coverage is 

epiphenomenal to foreign policymaking. The media report the policies made by the elite 

and do so in ways that favor the elite, without having much substantive impact on the 

policymaking itself. But most of these studies look at media coverage of specific events – 
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typically wars and conflicts – and in doing so, miss the forest for the trees. They do not 

investigate deeper influences on foreign policymaking itself – for instance, the elite’s 

beliefs about national identity and nationhood embedded within an international system. 

Scrutinizing these beliefs would open up questions about how they come to be 

constituted, and reveal the role of news media in this diffuse process. 

POWER IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

Early constructivist scholarship was criticized for its neglect of the issue of power 

in international politics, which had been central to materialist approaches to international 

relations such as structural realism and liberal institutionalism (Guzzini, 2005; Hopf, 

1998). But in an influential paper, Barnett and Duvall (2005) offered a comprehensive 

theoretical framework for understanding power as “the production, in and through social 

relations, of effects that shape the capacities of actors to determine their capacities and 

fate” (p. 39). They took a poststructural approach to explain how power operates through 

discourses, which incorporated but also went beyond the conception of power in realist, 

liberal, and constructivist theory. 

Structural realists (e.g. Waltz, 1979) typically view power in terms of different 

nations’ relative material strengths. Barnett and Duvall (2005) called this compulsory 

power, which relates to the direct control exercised by one actor (nation) over another, 

either intentionally or unintentionally, in the course of their direct social interaction. 

Liberal institutionalists (e.g. Keohane, 1984) focus on power exercised by, and through, 

multilateral institutions. Barnett and Duvall called this institutional power – actors’ 
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ability to dominate institutions and determine other actors’ capacities and fate through 

these institutions. 

Both compulsory and institutional power are exercised in direct or indirect social 

interaction between actors with “previously constituted” identities and interests. 

Structural power, on the other hand, deals with relations of constitution. Structures are 

constitutive of actors and their capacities, self-understandings, and subjective interests. 

While structures distribute privileges asymmetrically, they also shape what actors want – 

thus making actors willing to “accept their role in the existing order of things” (Lukes, 

1974, p. 24). Structural power can thus constrain nations from recognizing their own 

subordination. Examples include global production relations that order nations into core 

and periphery states, making peripheral nations satisfied in their role as providers of raw 

materials to the industrialized core and as dumping markets for the finished products of 

core nations (Wallerstein, 1974). 

Productive power also deals with relations of constitution, but instead of being 

constitutive of actors directly, it is constitutive of the structures that, in turn, constitute 

the actors. It is, therefore, poststructural in conception. A study of productive power 

draws attention to “systems of signification and meaning (which are structured, but not 

themselves structures), and to networks of social forces perpetually shaping one another” 

(Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 55). Productive power is thus much more diffuse and 

concerned with discursive processes and practices that produce identities and capacities 

by giving meaning to them. As Barnett and Duvall argued, “Discourse … is socially 

productive for all subjects, constituting the subjectivity of all social beings of diverse 
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kinds with their contingent, though not entirely fluid, identities, practices, rights, 

responsibilities, and social capacities” (2005, p. 56). 

COLONIAL VERSUS POSTCOLONIAL NATIONS 

Scholars outside Western academia have questioned the universality of some of 

the premises upon which Western theories of national identity and nationhood – such as 

Anderson’s (1983) concept of “imagined communities” – are built. They argue that there 

are qualitative differences in how colonial and postcolonial nations came into being 

(Chatterjee, 1993; Dirlik, 2002). To some extent, the difference they talk about is evident 

in Anderson’s  own work. He observed that the emergence of the nation in Europe 

became a “model” of modernist social organization that was later adopted by European 

colonies in Asia, Africa and Latin America as they sought independence from colonial 

rule. This implies that while the development of the nation was relatively more organic in 

Europe – a social process spurred by novels and newspapers – the process was more 

instrumental in colonized societies where the ideology of nationalism itself was imported 

from the West. 

As Dirlik (2002) notes, “Nations in the colonial world were products of 

colonialism, if inadvertently” (p. 436). European colonizers had little interest in breeding 

a national consciousness among the people they colonized – quite the contrary – but they 

had to establish administrative boundaries and use local functionaries to control them. In 

many cases, these boundaries came to limit the “national imagination” of these societies 

and nations were established along the same boundaries. The Indian subcontinent is a 

case in point, where India and Pakistan came into being as separate nations in 1947, 
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partitioned largely along the administrative boundaries the British had etched long ago 

the split the provincial territories of Punjab and Bengal. 

Other postcolonial scholars have contended that an “anticolonial” national 

consciousness arose in colonial societies, which constructed nationhood by differentiating 

these societies from their colonial rulers, but which also drew from a precolonial past. 

Chatterjee (1993) argues that “anticolonial nationalism creates its own domain of 

sovereignty within colonial society well before it begins its political battle with the 

imperial power” (p. 6). He makes a distinction between the outer “material” domain of 

economy and statecraft in which postcolonial nations recognize Western superiority and 

try to mimic it, and the inner “spiritual” domain of cultural identity. He also says, “The 

greater one's success in imitating Western skills in the material domain, therefore, the 

greater the need to preserve the distinctness of one's spiritual culture. This formula is, I 

think, a fundamental feature of anticolonial nationalisms in Asia and Africa” (p. 6; see 

also Bhabha, 1984).  



	 39 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter 3: National Identities in the U.S., Britain, India, and Pakistan 

 

In the previous chapter, I have provided a review of the theoretical literature on 

the interrelations between news, nations, and international relations. In this chapter, I 

review the scholarship on national identity in the four cases that my dissertation will 

focus on – the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan. I look at both normative and 

historiographic accounts of how national identity has been conceived and practiced in 

these nations – as well as its impact on domestic and foreign policy. Wherever available, 

I also refer to the findings of public surveys as well as mediated constructions of national 

identity. As I proceed with the review, I also comparatively analyze conceptions of 

national identity in these nations and offer a theoretical critique that will guide my own 

analysis in later chapters.  

AMERICAN NATIONAL IDENTITY 

Normative beliefs about U.S. national identity may be classified into two 

dimensions: civic and ethnic (Schildkraut, 2014). The civic dimension holds that 

“America” is a set of values – such as individualism – and anyone who possesses these 

values is American or can be assimilated into American society. On the other hand, the 

ethnic dimension assumes that American identity has racial, religious, and/or linguistic 

roots – such as Whiteness or the ability to speak English. 

Civic nationalists argue that the United States was founded on ideas rather than 

ancestry, and therefore American national identity is encapsulated in particular values 
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that anyone may hold. Myrdal (1944), for instance, claimed that individualism, freedom, 

equality, rule of law, and a strong work ethic formed the “American Creed.” As long as 

an individual abided by these values, they may be considered Americans irrespective of 

their race, religion, class, or even national origin. In turn, America as a nation stood for 

and defended these values. 

But civic nationalists don’t always agree on what values constitute American 

national identity. Schildkraut (2014) identified at least three traditions among civic 

nationalists. The liberal tradition focuses on the “rights” that membership to the 

American nation confers. It holds that individualism, freedom of political choice, 

freedom from government intervention into private life, and equality of opportunity are 

essential to American identity. Myrdal’s American Creed exemplifies this tradition. Hartz 

(1955) traced these liberal values to the original settlers and their own origins in middle-

class European society, as well as the absence of feudalism from American history (see 

also, Kohn, 1957).  

The civic republican tradition, on the other hand, holds particular 

“responsibilities” of membership as necessary for American national identity. In this 

tradition, being informed about and actively participating in the civic and political life of 

the nation – rather than the pursuit of individual self-interest – is essential to American 

national identity (Bailyn, 1967; Pocock, 1965; Wood, 1969). The spurt in immigration in 

recent decades, especially following the dilution of immigration laws in 1965, have 

turned civic nationalism to the incorporationist tradition of “continually wrestling with 

the appropriate balance between assimilation and diversity” (Schildkraut, 2014, p. 447). 
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The debate now is between a “melting pot” view, in which members of diverse cultures 

leave behind their unique values and assimilate into American society, and the 

“multiculturalist” view in which the diversity of cultures is what makes American society 

American (Glazer, 1997; Higham, 1993; Hollinger, 1995). 

Opposed to the civic nationalists are the ethnic nationalists who argue that 

particular racial, religious and linguistic affiliations are essential to American national 

identity. Being White, Northern European, Protestant, and English-speaking, are among 

the characteristics that ethnic nationalists usually ascribe to Americanness. But there are 

several complications with this view as well. Commentators don’t agree if each of these 

characteristics is as essential as others (Smith, 1997). For instance, Huntington (2004) 

sees Protestantism and the ability to speak English as necessary to maintain a cohesive 

national identity, but not Whiteness. Another complication is that some of the “ethnic” 

characteristics often emphasized, such as English-speaking ability and Protestantism, 

may be acquired by anyone. This undermines the normativity of the ethnic dimension as 

distinct from civic. 

Empirical studies show that Americans mostly hold a mix of civic and ethnic 

beliefs about national identity. In a survey of Californians three decades ago, Citrin and 

colleagues (1990) found support for civic values such as voting, self-driven attitude, and 

equal treatment of all races, as well as “ethnic” ascriptions such as English-speaking and 

faith in God. Several studies have since replicated these findings across the nation (Citrin 

et al., 2001; Fraga et al. 2012; Theiss-Morse, 2009; Wright et al., 2012). But research also 

indicates that ethnic beliefs have grown in salience over time, especially since the 
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terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 (McDaniel et al., 2008, Wong, 2010). 

Surprisingly, racial minorities are more likely than Whites to emphasize the ethnic 

dimension (Citrin et al., 1990; Schildkraut, 2011; Theiss-Morse, 2009; Wong, 2010). 

Yogeeswaran and colleagues have argued that ethnic factors such as race and 

religion shape perceptions and attitudes about American identity even beyond people’s 

awareness (Yogeeswaran & Dasgupta 2010, Yogeeswaran et al. 2012). Other empirical 

studies appear to bear them out. For example, Whites are more likely than Blacks to 

consider themselves typical Americans (Schildkraut, 2011; Theiss-Morse, 2009). Whites 

and Christians are more likely to say that being American is important to them (Theiss-

Morse, 2009).Whiteness is more often associated with Americanness than any other race 

– not just by Whites but by non-Whites too (Cheryan & Monin, 2005; Devos & Banaji, 

2005; Devos & Ma, 2008). In addition, linking Whiteness and Americanness predicts a 

discriminatory attitude towards minorities (Yogeeswaran & Dasgupta, 2010). Muslims 

are more likely than any other minority to be viewed as un-American (Edgell et al., 2006; 

Kalkan et al., 2009). 

These studies indicate that pluralistic, value-based beliefs about American identity 

that Americans commonly espouse are in fact built upon closed, ethno-centric premises. 

Myrdal’s (1944) liberal American Creed has been credited to its Protestant roots – for 

instance, by Huntington (2004). Liberalism itself has been claimed as a White European 

characteristic (Hartz, 1955). As a result, immigration and citizenship laws discriminated 

against Latinos and Asians through much of the 19th and 20th centuries, and Native 
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Americans and Blacks continue to find themselves excluded from the idea of America 

(Smith, 1997). 

The same self-deception manifests itself in U.S. foreign policy. Christie (2008) 

observed that “Americans appear reluctant to think of themselves as belonging to an 

imperial power and yet at the same time their state acts as the global hegemony” (p. xix). 

American leaders from Wilson to Roosevelt to Carter to Bush have gone to wars in the 

name of defending liberal values such as freedom and democracy – leaving behind a trail 

of misdeeds and atrocities. Yet, they have also always enjoyed broad public support. That 

is because “the United States has seen itself as an ‘exceptional’ nation not bound by the 

rules of normal nation-states, and this has provided a certain justification for its actions” 

(p. xx).  

American exceptionalism goes hand-in-hand with American universalism. As 

Kohn (1957) noted, “American national identity has been based in the belief that the 

nation’s binding principles are rooted in qualities and capacities shared by all people 

everywhere” – namely, freedom and democracy (cited in Christie, 2008, p. xx). Thus, 

while the belief in its universalism creates the motivation for the United States to act as a 

global hegemon, the belief in its exceptionalism provides it with the justification to do so. 

This twinning of exceptionalism and universalism in American national identity led 

Williams to ask: “Is the idea and reality of America possible without empire?” (1980, p. 

211). 
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BRITISH NATIONAL IDENTITY 

Great Britain is the empire of England: conceptions of British national identity are 

therefore closely interwoven with the English identity (Condor, 2000; Kumar, 2000). 

“Britain” and “England” are often used interchangeably in common parlance. However, 

Britishness and Englishness carry different normative significations; they have evolved 

not only in relation to but also in contrast with each other. The British identity is civic and 

political. Once it included overseas colonies of the empire; even today, it encompasses 

not only English but also Scottish, Welsh, and (Northern) Irish identities. The English 

identity, on the other hand, is ethnic and cultural. It connotes England of the countryside, 

the quiet day-to-day lives of the “English” people unadulterated by the industrialization 

of urban centers or the immigration of colonial subjects (Kumar, 2003). 

For three centuries, Britain – created by the 1707 union of England and Scotland 

– has been the “nation” that English people identify with. Britain, in turn, is associated 

with the crown, parliament, and the British empire. This is a “national identity” that the 

English share with their subjects. As Kumar (2000) notes, “All groups in the kingdom 

were invited to share in this achievement [of imperial expansion] and, where relevant, its 

spoils” (p. 590). At least until the 19th century, Britain also identified itself with 

Protestantism. Indeed, the British parliament and British empire were viewed as 

outgrowths of Protestant beliefs. Victories over “Catholic monarchies” such as Spain and 

France allowed Britain to define itself favorably in contrast with them: “As against the 

autocracy and the ‘despotism’ of the Catholic monarchies … the British saw themselves 



	 45 

as the people of parliamentary government and peaceful progress” (p. 589). Thus, as with 

the United States, Britain’s pluralistic beliefs about itself also had nativist underpinnings. 

In the 19th century, the industrial revolution allowed Britain to view itself as the 

instrument of modernity and progress – carrying forth the “white man’s burden” of 

civilizing barbarians around the world (Judd, 1996; Tidrick, 1982). Once again, Britain’s 

liberal traditions and parliamentary democracy made it especially well-equipped to teach 

“backward” societies “the rule of law and respect for the individual” (Kumar, 2000, p. 

591). In the process, they also served as a moral justification for imperial expansion, 

which continued until after the First World War. The overseas empire began to unravel 

following the Second World War. But “Britain” survived as a land empire, and British 

national identity continued to be reinforced by an integrated economic and industrial 

system, a nationwide labor movement, as well as the British Broadcasting Corporation, or 

BBC (Kumar, 2003). The English continued to be reminded of their “British” national 

identity in poems and books, in movies and theater, in the ritualistic celebrations of 

monarchy, and even in the presence in their midst of people from what was once the 

empire (see also, Cannadine, 1984; Samuel, 1999). 

The “English” identity – of the English people as distinct from their non-English 

brethren within the British empire – has surged from time to time. For instance, the rise 

of nation-states worldwide and the emergence of an ethnic consciousness led to a 

“moment of Englishness” towards the end of the 19th century – manifested in the 

celebration of English historiography, English language and literature, and even an 

English “landscape” (Burrow, 1983; Kumar, 2000; Soffer, 1987). More than a century 
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later, Englishness re-emerged in the years between the two world wars, symbolized by 

the bullishness of the half-American politician Winston Churchill, the courage and humor 

of broadcaster J. B. Priestley, and the quiet sang froid of popular actor Leslie Howard 

(Kumar, 2003). But all these were cultural awakenings, not political ones. Indeed, one of 

the qualities of Englishness was its non-political character, “a concern instead with social 

and cultural history, with the everyday lives of ordinary people … [embodied in] the 

practical, individualistic, even eccentric and amateur style of English craftsmen, 

inventors and industrialists through the ages” (Kumar, 2003, p. 231). Kumar (2000) 

views the suppression of Englishness – in favor of Britishness as a political/national 

identity – as an example of “imperial” or “missionary” nationalism. Dominant ethnic 

groups in imperialist nations, he argues “will be careful not to stress their ethnic identity; 

rather they will stress the political, cultural, or religious mission to which they have been 

called” (pp. 579-580) in order to maintain the façade of pluralism and minimize the threat 

of challenge from other ethnicities. 

But the British national identity weakened towards the end of the 20th century 

following the devolution of power to Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, Britain’s 

entry into Europe, and the upsurge of immigrants from around the world. This has led to 

a more self-aware debate between Britishness and Englishness, with political leaders, 

public intellectuals, the media, and even ordinary people explicitly dealing with the 

question of Who We Are? “Britain” is now commonly perceived as a devolved and 

multicultural European nation, open to all ethnicities from all over the world (Colls, 

2012; Condor, 2000, 2006). In everyday conversations, “Britain” or “U.K.” are 
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mentioned in the context of politics or foreign policy, while “England” is used in 

sporting, leisure, or cultural contexts. Younger English people in particular are keen to 

project a “British” national identity that is inclusive and celebrates diversity (Alibhai-

Brown, 2000). Cosmopolitanism is seen as a national value and indicative of national 

progress. This identity is also championed by the Labour party and the media (Thomas & 

Antony, 2015). And yet, this civic view is riddled with contradictions. First, the 

proponents of this new Britishness respect the emergence of Celtic (Scottish, Welsh, and 

Irish) political nationalisms – but not English nationalism. They are reluctant to talk of 

England in political contexts for fear it would be seen as too particularistic or racially 

prejudiced (Condor, 2006). Second, there is a dichotomy between devolution and 

multiculturalism too, as Asian minorities view Celtic nationalisms as essentially White in 

character (Alibhai-Brown, 2000). 

There are others who now explicitly espouse a White English national identity 

and demand an England for the English (Colls, 2012; Skey, 2010). They “take their own 

status for granted [but] become angry when asked to submit to the authority of others, 

whose dress and language skills are seen to exclude them from [an English identity]” [p. 

727]. They are both anti-Europe and anti-multiculturalism. They value devolution, but 

want English nationalism to be just as “respectable” as Celtic nationalisms. However, this 

ethnic perspective is also bedeviled with contradictions. First, although its advocates 

view it as a “positive” rather than a “negative” identification – that is, forged through a 

“meaningful sense of ‘we’” (Colls, 2012) instead of in opposition to “them” – they 

struggle to define Englishness in terms other than what it is not (non-Celtic, non-Europe, 
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non-non-White). Second, it is the Tories, who have historically espoused British 

colonialism and expansionism, that are now the political champions of this ethnic English 

identity (Alibhai-Brown, 2000; Thomas & Antony, 2015). This gives the lie to the history 

of Britain as a “civic” nation/empire: it shows that an ethnic “English” nationalism 

always underpinned the veneer of Britishness. 

Like the United States, civic and ethnic perspectives of national identity thus 

compete for salience in Britain. And like the United States, the contradictions within 

these normative perspectives indicate they are not quite as distinct from each other as 

their advocates would like to think. The civic view – liberal and pluralist – appears to 

dominate in both nations, but is underpinned by a latent ethnic impulse. In Britain, 

pluralist presumptions about national identity have historically camouflaged what Kumar 

(2000) called imperialist or missionary nationalism – in which an ethnic “core” adopts a 

civic worldview to propagate the illusion that the nation belongs to everyone and not just 

the core. That double-standard remains evident today in civic nationalists’ unwillingness 

to talk of an English identity or espouse English nationalism in the same way as they 

“respect” Celtic nationalisms or “British-Indian” and “British-Pakistani” identifications 

in the name of multicultural Britain (Condor, 2006). It is the very denial of such 

nationalism that reveals its existence (Kumar, 2000). In the United States, too, the same 

imperialist nationalism can be discerned in the twinning of American universalism – the 

belief that liberal democratic values are American in character but the desire and destiny 

of people around the world – and American exceptionalism – the belief that America is 

the instrument that would spread these values worldwide, and therefore unique and above 
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the rules and strictures that others must abide by. This is no different from Britain’s 

historic zeal as an “elect nation” carrying out a “God-given” mission to civilize the world 

(Bayly, 1989, pp. 140-141) – an imperialist history that contemporary leaders such as 

Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair continue to express pride in (Alibhai-Brown, 2000). 

INDIAN NATIONAL IDENTITY 

India and Pakistan were created in 1947 by the partition of the British empire in 

South Asia on the basis of the “two-nation theory,” according to which Hindus and 

Muslims constituted two separate “nations” and therefore ought to be separated into 

independent states: India for Hindus and Pakistan for Muslims. This idea, however, 

undermined centuries of subcontinental history during which Hindus and Muslims had 

mostly lived together in harmony and created a composite subcontinental culture 

(Krishna, 1999). The two-nation theory was a British construct intended to divide the 

populace on an ethno-religious basis and facilitate colonial rule. As Chaturvedi (2002) 

notes, “the representation of ‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims’ as two different, rather rival, 

political communities, was one of the most remarkable accomplishments of the imperial 

mapping of ‘British India’ – a project essentially aimed at transforming a highly pluralist 

and diverse civilisational entity into a knowable, thereby controllable, but inferior 

colonial object” (p. 149). The partition of the subcontinent led to the mass exodus of 

Muslims living on the Indian side into Pakistan, and Hindus from the Pakistani side into 

India – as well as enormous loss of life and property. Nearly 1 million were killed and 10 

million were displaced. And it was never completed: the northern region of Kashmir 
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remains an “unfinished business” of partition over which India and Pakistan have fought 

three wars (Paul, 2006). 

Like the United States and Britain, a civic-ethnic dialectic has largely informed 

normative conceptions of Indian national identity. In the civic conception, India is a 

“secular” nation where all religious communities enjoy equal rights. The ethnic 

conception, on the other hand, holds India to be a “Hindu” nation where religious 

minorities have, at best, a secondary status. There are few empirical studies about public 

perceptions of Indian national identity: most analyses therefore look at the evolution of 

electoral politics to gauge popular views. 

The civic conception was championed by founding fathers such as M. K. Gandhi, 

B. R. Ambedkar, and Jawaharlal Nehru. It informed the writing of the Indian constitution 

and dominated for several decades after independence from British rule. Nehru, who 

became India’s first prime minister, laid out this liberal-pluralist vision in his book, The 

Discovery of India (Nehru, 1946). For him, “[t]hose who professed a religion of non-

Indian origin or, coming to India, settled down there, became distinctively Indian in the 

course of a few generations” (p. 41). Together, they gave birth to a “Indian” culture that 

wove together the beliefs and practices of different faiths into a unique composite. 

Secularism in India, thus, did not mean the separation of state from religion; instead, it 

implied the acceptance of all religions. This view shaped state policy: while creating a 

common criminal justice system, the state allowed minority communities such as 

Muslims and Christians to follow their own religious laws guiding social practices such 

as marriage and inheritance (Adeney & Lall, 2005). 
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The ethnic view of Indian national identity was originally advocated during the 

colonial rule by ideologues such as V. D. Savarkar and K. B. Hedgewar. It started gaining 

ground as a political force in independent India in the 1970s, under Prime Minister Indira 

Gandhi, and became significantly influential in the 1990s. In this view, India is the holy 

land of Hindus – indeed, the only land that Hindus can lay claim to (Pattanaik, 1998). 

Muslims and Christians had other holy lands, and therefore could not be truly Indian. But 

the idea of who is a “Hindu” itself is fairly broad. It includes communities such as Sikhs, 

Buddhists, and Jains because their religions originated on Indian territory (Chaturvedi, 

2002) – even though these communities historically emerged in opposition to ancient 

“Hindu” ritualism and social practices such as the caste system.  

Although India was created on the basis of the ethno-religious two-nation theory, 

the civic perspective dominated initially for two reasons (Adeney & Lall, 2005; 

Chaturvedi, 2002). One was political expediency. India was an enormously diverse nation 

comprising a plethora of ethnicities with their own languages, arts, cuisines, and habits. A 

pluralist vision of the “nation” was necessary to instill a shared consciousness among 

them. The second reason was that India’s “Westernized” political leadership was “deeply 

influenced by the emergence of the liberal state in Europe” (Chaturvedi, 2002, p. 153). 

Indeed, the emergence of an Indian national consciousness was itself the result of 

Western influence on the Indian elite, who “did not seek to dismantle the colonial state” 

after independence but “attempted to conjure into existence a discourse which would 

democratize the colonial state” (p. 153; see also Kumar, 1997). As the first generation of 
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post-independence leadership died out, the ethnic view started taking hold; Nehru’s 

daughter Indira Gandhi, for instance, often represented herself as a Hindu deity. 

But despite their apparent contradictions, the civic and ethnic views of Indian 

national identity are not exactly inimical to each other. Instead, they share some basic 

premises. For one, both of them construct India in opposition to Pakistan. To civic 

nationalists, “secular” India is the anti-thesis of a “religious” Pakistan; to ethnic 

nationalists, “Hindu” India is opposed to a “Muslim” Pakistan – but Pakistan is the 

common “other” in both conceptions. Secondly, both views broadly share the idea of who 

is a Hindu. Like the ethnic nationalists, civic nationalists too understand Hinduism to 

include Sikhs, Buddhists, and Jains (Chaturvedi, 2002). Indeed, one might argue that 

civic nationalism simply extends this definition of Hindu to include Indian-born Muslims 

and Christians as well. Civic nationalists also understand Hinduism, a pagan belief 

system with multiple gods and goddesses, to be a highly “tolerant” faith that can 

accommodate the “god” that Muslims and  Christians subscribe to in its pantheon. An 

ethnic Hindu sensibility thus lies at the heart of Indian civic nationalism as well. Both 

civic and ethnic nationalists fundamentally view India as Hindu: their difference lies only 

in how broadly they define Hinduism. Viewed in this way, the Hindu/Indian dialectic 

begins to resemble the English/British dialectic – “India” and “Britain” serve as liberal-

pluralist myths that allow an ethnic core to colonize and control other ethnicities. India 

can therefore be perceived not only as a postcolonial nation but also as a colonial nation. 

In recent decades, a different sort of national identity, based on a different kind of 

othering, has gained prominence. India started undergoing structural “reforms” in 1991, 
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transforming from a mixed economy that included both socialist and capitalist features to 

an increasingly capitalist dispensation. This change has been accompanied by the idea of 

a New India – modern, outward-looking, and Westernized – constructed temporally in 

opposition to the socialist, inward-looking, Third-World Old India. Kaur (2012) discerns 

this change in government attempts at national branding. Old India is portrayed as slow, 

incompetent, and corrupt, and is blamed for holding the nation back from fulfilling its 

promise as a great power. In contrast, the “re-formed” New India, which is endorsed by 

corporations and where business leaders are hailed as heroes, is a “global power ready to 

conduct business with the world” (p. 610). Wyatt (2005) notices this shift in election 

campaigns such as the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party’s “India Shining” slogan 

in 2004. Ranganathan (2010) also witnesses this Old v. New binary in the content of 

Bollywood movies. 

But the New India, too, is a colonial enterprise. First, it is very much a “Hindu” 

India. Roy (2009) exposes the nexus between Hindu nationalists and capitalists, detailing 

how they feed off each other. Second, New India thrives on the neglect of small towns 

and villages and the exploitation of “tribal” communities who are being forcibly 

dispossessed of the mineral-rich lands on which they have lived for centuries in the name 

of “national development.” The Indian government, whether controlled by the civic 

nationalist Congress party or the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party, routinely sends 

its armed forces to suppress resistance movements in these lands – just as a colonial 

power would do in its colonies. But even as New India “shines” in its downtown 
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shopping malls and uptown residential districts bearing Westernized names, Old India 

anachronistically lives on amidst deepening destitution. 

PAKISTANI NATIONAL IDENTITY 

Pakistan was the other nation created in 1947 by the two-nation theory, according 

to which the Muslims and Hindus of the subcontinent comprised two separate “nations” – 

a Hindu India and a Muslim Pakistan. But the idea of a Muslim Pakistani nation was 

beset with contradictions from the outset. First, the “nation” was not even geographically 

contiguous – East Pakistan, which eventually broke away as Bangladesh, and West 

Pakistan were separated by more than 1,000 miles of hostile Indian territory. Second, the 

idea of Pakistan was never popular in the Muslim-majority parts of the subcontinent that 

ultimately became Pakistan: instead, it was the Muslim-minority regions that had wanted 

a separate Muslim nation. Finally, even after the partition and large-scale migration of 

Muslims from these “Indian” parts into the new nation of Pakistan, India still had a larger 

number of Muslims in its territory (Chaturvedi, 2002). These contradictions have had a 

significant impact on the history of independent Pakistan and they have profoundly 

influenced its national identity. 

Like their Indian counterparts, Pakistan’s leaders also initially sought to construct 

a civic national identity – and for similar reasons too. M. A. Jinnah, considered the 

founding father of Pakistan, was never a practicing Muslim. Like Indian leaders such as 

Nehru, he too was Western-educated and had in fact been their colleague and fellow 

independence activist for much of his political career. He conceived of Pakistan as a 

secular democracy (Lall, 2008). But it was a democracy with a distinctly Islamic 
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character. The regions that became Pakistan were overwhelmingly Muslim and yet 

ethnically diverse. The entire eastern wing, for instance, comprised Bengalis, who had a 

distinct cultural and linguistic heritage. To hold the nation together, the leaders thus 

needed a national identity that was simultaneously Islamic and liberal-pluralist. The 

response was to interpret Islam itself as an ideology rather than an ethnicity – and one 

that was compatible with liberal, democratic principles (Talbot, 2000). 

The attempt was unsuccessful. Unlike India and Britain, where the ethnic core 

muted its own ethnic affiliation in order to maintain the façade of pluralism, Pakistan’s 

political elite sought to impose the appurtenances of Islamic identity nationwide. Among 

these was Urdu, spoken only by a small minority of Pakistanis but deemed a “Muslim” 

language since the late colonial period (Rahman, 1996). As the elite sought to forcibly 

impose Urdu as the “national” language, the Bengalis of East Pakistan – who spoke 

Bangla – rebelled. With help from India, they broke away in 1971 to create their own 

nation of Bangladesh (Talbot, 2000). 

The severing of East Pakistan and the failure of “liberal Islam” as a unifying 

ideology led to a radical reinterpretation of Islam in the following decades. Leaders such 

as General Zia-ul-Haq launched an “Islamization” program that promoted a regressive 

and exclusivist understanding of the religion while simultaneously binding Pakistan ever 

more closely to it (Lall, 2008). Essential to this view was the othering of India as “an 

expansionist, arrogant and hegemonic neighbour that has not reconciled to the existence 

of Pakistan” and intended to “destroy Pakistan and reintegrate it” (Chaturvedi, 2002, p. 

153). India was also constructed as the land of Hindus – and Hindus, in turn, as “small, 
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dark, feeble people, who worship many gods” as opposed to Muslims who were “tall, 

fair, warlike monotheists” (p. 155). School and college education was a primary means of 

popularizing this national identity (Lall, 2008). Zia passed away in 1988, but the process 

was never reversed. Instead, more recent “textbook and curriculum reforms have simply 

entrenched what has been an increasingly Sunni Islamic view of the nation across the 

Pakistani population” (Lall, 2008, p. 104). 

This is, of course, the normative vision of Pakistan imposed by its ruling elite. 

Like India, there are few empirical studies on how ordinary Pakistanis view their national 

identity. But a recent survey of Pakistani journalists showed that reporters and editors 

mostly identified themselves as “religious” and specifically “Muslim” rather than 

“Pakistani” – but most also said they identified with the Pakistani nation rather than the 

“Muslim world” (Pintak & Nazir, 2013). This reflects a sensibility in which Pakistan and 

Islam are closely intertwined and both are understood in relation to each other. 

The Islamic identity and the religious homogeneity of the population, however, 

mask a number of social fissures within Pakistani society. First, even after the separation 

of Bangladesh, Pakistan incorporates multiple ethnicities – including Punjabis, Sindhis, 

Baluchis, Pashtuns, and Kashmiris as – as well as smaller “tribes” that live in its northern 

parts (Chaturvedi, 2000). The Mohajirs – Indian-origin Muslims who migrated to 

Pakistan during and in the decades following the 1947 partition – form a political 

community of their own (Bedford, 1996). In addition, there are sectarian divisions among 

Muslims as well: Sunnis are the majority while Shias and Ahmadiyas comprise the 

minority (Lall, 2008). The imposition of an increasingly narrow understanding of Islam 
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by the Sunni majority has deepened these fissures: Islam, meant to imbue the nation with 

unity and singularity of purpose, has paradoxically brought Pakistan’s latent diversity to 

the fore. 

 CONCLUSION 

Three conclusions may be drawn from this comparative review of the literature on 

the national identities of the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan. First, nations are 

potentially unstable social collectives. Multiple conceptions of national identity compete 

with each other in every nation, seeking to define who belongs to the nation and who 

doesn’t as well as what are the nation’s norms, values, and traditions. This raises a 

question mark over the conception of nations as “imagined communities”  that define 

themselves in opposition to “other” nations but are unified within (Anderson, 1983). 

However, the empirical fact is that despite these internal contradictions, most nations do 

manage to maintain their nationhood for long periods of time. If anything, these 

contradictions re-emphasize the significance of the role played by institutions such as the 

news media in providing stability to nations and their self-conceptions. It also underlines 

the potency of nationhood as an ideology: in a world where “nations” are the basic 

building blocks of social reality, the alternatives for marginalized groups are severely 

curtailed.  Breaking away is not an option unless they can break away to constitute 

another “nation” – as Bangladesh did. Typically, therefore, they are compelled to demand 

for more rights within the nation. 

Second, the struggle for defining national identity appears everywhere to be a 

struggle between civic and ethnic conceptions of the nation. But this fault line is faux: 
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closer examinations of civic versions of national identity reveals their ethnic 

underpinnings in all cases. The liberal vision of civic nationalism emerges as a 

camouflage for what Kumar (2000) calls imperialist or missionary nationalism – in which 

an ethnic core suppresses its own political nationalism in order to colonize other 

ethnicities on the pretext of pluralism. This undermines the distinction between colonial 

and postcolonial nations. Viewed in this way, most nations are in some ways colonial 

enterprises. But perhaps this is not all that surprising: after all, postcolonial societies 

imported the idea of the “nation” as a means of social organization from their erstwhile 

colonizers.  

Third, it may be more fruitful to classify the United States, Britain, and India 

under one category and Pakistan under another. The former are heterogeneous societies 

that largely favor a civic conception of national identity, while the latter is a much more 

homogeneous society where the ethnic conception has become dominant. The United 

States, Britain, and India mostly celebrate their diversity and consider pluralism to be a 

defining feature of their respective national identities. But as argued earlier, the civic 

conception is little more than a façade for imperialist nationalism. Although Pakistan, 

too, is diverse in its own ways and started out with a similarly “liberal” vision of itself, 

the failure to keep Banglas colonized led to a reimagining of national identity. It has since 

vigorously tried to suppress its diversity by imposing an inward-looking and narrowly 

defined Islamic identity.  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

As noted above, the review of literature, by revealing nations to be deeply 

contested and inherently unstable modes of social organization, underlines the 

significance of the role that social institutions play in according them cohesion and 

stability through the construction of national identity and reification of nationhood. 

Several media and political scholars have theorized the news media to be one such 

institution. Therefore, in my dissertation I first explore: 

RQ1a: What are the national identities of the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan 

produced in their respective news coverage? 

RQ1b: What are the ways in which news coverage reifies nationhood in the United 

States, Britain, India, and Pakistan? 

Constructivist international relations theory has argued that national identities 

underlie foreign policymaking. To illustrate my argument that a mutually constitutive 

relationship exists between newsmaking and foreign policymaking, I therefore also 

examine: 

RQ2a: What are the national identities of the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan 

produced in their respective foreign policy addresses? 

In addition, I argue that constructivist theory needs to problematize the social 

construction of nationhood as well. To do so, I look at: 

RQ2b: What are the ways in which the foreign policy addresses reify nationhood in the 

United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan? 
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These four nations were selected for this study because they are both similar and 

different to each other in various ways. (One of these similarities is the prominence of 

English-language media in all these nations, which facilitates cross-national analysis by 

negating the possibility of translation errors.) A cross-national comparison can, therefore, 

reveal what factors might influence the constitutive relationship between newsmaking 

and foreign policymaking. So my next research questions are: 

RQ3a: How does national identity construction in newsmaking and policymaking 

compare between the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan? 

RQ3b: How does the reification of nationhood in newsmaking and policymaking 

compare between the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan? 

So far, these research questions have treated the production of national identities 

as nationally-bound processes, focusing on how they occur in newsmaking and 

policymaking on a case-by-case basis. My final research question assesses if these 

processes are also transnational in scope. They would be transnational if the national 

identities of particular nations complement each other – indicating the presence of 

transnational logics that underlie identity construction. So my final research question is, 

RQ4: Do the national identities of the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan, 

produced in their respective news coverage and foreign policy addresses, complement or 

contradict each other?  
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METHODS 

Chapter 4: LDA Meets CDA 

 

The poststructural epistemology empirically relies on the study of texts to 

excavate discourses (Søndergaard, 2002). Analysis is based on the identification of 

common discourses in seemingly disparate texts – which indicates that these texts, and 

thereby their authors, draw from socially shared stocks of knowledge. This suggests a 

mutually constitutive relationship between the authors of these disparate texts. The 

common discourses that emerge from this analysis, in turn, represent the belief structures 

that underlie meaning-making by social subjects. The nature of these discourses exposes 

how relations of power operate in the social world. 

In this dissertation, “texts” are the news coverage of foreign aid in four different 

nations (United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan) over a 15-year period (2001-15), as 

well as the UN General Assembly addresses of the leaders of these nations over the same 

period. These texts are disparate for two reasons. One, the news media and the political 

elite, the “authors” of these texts, are a priori independent of each other. Two, the texts 

emerge from different contexts. The news text relates to foreign aid, while the policy text 

is from the UNGA. The presence of shared discourses in news and policy texts within 

each nation would therefore suggest a mutually constitutive relationship between 

newsmaking and foreign policymaking irrespective of context. If the same discourses 

were found in the news and policy texts of multiple nations, it would also imply that 

these discourses are transnational – that is, they were shaped by logics and social forces 
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that lay beyond the scope of a particular nation. Moreover, the nature of the discourses 

would reveal the structure of international politics, specifically how and why power 

operates in this structure. 

I took an interpretivist approach to analyze the texts. Although interpretive 

research is typically qualitative in orientation, certain belief structures are implicit in 

discourse and may only emerge from a holistic look at large volumes of text. Therefore, I 

combine critical discourse analysis with topic modeling, a method of probabilistic 

content analysis that fits well within an interpretivist analytical framework because of its 

“unsupervised” nature. It also lends more reliability to the findings. 

The empirical analysis took place in three stages. First, the four corpora of 

articles, representing the entire coverage of foreign aid in each of the four nations, were 

analyzed using topic modeling. The retrieval of articles and the procedures of analysis, 

discussed below in more detail, revealed who (individuals, institutions) or what (events, 

issues, ideologies, nations) dominated the discourse – as well as who or what was 

marginalized. Topic modeling is an “unsupervised” technique – that is, unlike traditional 

content analysis or even dictionary-based automated content analysis, topic modeling 

does not impose a predetermined codebook/dictionary on the analysis but lets the 

“topics” emerge inductively from the text (Blei, 2012). This made topic modeling an apt 

complement to the critical discourse analysis performed in the second stage. In this 

stage, the corpus of articles from each nation was mined for all paragraphs in which the 

name of that nation had been used. These purposive samples were studied using Derrida’s 

(1972) method of deconstruction. Both the sampling and analytical procedures of 
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deconstruction are discussed below in more detail.  Finally, the study moved on to 

foreign policy texts. These, too, were analyzed using the method of deconstruction. As 

noted earlier, the purpose of the analysis of both news and policy texts was to identify 

latent discourses related to national identity and nationhood. The presence of shared 

discourses in the news and policy texts of a particular nation would indicate the mutual 

constitution of newsmaking and policymaking. The presence of shared discourses across 

nations would imply that the belief structures they represented were transnational in 

scope. 

CONSTRUCTION OF NEWS AND FOREIGN POLICY CORPORA 

The news coverage of “foreign aid” in the four nations over the 15-year period of 

the study provided the four corpora of news texts. I used the Factiva database to construct 

the corpora. This was done for two reasons. First, Factiva allows the researcher to search 

for keywords in headlines and/or lede paragraphs of news articles. This increases the 

likelihood that the articles comprising the corpora are specifically about the subject being 

studied (as represented by the keywords) and don’t simply mention the keywords in 

passing. Second, Factiva can exclude “identical” or “similar” articles from the search 

results – reducing the chances of replication of articles in the corpora, which can happen 

when the same article is published by multiple publications. The drawback is that Factiva 

does not contain all the news publications from any nation,  and the so the corpora 

representing “national” media coverage could oversample particular publications. 

However, this did not matter for my study as I am not drawing distinctions among 

different publications’ coverage. 
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An initial Factiva search for the terms “foreign aid” or international aid” 

appearing in headlines and lede paragraphs in all U.S. media for the time period Jan. 1, 

2001, to Dec. 31, 2015, yielded more than 8,000 articles/transcripts. The search results 

also indicated which publications had covered the subject most extensively. To construct 

my corpus of U.S. news articles, I selected a number of national and regional print and 

broadcast media from the top of the list (The New York Times, Washington Post, The 

Wall Street Journal, National Public Radio, CNN, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, Deseret 

Morning News, and The Boston Globe). I then conducted the same search again, this time 

specifying these news sources. The final U.S. news corpus had 2,954 articles. 

A similar procedure yielded a corpus of 4,020 articles from the British media (The 

Financial Times, The Guardian, The Telegraph, The Times, The Daily Express, The Sun, 

and The Herald); 582 articles from the Indian media (The Times of India, The Economic 

Times, The Hindustan Times, The Hindu, The Statesman, Deccan Chronicle, and Kashmir 

Monitor); and 827 news articles from the Pakistani media (Business Recorder, 

Balochistan Times, The Nation, Frontier Star, Pakistan Observer, The Express Tribune, 

The Frontier Post, Dawn, and Daily Messenger). Altogether, the four corpora included 

8,383 articles/transcripts. 

The foreign policy texts came from the annual United Nations General Assembly 

addresses delivered by the heads of government of the United States, Britain, India, and 

Pakistan (presidents or prime ministers)  or their representatives (secretaries of state, 

foreign secretaries, or foreign ministers) between 2001 and 2015. In these speeches, the 

political elite of every member nation of the United Nations raise international issues 
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they consider to be vital and explain what their respective nations were doing about it or 

how they wanted the issues to be resolved. These speeches, therefore, represent foreign 

policy in practice. The full texts of all 60 speeches – including 15 speeches from four 

nations – were downloaded from the United Nations website. 

STAGE 1: TOPIC MODELING NEWS TEXTS 

Why use topic modeling. Topic modeling, or specifically Latent Dirichlet 

Allocation (LDA), emerged in the field of computational linguistics (Blei, Ng & Jordan, 

2003) and is being increasingly used to study news texts (e.g. DiMaggio, Nag & Blei, 

2013; Jacobi, Atteveldt, & Welbers, 2015). It is helpful for parsing large-volume textual 

data sets, and is better suited than older dictionary-based techniques of automated content 

analysis for journalism and mass communication research (Guo et al., 2016). At the same 

time, topic modeling requires reflexive interpretation on the part of the researcher and can 

be fruitfully combined with traditional methods of discourse analysis (see Shahin, 2016a, 

2016b). 

What is topic modeling. Topic models are “algorithms for discovering the main 

themes that pervade a large and otherwise unstructured collection of documents” (Blei, 

2012, p. 77). The method is based on the assumption that every text is made up of a set of 

“topics” that constitute its semantic structure and determine the probability of how words 

are used in relation to each other. It is therefore possible to arrive at “probabilistic models 

for uncovering the underlying semantic structure of a document collection” (Blei & 

Lafferty, 2009, p. 1). 
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How topic modeling is done. The LDA output includes a set of “topics” with (1) 

words comprising each topic, and (2) the proportion in which each topic is utilized in the 

corpus, measured as the percentage of topical keywords vis-à-vis the entire corpus. The 

method is inductive and unsupervised (DiMaggio et al., 2013), and the word relationships 

that emerge are statistical probabilities. The output varies depending on the number of 

topics the algorithm is looking for in the corpus. But not every topic model accurately 

reflects the semantic structure of the corpus. So topic modeling is typically conducted in 

iterative fashion, with the researcher trying to “make sense” of the model by looking at 

the proposed word groupings and interpreting how they relate with each other. The 

researcher may rerun the algorithms several times, specifying a different number of 

topics each time and interpreting the proposed topics of each model, before arriving at a 

model that is semantically most appropriate (Ring, 2013). As Jacobi et al. noted, “it is up 

to the researcher to interpret the result of the model and to set up the analysis in such a 

way that the results are useful to the study at hand” (2015, p. 2).  

How topic models are interpreted. The interpretation of each topic requires the 

researcher to find meaningful connections among the keywords co-occurring in that 

topic. LDA also reveals the proportion in which each topic is used in various 

“documents” comprising the corpus, with each “document” representing a unit of 

analysis. This feature allows the researcher to set up a study in such a way that the 

differences in the proportion of use of different topics can be theoretically interpreted. 

For instance, if each “document” represents the yearly news sample from a particular 

nation, the topic model would reveal how the news discourse evolved year-on-year in that 
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nation, what topics were dominant earlier and perhaps became marginalized later, and 

vice versa. 

Topic modeling for this study. Each of the four corpora was split into 

“documents” representing different political time periods within each nation. The U.S. 

corpus was split into two time periods, 2001-08 and 2009-15, representing the terms of 

presidents George W. Bush (Republican) and Barack Obama (Democratic), respectively. 

The British corpus was split into two periods: Jan. 2001 to May 2010 representing 

Labour rule and June 2010 to Dec. 2015 representing Conservative-led rule. The Indian 

corpus was divided into three periods: Jan. 2001 to May 2004 representing the prime 

ministership of Atal Bihari Vajpayee (Bharatiya Janata Party), June 2004 to May 2014 

under Manmohan Singh (Congress party), and June 2014 to Dec. 2015 under Narendra 

Modi (BJP). Finally, the Pakistan sample was split into two time periods: 2001-08 under 

military rule and 2009-15 under electoral democracy. Preprocessing included lowercasing 

(changing upper case characters into lower case), tokenization (demarcating strings of 

characters separated by spaces as “words”), and removal of stopwords (very commonly 

used articles, verbs, and prepositions that can be present in every topic and therefore do 

not contribute to topical interpretation). In addition to the list of stopwords provided by 

Machine Learning for Language Toolkit (Mallet) – the software used for LDA – I also 

removed words, phrases, and special characters that came appended with every article 

from the Factiva archive (see Appendix A for a list). 

As noted above, topic modeling does not yield the “correct” number of topics in a 

dataset. Instead, it parses the text into any number of topics pre-defined by the researcher, 
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who then has to interpret the model semantically. The researcher typically needs to 

conduct several iterations of topic modeling before arriving at a meaningful model. To 

ensure validity and reliability, I followed a standard procedure while conducting topic 

modeling on my four corpora. I used Mallet’s default alpha and beta hyperparameters, 

which respectively determine the number of dominant topics in a model and the number 

of dominant words in a topic. I also used a standard optimization interval of 10. For each 

corpus, I ran my first iteration of LDA with 10 topics. Then, if I found that a few topics 

were used in statistically negligible proportions, I ran another iteration after subtracting 

the number of negligible topics. Once I arrived at a model in which all topics were used 

in significant proportions, I began the process of semantic interpretation of keywords 

suggested by the model. In this way, I made sure that the final results were both 

statistically and semantically apposite. 

While LDA is useful to identify patterns in large volumes of text, the “topics” that 

emerge from this technique are fairly abstract. A closer study of the text is needed for 

rich, fine-grained analysis. So I followed topic modeling with critical discourses analysis. 

This stage was guided by the findings of the LDA in two ways. First, the domain of 

foreign aid straddles a large number of issues, such as hunger, poverty, education, natural 

disasters, climate change, debates about the benefits of aid, the link between aid and other 

foreign policy objectives, and so on. While conducting CDA, I paid closer attention to 

issues that were highlighted as more salient in the LDA. Second, each issue can be 

covered in a number of different ways, with different “keywords” becoming salient 

depending on how it was covered. I took the keywords identified by the LDA to be the 
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more salient aspects of the coverage, and therefore afforded them greater significance in 

the analysis.  

STAGE 2: DECONSTRUCTING NEWS TEXTS 

This stage proceeded in two steps. First, I extracted from each nation’s corpus a 

purposive sample of all the paragraphs that mentioned the name of the nation. I then 

conducted a critical discourse analysis of the paragraphs using the method of 

deconstruction. 

Purposive Sampling. The Python software was used to extract purposive samples 

from the four corpora.  Each nation’s corpus was stored in separate text files (us.txt, 

britain.txt, india.txt, pakistan.txt). The “regular expression” function, a natural language 

processing technique that identifies and extracts specified strings of characters, was used 

to mine all paragraphs mentioning the names of the four nations in the four text files, 

respectively. For instance, the following algorithm was used to extract all paragraphs that 

contained the term “United States” from the U.S. corpus. 

>>> import re 
>>> f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Desktop\us.txt") 
>>> us_lines = f1.readlines() 
>>> us_lines = [l.rstrip() for l in us_lines] 
>>> f1.close() 
>>> for line in us_lines: 

if re.search("United States", line): print line  
 

The news media can refer to their nations by different names in proper noun and 

adjectival forms. So I used all possible variations of names to derive the samples. The 

U.S. sample included all paragraphs mentioning “United States,” “United States of 

America,” “USA,” “U.S.”, “America,” and “American.” The British sample included, 
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“Britain,” “Great Britain,” “British,” “United Kingdom,”, “UK,” and “England.” The 

Indian sample included “India,” “Indian,” and “Bharat” (an old name for India that the 

news media sometimes use in particular contexts). The Pakistani sample included 

paragraphs mentioning “Pakistan” and “Pakistani.” The procedure yielded 2,055 

paragraphs from the U.S. corpus, 1,597 paragraphs from the British corpus, 830 

paragraphs from the Indian corpus, and 1,918 paragraphs from the Pakistani corpus (see 

also Appendix A). 

Critical Discourse Analysis. CDA was conducted using Derrida’s (1972) method 

of deconstruction. This method starts with the assumption that the process of meaning-

making is based on classifying things – including objects and ideas – into categories and 

ascribing properties to these categories. The “meaning” of a thing lies in its différance 

from  an “other” thing belonging to another category, especially as a binary opposite 

category. But crucially, the binary opposition is never between equals. Rather, a “violent 

hierarchy” is socially inscribed into all oppositions, which makes one category dominant 

and the other subordinate. The purpose of deconstruction is thus two-fold. First, the 

scholar identifies how ideas and objects are differentiated from other ideas and objects in 

text to produce meaning. Second, the scholar “deconstructs” the hierarchy built into the 

meanings of these ideas and objects, exposing the power that led to the construction of 

meanings through text.  

I used this method to study the four purposive samples of paragraphs containing 

the names of the four nations and extracted from their respective news corpora. I first 

identified the ways in which the media differentiated their nation from other nations by 
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creating categories of nations and placing their own nation in particular categories and 

other nations into other categories. Next, I looked for the qualities or features being 

ascribed by the news media to these categories and identified how some categories were 

deemed to be superior to others. This allowed me to understand how the news media 

constructed the national identities of their respective nations (RQ1a) as well as how they 

reified nationhood (RQ1b). As noted earlier, I paid particular attention to the issues and 

keywords that emerged from the topic modeling to ensure coherence between LDA and 

CDA. 

STAGE 3: DECONSTRUCTING FOREIGN POLICY TEXTS 

The foreign policy texts I examined included the speeches delivered by the heads 

of government of the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan – or their representatives 

– at the annual meetings of the UN General Assembly between 2001 and 2015. A total of 

60 speeches – 15 from each of the four nations – were analyzed. The speeches were 

downloaded from the UN website.  

I used the method of deconstruction, described above, to analyze these speeches 

as well. At first, I identified the ways in which the leaders created categories of nations, 

placing their own nation in particular categories and other nations into other categories. 

After that, I looked for the features they ascribed to these categories, signifying some 

categories as superior to other categories.  The purpose of the analysis was to understand 

how the political elite of these nations constructed their respective national identities 

(RQ2a) and reified nationhood (RQ2b). 
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INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, poststructural empirical analysis is 

based on the identification of common discourses in seemingly disparate texts 

(Søndergaard, 2002). The presence of such discourses indicates that these texts, and 

thereby their authors, draw from socially shared stocks of knowledge – suggesting a 

mutually constitutive relationship between the authors of these disparate texts. The 

common discourses that emerge from the analysis, in turn, represent the belief structures 

that underlie meaning-making by social subjects. The nature of these discourses exposes 

how relations of power operate in the social world. 

In this dissertation, “texts” are the news coverage of foreign aid in four different 

nations (United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan) over a 15-year period (2001-15), as 

well as the UN General Assembly addresses of the leaders of these nations over the same 

period. The topic modeling and critical discourse analysis of the news coverage from all 

four nations would allow me to identify “discourses” that shaped their respective news 

media’s construction of national identities (RQ1a) and reification of nationhood (RQ1b). 

These discourses comprise deeply shared beliefs about the way the world works, or 

should work, and the specific roles of different nations in making the world work the way 

it should. They are especially useful for understanding relations of power that emerge 

through asymmetrical superior/subordinate categorizations, which Derrida (1972) 

referred to as a “violent hierarchy.” Similarly, the critical discourse analysis of foreign 

policy speeches from all four nations would lead me to “discourses” that undergird the 
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political elite’s  construction of national identities (RQ2a) and reification of nationhood 

(RQ2b) – and the asymmetries that inhere within. 

A key purpose of this dissertation is to offer empirical evidence of a mutually 

constitutive relationship between newsmaking and policymaking. To do so, I rely on 

Wendt’s (1998) differentiation between causal and constitutive relationships. Causal 

relationships require three conditions: (1) X and Y exist independently of each other, (2) 

X precedes Y, and (3) but for X, Y would not have occurred. In contrast, constitutive 

relationships do not require the first two conditions. However, they do need the third 

condition to be true. In this study, X and Y may be said to represent newsmaking and 

policymaking in a particular nation, respectively. For the third condition to be true, the 

discourses found in newsmaking (RQ1a/b) and the discourses found in policymaking 

(RQ2a/b) ought to be broadly similar to each other. This would imply that the political 

elite draw on conceptions of national identity and nationhood that are being produced in 

the news media, and vice versa – thus suggesting a mutually constitutive relationship 

between the two. However, if the discourses found in newsmaking and policymaking, 

respectively, do not cohere with each other, then it would imply that the news media and 

the political elite do not shape each other’s worldviews and are not mutually constitutive. 

Beyond descriptive analysis, I also looked for crossnational patterns in the 

relationship between newsmaking and policymaking. If the pattern repeated itself across 

nations, it would imply that newsmaking and foreign policymaking are mutually 

constitutive irrespective of national context. In contrast, differences between newsmaking 

and policymaking across nations would help identify the factors that influence their 
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relationship (RQ3a). I extended the same form of interpretation to reification of 

nationhood as well. Similarities in the ways in which newsmaking and policymaking 

reify nationhood in different nations would indicate a mutually constitutive relationship 

that was not affected by national context, but the presence of differences would lead to 

factors that shaped this relationship (RQ3b). 

In the final stage of interpretation, I examined whether the construction of 

national identities followed a transnational logic. Specifically, I asked if  the national 

identities mutually produced by different nations’ news and foreign policy texts 

complemented or challenged each other. If the identity of one nation, as produced in its 

news and policy texts, was also reproduced in other nations’ news and policy texts, it 

would imply that national identities followed a transnational and possibly even a global 

logic. This would be especially interesting if “subordinate” identities were reproduced by 

the news media and policymaking elite in the “subordinate” nations – indicating that 

nations were complicit in their own subjection. In contrast, if the identity of one nation – 

produced in its own news and policy texts – was different from its identity as produced in 

the texts of other nation, or if it self-identification was positively challenged by the news 

media and political elite in another nation, that would imply contestation (RQ4). 
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RESULTS 

Chapter 5: Topic Modeling of News Corpora 

 

A preliminary analysis of the four corpora, representing the entire news coverage 

of “foreign aid” in each of the four nations over the 15-year period, was conducted using 

topic modeling – specifically Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA). This algorithmic 

technique identifies the broad themes – or topics – in a collection of textual documents, 

such as news articles, as well as differences in the proportion of use of the topics. Topic 

modeling was conducted separately on the corpus of articles from each nation. Each 

corpus was divided into two (United States, Britain, and Pakistan) or three (India) time 

periods – following changes in political leadership within these nations over the 15 years 

of this study. The analysis was thus able to compare coverage under different political 

climates within each nation. Preprocessing included lowercasing (changing upper case 

characters into lower case), tokenization (demarcating strings of characters separated by 

spaces as “words”), and removal of stopwords (very commonly used articles, verbs, and 

prepositions that can be present in every topic and therefore do not contribute to topical 

interpretation). In addition to the list of stopwords provided by Machine Learning for 

Language Toolkit (Mallet) – the software used for LDA – I also removed words, phrases, 

and special characters that came appended with every article from the Factiva archive 

(see Appendix A for a list). 

As noted above, topic modeling does not yield the “correct” number of topics in a 

dataset. Instead, it parses the text into any number of topics pre-defined by the researcher, 
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who then has to interpret the model semantically. (The LDA output labels the topics as 

Topic 0, Topic 1, Topic 2 and so on; these numbers do not imply any order – they are 

simply used to differentiate between the topics.) The researcher typically needs to 

conduct several iterations of topic modeling before arriving at a meaningful model. To 

ensure validity and reliability, I followed a standard procedure while conducting topic 

modeling on my four corpora. I used Mallet’s default alpha and beta hyperparameters, 

which respectively determine the number of dominant topics in a model and the number 

of dominant words in a topic. I also used a standard optimization interval of 10. For each 

corpus, I ran my first iteration of LDA with 10 topics. Then, if I found that a few topics 

were used in statistically negligible proportions, I ran another iteration after subtracting 

the number of negligible topics. Once I arrived at a model in which all topics were used 

in significant proportions, I began the process of semantic interpretation of keywords 

suggested by the model. In this way, I made sure that the final results were both 

statistically and semantically apposite.  

I used LDA for two reasons. First, being a Big Data method, LDA could find 

trends in the overall coverage that the critical discourse analysis (CDA) of a purposive 

sample, which forms the second stage of my analysis, might not be able to. Second, the 

topics and keywords identified by this method could also serve as a guide for the CDA – 

reducing the subjectivity that can compromise the reliability of interpretive methods of 

analysis.  
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UNITED STATES 

The U.S. corpus was divided into two time periods – one representing George W. 

Bush’s presidency (2001-08) and the other representing Barack Obama’s administration 

(2009-15). The analysis revealed a model with six topics, numbered 0-5 (Table 1). Topic 

4 was the biggest topic in both these periods, accounting for 39 percent of coverage in 

2001-08 and 34 percent of the coverage in 2009-15 (Figure 1). The presence of keywords 

such as “united,” “states,” “president,” “government,” and “military” suggested that this 

topic related to U.S. policymaking institutions engaged in foreign aid.  While “president” 

and “government” were to be expected in such a topic, “military” was not.  Its inclusion 

indicated that the U.S. media viewed the U.S. military as a major institution involved 

with its foreign aid program. A large number of articles either focused on military aid – 

as opposed to humanitarian aid – or included the military’s viewpoint on  aid policy – or 

both. For instance, following an earthquake in El Salvador, Deseret Morning News 

(2001) reported that “The U.S. Southern Command, which oversees all military activities 

in the southern hemisphere, also sent three helicopters and 20 personnel to help with 

medical and evacuation needs.” The significance of the military in the domain of aid is 

reinforced by the presence of “afghanistan” in the same topic. Afghanistan is not the 

nation that receives the most U.S. aid, but the U.S. invaded it in 2001 and has maintained 

a military presence there since then. Broadly, the emergence of Topic 4 as the dominant 

topic in this corpus implied that the U.S. media viewed foreign aid as a hegemonic tool 

closely aligned with the nation’s military objectives. 
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Table 1. Topic model of the U.S. news corpus. 
 
Topic Keywords 

 
Topic 0 haiti greece syrian syria romney haitian prince euro reserved libya obama 

ebola quest nepal greek haitians bailout assad syrians 
Topic 1 aid foreign million country officials workers administration relief groups 

taliban don poor cnn political day official ve efforts report 
Topic 2 bush hbox yesterday aids terrorism tsunami indonesia dolan sri aceh 

baghdad iraq ken neill cyclone millennium lanka powell conan 
Topic 3 state group health government spending bank work minister percent 

economic israel budget public security governments cut organization 
western funding 

Topic 4 people mr international world united president countries government 
billion year states nations afghanistan years time military food american 
war 

Topic 5 government country obama crisis economy afghan women egypt year 
days financial budget european paul deal business debt cuts middle 

 
Figure 1. Proportions of use of topics in the U.S. topic model (figures in %). 
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Topic 1 was the second biggest topic in both time periods, accounting for 26 

percent of the coverage in 2001-08 and 24 percent in 2009-15. Made up of keywords 

such as “official,” “officials,” “workers,” “relief,” and “groups,” this topic related to on-

the-ground staff engaged in the implementation of aid policy and programs – as opposed 

to policymaking about aid, which Topic 4 represented. It indicated that the news media 

likely spoke to both aid officials as well as workers and relief groups in their stories about 

foreign aid.  This finding can have two implications. First, the U.S. news media were 

balanced in their reportage and relied on both official and non-official sources for 

information. Second, relief groups and aid workers were also seen as serving the 

hegemonic goals  of U.S. aid policy in the same way as U.S. officials: the media coverage 

thus did not make a distinction between them. For instance, a Washington Post (2002) 

article said, “The coalition of 160 groups – including CARE, Save the Children and 

Catholic Relief Services – aims to persuade the White House and Congress to increase 

spending on the foreign poor as a moral action by the world's wealthiest country and a 

curb against instability that could breed armed conflict and terrorism.” Complicity with 

U.S. foreign policy objectives is a charge often levied upon U.S.-based independent aid 

organizations and non-profits operating overseas. As the previous topic indicated that the 

U.S. media also linked the nation’s foreign aid policy with its military pursuits, this 

interpretation for Topic 1 may not be too far off the mark. 

Topic 3 was the third biggest in proportion, again in both time periods. With 

keywords such as “israel,” “security,” “health,” “western,” and “funding,” this topic 

appeared to be about Israel, is the largest recipient of U.S. foreign aid. The next biggest in 
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both time periods was Topic 5, focused on the second biggest recipient – Egypt. Topics 2 

and 0 included the names of other nations that received aid in the Middle East, South East 

Asia and elsewhere. These two topics were the smallest in proportion, but reversed in 

their rank order in the two time periods. 

Three general conclusions may be drawn from the topic modeling of U.S. media 

coverage of foreign aid between 2001 and 2015. First, the coverage was remarkably 

similar across the two time periods the corpus was divided into. The rank order of the 

first four topics by proportion of use was the same in the Bush and Obama eras, although 

there were differences in their actual proportions. This means that the broad contours of 

media coverage of U.S. foreign aid policies and programs did not vary despite the change 

in administration. At one level, this indicated a certain independence of news 

organizations from the policymaking elite – otherwise the transition from Bush to 

Obama, along with their teams of policymakers, would have had some effect on the 

media coverage or its priorities. At another level, though, this indicated a coherence 

between the media and the political elite about the purpose of foreign aid. 

Second, the make-up of the biggest topics also suggested what that purpose might 

be. In line with the political elite (Carleton & Stohl, 1987; Drury et al. 2005), the media 

considered foreign aid to be an instrument of the nation’s broader foreign policy 

objectives, including ongoing military pursuits.  The military appeared to be a key 

institution involved in aid policy. A nation like Afghanistan, which the U.S. had invaded 

in 2001, was part of the dominant topic in aid coverage – even though it was not the 

biggest aid recipient. 
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Third, the coverage had an apparent “national” orientation. Different topics in the 

topic model appeared segregated by nations (Afghanistan, Israel, Egypt) or groups of 

“similar” nations (Syria and Libya; Indonesia and Sri Lanka) rather than by “issues” such 

as poverty or natural disasters that are the reasons for humanitarian aid. This was by no 

means a clean segregation, as evident from Table 1. And yet, it did indicate that nations 

constituted the basic units into which the news coverage compartmentalized social 

reality. The world was constructed as a world of nations. 

BRITAIN 

The British news coverage was also divided into two time periods, corresponding with 

Labour (Jan. 2001 – May 2010) and Conservative-led (June 2010 – Dec. 2015) 

governments, respectively. A model with eight topics, numbered 0-7, emerged from the 

analysis (Table 2). The same two topics dominated the coverage, but in reverse order. 

Under Labour, Topic 5 was the most used at 31 percent (Figure 2). Keywords such as 

“poverty” and “food” indicated a high salience of specific issues in the coverage. But 

they occurred alongside keywords like “political,” “military,”  “minister,” “security,” as 

well as “africa” and “afghanistan.” This suggested that, like the U.S. media, the British 

media too linked foreign aid with military objectives or at least saw the military as a 

significant stakeholder in aid policy. For instance, an article in the Financial Times 

(2003) reported, “[EU commissioner for development and humanitarian aid Poul] 

Nielson’s view has been reinforced by the experience in Afghanistan where, he says, the 

US and British military have used humanitarian aid as cover for security operations.” 

 
 



	 82 

Table 2. Topic model of the British news corpus. 
 
Topic Keywords 

 
Topic 0 israel agencies page main red washington cross situation london worst oil 

days big week camps regime conditions court authorities 
Topic 1 spending britain uk budget billion dfid million cuts national money 

department spend bill david cameron defence target party children 
Topic 2 guard threatens columbia administration owe expelled au contradictions 

accuses corporation laden guatemala mode hwang audit exporter 
approved purchases perished 

Topic 3 relief war dollars burma bush workers taliban ftft aceh donors united ftfta 
state president peace tsunami north palestinian brown 

Topic 4 year foreign years support economic british state global million president 
crisis left power leaders official lives meet women funding 

Topic 5 international aid world mr people country foreign africa poverty bank 
minister nations yesterday afghanistan security food assistance political 
military 

Topic 6 cameron ukip greening eb overseas british income timeuk eurozone gay 
ebola syrian ae justine whitehall labour bloom abbott telegraph 

Topic 7 aid government development countries cent bn money time news people 
public work make poor fund secretary budget week programme  

 
Figure 2. Proportions of use of topics in the British topic model (figures in %). 
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At 25 percent, Topic 7 was the second biggest topic under Labour. With the 

keywords “cent,” “money,” “fund,”  “budget,” “development,” and “programme,” this 

topic was about the financing of development projects through foreign aid. Its high 

salience showed that the British media took a lot more interest in the financial nitty-

gritties of foreign aid – certainly more than the U.S. media. The fact that Britain is a 

smaller economy than the United States but spends a much larger percent of its GDP on 

foreign aid was perhaps another reason for the media’s deeper interest in the economics 

of aid. Topics 5 and 7 reversed their rank order under the Conservative-led government, 

with 7 becoming the lead topic (31 percent) and 5 the second biggest (25 percent). 

Topic 1, relatively minor under Labour (4 percent), became the third biggest topic 

under the Conservatives (17 percent). This topic was closely related to Topic 7, with 

keywords including “budget,” “million,” “money,” “spend,” and “bill.” But the presence 

of other keywords like “cuts,” “target,” and “defence” indicated this topic related to 

demands to reduce Britain’s foreign aid budget and boost defense funding instead. For 

instance, one report ruminated, “The Department for International Development’s budget 

will rise from 0.5 per cent of national income at present to 0.7 per cent in 2013, bringing 

it up to a total of £13bn, with some money going to fast-growing economies such as 

India. Defence spending, by contrast, faces an 8 per cent cut over the next four years” 

(Financial Times, 2011). The make-up of this topic, as well as the importance it received 

under David Cameron’s rule, once again indicated the close relationship between foreign 

aid – a supposedly altruistic activity – and  the nation’s military objectives. The media 

effectively covered aid to other nations as an indirect form of advancing national 



	 84 

security: hence the debate over whether to continue doling out large sums in aid or 

redirect the money into defense procurements. 

We can draw three general conclusions from the topic modeling of British media 

coverage of foreign aid in 2001-15, especially in comparison with the U.S. corpus. First, 

different topics dominated the two time periods corresponding with Labour and 

Conservative-led governments. Unlike the U.S. case, this suggested a changing agenda 

for the news media. However, the change was not dramatic. The dominant topic in one 

period was the second biggest in the other and vice versa, indicating some measure of 

continuity. Second, the dominant topic under Labour, while focused on humanitarian 

issues such as poverty and hunger, was still closely tied to the nation’s broader foreign 

policy and military objectives. This was no different from the United States, where the 

media coverage linked foreign aid with larger foreign policy and security concerns. 

Although this topic no longer dominated the coverage during Conservative rule, it still 

accounted for a substantial portion of the coverage as the second biggest topic. Third, the 

financial details of aid distribution became more important under the Tories, along with 

concerns over the desirability of dispensing foreign aid in lieu of bolstering defense. This 

change, too, reinforced the latent link between foreign aid and military objectives in 

media coverage. 

INDIA 

The Indian corpus was split into three periods: Jan. 2001 to May 2004 

representing the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party-led rule, June 2004 to May 

2014 representing the coalition government headed by the centrist Congress party, and 
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the return of a BJP-led administration from June 2014 until the end of the study period in 

Dec. 2015. The LDA technique revealed a five-topic model, with the topics numbered 0-

4 (Table 3). 

Topic 4 dominated all three time periods, accounting for 67 percent, 76 percent, 

and 65 percent of the coverage, respectively (Figure 3). Besides expected keywords such 

as “aid,” “india,” “government,” “development,” and “relief,” it also included “pakistan.” 

This indicated the high salience of Pakistan in Indian media’s foreign aid coverage. The 

reason was not that India gave or received a lot of aid from its rival – but simply that 

Pakistan loomed large in all aspects of Indian foreign policy, including aid. The media 

coverage, while focusing on India’s need for aid or its lack thereof, thus also included a 

number of articles on foreign aid being received by Pakistan, including development aid 

as well as relief for natural disasters. Such articles also discussed how aid strengthened 

ties between Pakistan and various donor nations – and the ramifications of all this for 

Indian security. For example, a Hindu (2004) article carried the headline, “Pakistan to get 

$700-million U.S. aid” Another article observed that the U.S. started giving substantial 

aid to Pakistan in 1979, “prompted in this case by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. A 

part of the money went to the armed forces, a part for the training of Islamic militias to 

fight the Soviets and a part for buying political support for President Zia’s unelected 

regime.” Criticizing U.S. aid policy, the article added that “the Islamic militias were the 

problem rather than the solution” (Hindustan Times, 2011). 

The second largest topics were different in each of the three periods. Topic 2 was 

the second largest during the 2001-04 BJP rule, accounting for 31 percent of the 
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Table 3. Topic model of the Indian news corpus. 
 
Topic Keywords 

 
Topic 0 shortages strength conservative hectares districts inflation promises 

model feet tune netherlands future office made petrol constant introduced 
generosity accountability  

Topic 1 sri tsunami lanka htcolm columnists clinton usa burma hts indo htslgn 
egypt ians sindh legislation palestinian indonesia launched hiv 

Topic 2 taliban workers afghanistan mr refugees thindu war bush kabul release 
sector cost council toi diplomats katsuri foreigners space additional 

Topic 3 kashmir nepal deccle chronicle deccan greenpeace people eb ministry 
ngos holdings kathmandu coleman ebola rescue srinagar fcra court home  

Topic 4 aid india foreign government pakistan international people times 
countries delhi union assistance country world million development relief 
state billion 

 
Figure 3. Proportions of use of topics in the Indian topic model (figures in %). 
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coverage. It included the keywords “taliban,” “afghanistan,” “kabul,”  “war,” and “bush.” 

This topic was clearly focused on the  U.S. war in Afghanistan and its implications for 

regional security. Topic 1, the second largest during the Congress rule (13 percent), 

included the keywords  “tsunami,” “sri,” “lanka,” “burma,” “indonesia,” “egypt,” and 

“palestinian,” as well as “clinton” and “usa.” It showed that the focus of Indian media’s 

foreign aid coverage had, in this period, shifted from Afghanistan to the Indian Ocean 

nations hit by the 2004 tsunami as well as India’s broader neighborhood. However, the 

United States was a part of this topic as well. In the 2014-15 period, Topic 3 was the 

second largest (33 percent). Keywords such as “nepal,” “kathmandu,” “kashmir,” and 

“srinagar” indicated yet another shift in focus. But this topic also included “ngos” and 

“greenpeace” – related to the government’s banning of the environmental non-profit 

Greenpeace on charges of “anti-development” activities. 

The topic modeling of the Indian corpus leads us to three general conclusions in 

comparison with U.S. and Britain. First, like the U.S. media and also somewhat like the 

British media, the Indian media remained broadly consistent in their coverage of foreign 

aid despite the changing political climate. The same topic dominated all three time 

periods. Second, the nature of this topic was also consonant with the topics dominating 

American and British media coverage – the link between foreign aid and national 

security. Pakistan, India’s biggest regional rival with whom it has a very limited 

relationship in the domain of foreign aid, dominated the coverage nonetheless. The 

secondary topics, although different in each time period, also related to regional security 

concerns. Thus, like their Western counterparts, the Indian media too viewed foreign aid 
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from the prism of national security and the broader goals of foreign policy. Third, almost 

all the topics had an American connection, indicating a close relationship with the United 

States in the domain of foreign aid. This is surprising because the U.S. is not the biggest 

aid donor to India. One possible explanation is that the U.S. looms large in all domains of 

foreign policy coverage by the Indian media, irrespective of its “material” relevance in  

specific domains. 

PAKISTAN 

The news coverage from Pakistan was divided into two periods: Jan. 2001 to Aug. 

2008  representing the military rule of Gen. Pervez Musharraf, and Sep. 2008 to Dec. 

2015 coinciding with the return to electoral democracy. The second period includes the 

regimes of President Asif Ali Zardari (2008-13) and Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif (2014-

15). Topic modeling revealed a six-topic model, with the topics numbered 0-5 (Table 4). 

Topic 2 was the biggest topic in both periods, accounting for 50 percent of the coverage 

in Musharraf’s time and 51 percent under Zardari and Sharif (Figure 4). With keywords 

such as “development,” “projects,” “flood,” “assistance,” and  “relief,” this topic was 

about the general purposes for which the country needed, requested, or used foreign aid. 

Keywords like “million,” “billion,” and “percent” were also in this topic, suggesting a 

concern with budgetary allocation of aid money for various projects. For instance, an 

article in Baluchistan Times (2009a) was headlined, “Around $1 billion to be required for 

IDPs’ rehabilitation: Kaira” – referring to a statement by a federal minister about 

internally displaced persons. Evidently, Pakistan’s news media were less concerned about 

foreign aid as a security policy and more interested in how aid was being used. 
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Table 4. Topic model of the Pakistani news corpus. 
 
Topic Keywords 

 
Topic 0 gas regional targeted federation white presentation urban closed allowing 

front gave genuine yield qaeda importance citizens short additionally 
sugar  

Topic 1 rs people minister international economic punjab funds current time khan 
commission received water state meeting development sharif tax 
pakistani 

Topic 2 pakistan aid billion foreign government million country development 
year projects assistance flood countries sector areas relief national world 
percent 

Topic 3 finance sindh energy shahbaz ngos workers officials khyber provinces 
schools fata asfrop working taking save tax staff mr students 

Topic 4 investment impact quake provided earthquake capital positive 
governance generation fy provinces carrying act nwfp parliamentary 
agricultural militants participants gas 

Topic 5 political general crisis decision human november expenditure hit senator 
news imran giving capacity adb bilateral billions council disbursed 
parliament 

 
Figure 4. Proportions of use of topics in the Pakistani topic model (figures in %). 
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Topic 1 was the second biggest topic in both periods, comprising keywords such 

as “rs” (for rupees, the local currency), “funds,” “minister,” “meeting,” and 

“commission.” This topic appeared to focus on the decision-making process for the 

allocation of aid money, indicating that the news media often covered budgetary 

meetings, reinforcing the implication of the previous topic that the media took a keen 

interest in the dispensation of foreign aid.  The keyword “sharif” could refer to either 

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif or his brother Shahbaz Sharif, the chief minister of 

Pakistan’s biggest state, Punjab. So the presence of “punjab” and “state among the 

keywords implied this was likely the chief minister – and that this topic was  focused on 

local/provincial processes of aid allocation. 

The remaining topics appeared to focus on particular areas of aid allocation and 

related concerns. They varied in rank order, depending on which issue was more salient 

in either period. For instance, Topic 4, with keywords such as “quake,” “earthquake,”  

“agricultural,” “impact,” “capital,”  and “investment,” was evidently about  earthquakes 

and their deleterious impact on agriculture, necessitating more capital investment. It was 

the third biggest topic in 2001-08, likely because of the 2005 earthquake in northern 

Pakistan that killed tens of thousands of people. 

Two general conclusions may be drawn from the topic modeling of the Pakistan 

corpus, especially in comparison with U.S., Britain, and India. First, like the other 

corpora, there was a continuity in the coverage of foreign aid in Pakistan that spanned 

different political regimes – rather, different types of regimes. Even as Pakistan 

transformed from a military dictatorship under Musharraf to an electoral democracy 
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under Zardari and Sharif, the change in how the news media covered foreign aid was 

limited. The two biggest topics remained the same in both time periods – indicating the 

political elite did not meaningfully influence media coverage.  Second, unlike the other 

corpora, Pakistan’s aid coverage was not concerned with security or other foreign policy 

objectives. Instead, the coverage was largely focused on how aid received was being 

dispensed, how money was being allocated to different projects and so forth. Even India 

was of little interest in this coverage – although Pakistan was a significant issue in the 

Indian media coverage of foreign aid. Pakistan was thus the only one of the four nations 

analyzed here whose media did not view foreign aid through a security prism – a result 

made all the more surprising when one considers that it was also the only nation ruled by 

the military for at least half the period of this study. 

CONCLUSION 

Scholars such as Bennett and colleagues (Bennett, 1990; Bennett et al., 2007) and 

Entman (2004) have argued that policymaking shapes newsmaking in the domain of 

international affairs. Bennett and Entman have also attributed this to journalists’ reliance 

on the policymaking establishment, including lawmakers and diplomats, as their sources 

for news. In the U.S. context, Entman has gone a step further and argued that news 

frames emerge primarily from the White House and cascade down to the media (and still 

further to the public). This would imply that changing administrations would produce 

drastic changes in the news coverage of foreign aid. However, the topic modeling 

presented here suggests that news coverage, at least in terms of broad themes or topics, 

does not vary with the political climate. And this is not just true of the United States – the 
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news media in India, Pakistan, and to a lesser extent Britain displayed remarkable 

continuity in their coverage across partisan and even structural shifts in administration. 

This, however, need not imply the independence of news media from the political 

elite. Instead, it could also imply interdependence. Foreign policy – including foreign aid 

policy – doesn’t necessarily change with changing administrations (Carleton & Stohl 

,1987; Meernik et al., 1998). Shaped by a shared view of the nation and its place within 

the structure of international relations, foreign policy itself exhibits remarkable 

consistency irrespective of which party is in power at a particular moment (Ashley, 1988; 

Kratochwil, 1989; Wendt, 1999). The topic modeling suggests that the news media, too, 

share the same worldview. For journalists as well, the broad aims and objectives of 

foreign aid appear to be the same as for the policymaking elite. The congruence that 

Bennett, Entman and other such scholars find between policymaking and news coverage 

is thus not simply a result of journalists’ reliance on policymakers as news sources. 

Instead, it emerges from a common ideological understanding (Shoemaker and Reese, 

2013) of what the nation is and what its foreign policy ought to be. 

Indeed, a common understanding of the purposes of foreign aid is shared not just 

between the media and policymakers of particular nations but also across nations. In three 

of the four cases I examined – the United States, Britain, and India – the media viewed 

foreign aid through a “security” prism. Aid, supposed to be an altruistic act intended to 

help those in need, is instead considered to be war by other means. Previous scholarship 

on the purposes of aid, including humanitarian aid, has shown this to be true for 

policymakers (Drury et al., 2005). The topic modeling indicates that the news media in 
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these three nations also view aid in the same way. Pakistan emerges as the only 

exception, where the media’s main interest in aid lies in how it is being used to meet the 

nation’s various needs. 

If this was also true of India, another poor nation and a net receiver of foreign aid 

like Pakistan, one could argue that this difference was the result of whether nations give 

or receive aid. But like the United States and Britain – and unlike Pakistan – the Indian 

media too viewed aid from a security prism. This implies another difference is at play 

here: between imperialist and non-imperialist nations. Based on the review of extant 

literature about the national identities of these nations, I have argued in a previous 

chapter that the United States, Britain, and India have “imperialist” national identities that 

extend outwards and aim to subsume others using liberal-pluralist pretenses. This 

tendency manifests itself in the notion of American universalism, the denial of English 

political nationalism in favor of British nationalism, and in the idea of “tolerant” 

Hinduism that forms the basis of a pluralist India. Pakistan, too, initially adopted a 

similar ideology in the name of “liberal Islam,” but underwent radical change after the 

breaking away of Bangladesh and became more inward-looking in the process. “Foreign 

aid” effectively encapsulates this instinct of self-denial in favor of self-extension. 

Topic modeling thus leads to a number of interesting insights about the 

interrelations between newsmaking and policymaking as well as the role of national 

identity in shaping both foreign policy and its news coverage. However, topic modeling 

has its own limitations. First, the topics that emerge from LDA are fairly abstract and 

need further refinement – a common concern with Big Data methods (Shahin, 2016c). 
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Second, the topics that the model yields can be fairly polysemic. Different scholars may 

be able to interpret the connections among keywords comprising a particular topic in 

different ways. In the following chapters, I therefore present a closer study of purposive 

samples drawn from the corpora, using critical discourse analysis (CDA). This not only 

adds flesh to the bare-bones semantic structure of the coverage that emerges from topic 

modeling but also provides reliability to my interpretation.  

The CDA would, however, be guided by the key findings presented in this 

chapter. For example, topic modeling indicated that the news media in the United States, 

Britain, and India directly linked foreign aid with military objectives and broader security 

concerns – evident from the use of terms such as “military” or the names of perceived 

security threats in their dominant topics. Topic modeling also revealed an ongoing debate 

in the British media over the prudence of giving out foreign aid and calls for diverting aid 

money into defense – as evident from terms such as “budget,” “cuts,” “defence,” and 

“target” in one of the bigger topics. In the Indian media, regional security appeared to 

take precedence in aid coverage, especially with regard to Pakistan and Afghanistan, 

along with the 2004 tsunami disaster. Pakistan’s media focused on how aid money was 

being allocated for natural disasters and various domestic projects, as well as on the 

desirability of relying on foreign aid vis-à-vis becoming more self-reliant – themes that 

manifested themelves through keywords such as “flood,” “assistance,” “relief,” 

“projects,” “water,” “meeting,” and so on in the dominant topics.  So in the next two 

chapters, I would pay closer attention to these particular topics and keywords as I seek to 

understand how the news media constructed national identities and reified nationhood. 
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In addition, I would seek to confirm some of the broader implications of LDA 

through CDA. The LDA findings showed continuity in news coverage despite changes in 

the political climate in all four nations. They suggested a correspondence between a civic 

nationalism on the one hand and the media’s linking of aid with military objectives on the 

other. Related to this, they also indicated that aid coverage was more nation-oriented than 

issue-oriented. The CDA would, therefore, attempt to corroborate the reliability of these 

results. 
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RESULTS 

Chapter 6: Discourses of National Identity in News Corpora 

 

In this chapter, I use critical discourse analysis (CDA) to understand how the 

news media in the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan respectively constructed 

their national identities. National identity is defined as collective beliefs about the norms 

and values of a nation in relation to other nations (Wendt, 1999). Identity construction 

was most likely to occur on occasions where the name of the nation was mentioned. 

Therefore, the first step was to draw purposive samples of all paragraphs that included 

the names of these nations – from the corpora of news articles representing the coverage 

of foreign aid between 2001 and 2015 in each of these nations. I  used the “regular 

expression” function, a natural language processing technique that identifies specified 

strings of characters within large volumes of text and extracts the paragraphs containing 

them. The software Python was used to perform the sampling (see Appendix A for 

algorithms used). 

The procedure yielded four samples of news coverage – one from each nation – 

comprising paragraphs that included the names of these nations, respectively. I examined 

these samples using Derrida’s (1972) method of deconstruction. The analysis proceeded 

in two stages. First, I carefully read all four samples and identified emergent themes in 

each of them. The identified themes related to the ways in which the media differentiated 

their nation from other nations, creating categories of nations in the process and placing 

their own nation in some categories and other nations in other categories. Next, I looked 
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for the qualities or features being ascribed by the news media to these categories and 

identified how some categories were deemed to be superior to other categories – thus 

constituting what Derrida (1972) called the “violent hierarchy” that forms the basis of 

power relations.  

In my analysis, I gave more weight to identity construction taking place in 

paragraphs dealing with keywords and topics identified as salient by the LDA topic 

modeling presented in the previous chapter. For example, the dominant topic in the U.S. 

news coverage included expected keywords such as “united,” “states,” “government,” 

“president,” and “billions” – but it also included terms like “military” and “war” (see 

Table 1).  So the analysis gave precedence to paragraphs that focused on wars, conflicts, 

and military affairs. In Britain, topic modeling suggested a high salience of issues such as 

“poverty” and “food security” and regions like Africa (see Table 2). Another key topic 

was the debate over the benefits of giving aid to other nations compared with boosting 

defense spending. I, therefore, paid special attention to paragraphs featuring these topics 

and keywords. Topic modeling of the Indian news corpus indicated a high salience of 

regional security concerns – especially related to Pakistan – in the coverage, while the 

topic modeling of the Pakistani corpus suggested a focus on natural disasters and 

allocation of aid money for domestic projects (see Tables 3 and 4). So paragraphs 

featuring these topics and related keywords were taken to be more important than others 

as I interpreted the construction of national identities by the news media in these nations. 

After conducting the analysis on all four samples, I identified two “discourses” 

that undergirded and shaped national identity construction by the news media in each 
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nation: neoliberalism and unipolarity. These discourses aren’t identities themselves – 

indeed, different nations may avow different identities under a particular discourse. But 

the discourses provide a transnational framework that structures identity construction and 

makes different nations’ unique identities complement one another. They, therefore, not 

only produce asymmetrical relationships among nations, with some nations wielding 

power over others, but also curb contestation by making these asymmetries appear 

normal, even necessary. In sum, these discourses produce and maintain a hegemonic 

international order in news texts. The complementarity of the identities of different 

nations in this manner is remarkable because the news media of each nation supposedly 

operate independently of one another. What the presence of these discourses in news 

texts therefore implies is that despite their seeming independence from each other, each 

nation’s news media draw on transnationally – and possibly globally – legitimized beliefs 

about the way the world is ordered, the way it functions, and the specific role of their 

particular nation within this order. 

I take up each of these three discourses in rest of this chapter and discuss how 

they structured national identity construction by the news media in each nation. I also 

draw attention to how reporters and media commentators sometimes supported and 

sometimes challenged the political elite’s policy decisions – invariably justifying their 

support or criticism on the basis of their respective nation’s identity. This indicates, one 

the one hand, that the news media do not simply follow the political elite’s lead in the 

coverage of foreign affairs and, on the other hand, that journalists expect the political 

elite to share their conceptions of national identity. Of course, empirical evidence of 
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whether the elite in fact do share these conceptions or not is discussed in later chapters 

that analyze foreign policy texts – but in this chapter, we already begin to develop a sense 

of how national identity fabricates a cross-institutional intersubjectivity and makes 

newsmaking and policymaking mutually constitutive.  

NEOLIBERALISM 

Neoliberalism is the belief that “the market is the most efficient and moral 

institution for the organization of human affairs” and it should “replace all other 

institutions (e.g. family, state, community, and society) as the primary mechanism for 

producing, promoting, and preserving social order” (Springer et al., 2016, p. 3). This 

belief underpins capitalism, an economic system where the means of production are 

privately owned and commodities (goods, services) are sold in a “free” market – that is, 

where prices are not imposed from outside but result from the supply and demand of 

commodities driven by the motive of profit maximization. Such a system is able to 

operate only when there are sufficiently large numbers of consumers and they are 

motivated to consume, thus creating the constant demand for commodities that supply 

can then meet and derive continuous profit from. 

In macroeconomic terms, the quantity of production and its relative growth over 

time becomes an end in itself in a capitalist system, while redistribution of wealth is not 

only sidelined but seen as a systemic anathema: for it is believed that redistribution would 

undercut producers’ motivation to produce more and maximize profits. The system thus 

creates and broadens wealth gaps among members of a society, enriching a few producers 

and impoverishing the many consumers – breeding misery and destitution on a large 
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scale that can lead to social and economic instability (Piketty, 2013). Such a system is 

self-contradictory and can lead to its own downfall – and therefore requires ideologies 

that imbricate the masses into believing that the system is “good” or the system is natural, 

inevitable, unavoidable, and without alternatives (Gramsci, 1971). Neoliberalism, as 

Eagleton-Pierce (2016) has argued, is only the latest ideology that capitalism has relied 

on in its long history (see also, Peck, 2008). Like classical liberalism, neoliberalism holds 

individual freedom in the highest regard – thus undermining the significance of 

communal institutions in human affairs and leading to an increasingly individualized 

condition of existence. But it also defines individual freedom as the ability to buy and sell 

in the free market and be driven chiefly by the motive of profit maximization. Under the 

neoliberal ideology, the creation and maintenance of such a system thus becomes the 

raison d’être of human activity, while its fallouts are either ignored or perceived as 

necessary evils (see also, Bodley, 2000). 

Foreign aid, which is conceptually anti-profit and at least normatively driven by 

redistributive and anti-individualistic principles, can be a practice that militates against 

the tenets of neoliberalism. In this section, however, I show how a neoliberal discourse 

underpinned the news coverage of foreign aid in the United States, Britain, India, and 

Pakistan. I argue that this discourse formed a basis on which the news media in these 

nations defined their respective national identities. I relied on three kinds of evidence in 

my analysis. One was the explicit avowal of capitalism as not just the economic system 

that a nation happens to practice – which it can keep or shun – but as a fundamental 

aspect of its being. The second was the naturalization of capitalism and its various 
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features, including private enterprise, free-market domestic economics, international free 

trade, and GDP “growth” as the primary measure of economic well-being. The third type 

of evidence was the refusal to recognize the contradictions of capitalism – such as the 

fact that most people don’t benefit from its promise of “wealth creation” or that the “free” 

markets are never really free but managed for the benefit of a few.  

United States 

Not unexpectedly, I found that the U.S. news media divided the world into 

“rich/developed” and “poor/developing” nations, and also credited capitalism for the 

prosperity of rich, Western nations such as their own. What was surprising, however, was 

that capitalism was seen as the only reason why these nations had become rich. In doing 

so, the news media did not simply disregard but even rewrote history – discounting the 

role of centuries of colonialism, exploitation, and slavery in making the rich nations rich 

and the poor nations poor. In addition, they often blamed the poor nations for their own 

poverty. As a Deseret Morning News (2005) columnist noted,  

Let’s examine the “vicious cycle of poverty” myth and 
whether foreign aid is a necessary ingredient for economic 
development. The United States, Britain, France, Canada 
and most other countries were once poor. Andrew 
Bernstein of the Ayn Rand Institute wrote in an article 
titled “Capitalism is the Cure for Africa’s Problems” that 
pre-industrial Europe was vastly poorer than contemporary 
Africa … Some economic development “experts” attribute 
Africa’s troubles to its history of colonialism. That’s 
nonsense, because some of the world’s richest countries are 
former colonies, such as the United States, Canada, Hong 
Kong and Australia. 
 

Capitalism was thus constructed not simply as a feature of the U.S. economy but 

as a virtue that the nation possessed. In addition, the media expected the export of this 
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virtue to the rest of the world to be the cornerstone of U.S. foreign policy. As a 

Washington Post (2015a) op-ed observed, “Since World War II, U.S. trade policy has 

also been a pillar of U.S. foreign policy. In the early war decades, America encouraged 

trade with Europe and Japan – allowing more of their exports into the United States – as a 

way of achieving our political goals. Trade would build their prosperity, and their 

prosperity would promote democracy over communism.” 

Journalists were typically supportive of policy decisions that were in line with the 

nation’s capitalist identity. But when policymakers were seen as departing from this 

norm, journalists were quick to remind them of America’s “role” in the world. For 

instance, well-known foreign policy commentator Fareed Zakaria (Washington Post, 

2008) wrote in an article, “What the rest of the world – particularly poorer countries – 

really wants is for the United States to continue its historic role in opening up the world 

economy. For a struggling farmer in Kenya, access to world markets is far more 

important than foreign aid or U.N. programs.” What these examples illustrate is that 

newsmaking didn’t necessarily toe the line laid down by the policymakers: journalists 

often differed with policymakers on particular policies. But these differences were not 

arbitrary. They followed the logic of national identity: criticism of policies would be 

based on conceptions of America’s status and role in international affairs that journalists 

expected policymakers to share. 

Besides capitalism, democracy was another feature of the neoliberal discourse in 

U.S. media. The two were often linked: the news media presented capitalism as economic 

freedom and the democracy as political freedom. Together, they constituted two sides of 
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the “freedom” coin that the United States – “land of the free” and “leader of the free 

world” – represented and defended. For instance, in a CNN (2001) broadcast five weeks 

into the 2001 U.S. invasion of Afghanistan – codenamed “Operation Enduring Freedom” 

– a discussion about Taliban’s fall was followed by celebrated journalist Christiane 

Amanpour reporting: “…as soon as people know that we’re from an American 

organization, they’ve been coming up to us and saying we thank the United States, 

because they have given us a chance at a new freedom. When I asked were they scared of 

the bombing, they said well, not really…”Hundreds of Afghan civilians had already been 

killed by the time this show was broadcast – a figure that would run into thousands before 

the year ended, and tens of thousands in the following years (Crawford, 2016). But as 

Amanpour’s report implied, no price was too great to pay for democracy. Interestingly, 

Amanpour here described the CNN itself as an “American organization” – thus 

constructing the news channel itself as an active participant in Operation Enduring 

Freedom, along with the U.S. military and other “American” institutions engaged in 

bringing freedom to Afghans. 

But a paradox lied at the heart of this national identity construction that mostly 

went unrecognized. Although capitalism and democracy were deemed valuable, and 

worth countless lives, because they supposedly brought freedom and choice to people 

around the world, the U.S. media also took it for granted that American would control 

and “manage” these freedoms and choices for other nations – thus making the point of 

these “freedoms” moot. For instance, there was consensus over the need for U.S. 

administrators and military personnel to manage the “fledgling” democracies in 
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Afghanistan and Iraq as the years went by. Similarly, the American media viewed their 

nation as legitimately managing the “free” market – either through its influence over the 

vanguards of global capitalism such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 

or through direct and indirect control of the economies of other nations. 

To give one example, a New York Times (2003) article observed that foreign aid 

originated “in the waning days of World War II, when American and European 

economists met in Bretton Woods, N.H., and conceived the International Monetary Fund 

and the World Bank.” It said that aid served as a political tool all through the Cold War 

period and was used by the United States to create or support democracies, thus 

expanding its global influence. And then the article added: “[B]y the 1980’s the bank and 

the fund, basically run by the United States State and Treasury Departments, were heavily 

managing the markets of borrowing countries” (my italics).  Many articles like these, 

while glorifying capitalism and democracy because they supposedly brought freedom and 

choice  to people around the world, failed to recognize that such freedom is rather 

pointless if their lives are being “managed” by another nation. 

A neoliberal discourse thus suffused U.S. media coverage and shaped journalistic 

representations of American national identity as capitalist and democratic. Free market 

economics and freedom of political choice were deemed to bring development and 

prosperity. The media explained policy decisions by resorting to this national identity. 

They expressed support for policies that were in line with this identity. However, they 

also questioned policies and actions that appeared not to be, suggesting alternatives that 

reinforced the neoliberal ideology. Crucially, though, capitalism and democracy were 



	 105 

ultimately valued not because of what they were supposed to bring – freedom and choice 

– but because they were American values. That is why journalists saw no contradiction in 

talking about the international free trade and freedom of political choice being 

“managed” – as long as it was the United States managing them. 

Britain 

Like the U.S. media, the British media also constructed Britain, along with other 

“rich” and “developed” nations, as capitalist.  This happened in a number of ways. One of 

these ways was to look upon business leaders as people who had the right answer to 

everything – including matters that had nothing to do with business or economics. A 

Times (2010) report asked CEOs to come up with proposals to improve Britain’s security. 

The CEOs’ top three proposals were: “Use the private sector to cut defense procurement 

and support;” “work with the US administration to reduce our efforts in Afghanistan;” 

and “re-justify Britain’s foreign aid effort to the public in terms of national security.”  As 

this example shows, the British media effectively viewed the nation as being run by the 

private sector. The role of the elected government was seen as facilitating the private 

sector’s control over the nation’s destiny as well as its international forays – in 

association with the British military and the U.S. administration. 

From sub-Saharan Africa to South Asia, the government’s efforts to create new 

international markets for British businesses and defend the interests of British private 

investors were naturalized – irrespective of the impact they had on local populations or 

the natural environment. This, in fact, was deemed the central purpose of Britain’s 

foreign policy – including foreign aid policy. For instance, a Financial Times (2009a) 
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report on British investments in Rwanda, noted that businesses were worried about the 

taxes they had to pay locally:  “The Rwandan Revenue Authority has been funded by 

Britain’s department for overseas development … But the authority’s approach has been 

aggressive and some foreign investors have taken fright.” The article criticized the British 

government for not forcing the Rwandan authority to relax the tax burden on foreign 

investors and wondered why Britain wasn’t using its influence – on account of its 

development aid to Rwanda – to make this happen. This was after the article had noted 

that taxes paid by British and other foreign investors were necessary for Rwanda to 

develop its economy and reduce dependence on foreign aid. 

The British media thus viewed capitalism as the only worthwhile economic 

system – one could even say, the only possible economic system – not just for Britain but 

for all the nations of the world. Nations were expected to be, or on their natural path of 

becoming, capitalist. Institutions that administered and facilitated international private 

investment and trade flows – the World Bank, IMF, and the like – were held in the 

highest regard. Their authority was viewed as superseding those of national governments, 

and journalists would chide any nation that dared to defy them. For instance, a Telegraph 

(2012a) article pulled up Argentina for nationalizing private pension funds and refusing 

to pay its debt to foreign creditors. The writer complained that “instead of negotiating in 

good faith with its creditors, it ratchets up its defiance,” and called on the British 

government to stop providing aid to such an “irresponsible nation.” The article went on to 

worry that “the ease with which Argentina has flouted its obligations encourages its 

government to think it is able to behave however it chooses” – implying that the 
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sovereign government  of Argentina should not have the freedom to act as it deemed fit. 

It lauded the U.S. administration for “voting against World Bank loans for the country” 

and encouraged the British government to follow the lead. 

Thus, much like the U.S. media, the British media coverage of foreign aid was 

shaped by a neoliberal discourse in which Britain was constructed as a capitalist nation 

and capitalism itself was constructed as a natural human predilection. Any nation that 

stepped out of line was therefore deemed as engaging in irresponsible and unnatural acts 

– requiring punishment lest they became a model for other nations. The British media 

also constructed Britain as a nation with the authority to mete out such punishments – but 

only in coordination with the United States. Their coverage of foreign aid was therefore 

quite in sync with and complementary to U.S. media coverage. Both anointed the United 

States as the global superpower that legitimately controlled and managed an international 

neoliberal order. Within this order, the British media avowed a secondary power status 

for Britain – of a nation that recognizes U.S. hegemony and acts a second-in-command, 

helping it manage the neoliberal order worldwide.  

The neoliberal discourse thus already begins to structure the international order 

hierarchically – with the news media of the United States and Britain avowing powerful 

albeit different positions for their respective nations within this structure – on the strength 

of these nations being “rich” and “developed.” But what about the media in “poor” and 

“developing” nations? Perhaps this discourse is not all that surprising in the U.S. and 

British media, as it accords positions of privilege to these nations. However, do 

underprivileged nations accept their subordinate positions within this hierarchical order, 
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or do their media push against this order and call for more symmetry in international 

relations? Or, indeed, do they reject neoliberalism and opt out of this discriminatory 

discourse altogether? I answer these questions by analyzing the Indian and Pakistani 

media coverage of foreign aid in the next two subsections. 

India 

Unlike the United States and Britain, India’s low per capita income puts it among 

the poorer nations of the world and makes it a net receiver of foreign aid. The Indian 

media acknowledged the nation’s poverty, but still constructed it as a capitalist nation, 

and capitalism as the magic bullet that was going to – indeed, had already started – 

making it rich. They did so primarily by constructing India of the present day as a New 

India – neoliberal in outlook, open to and keenly seeking foreign capital investments 

from the United and Europe – as opposed to the Old India that was hostile to the West 

and relied too much on government investments. The Old India – specifically, its 

“socialist” economic policies – were blamed for the nation’s indigence and 

underdevelopment: they were deemed to have held it back from fulfilling its promise. 

Economic “reforms” beginning in the early 1990s had liberalized the economy and set 

the nation “free.” 

Once again, the news media sometimes championed and sometimes challenged 

the political elite, depending on whether or not the policies they made were in line with 

the nation’s capitalist identity. For instance, an article observed, “When economic 

reforms began, critics warned that India would suffer a ‘lost development decade’ like 

African and Latin American countries in the 1980s that supposedly followed IMF-World 
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Bank advice. Critics said fiscal austerity would cause mass unemployment and shatter 

safety nets, while economic opening up would enable multinationals to thrash and oust 

Indian business. All three criticisms stand exposed today as nonsense” (Economic Times, 

2011a). 

Such espousals of economic reforms were common. But the news media often 

expressed concerns about the pace at which the reform process was moving and urged the 

elite to hasten the privatization of government-owned companies, allow more foreign 

investment in various sectors of the economy and focus more on the development of 

export-oriented industries and services. They adopted an unabashedly Bretton Woods 

view of the country and reports issued by the World Bank and the IMF routinely found 

their way into the news coverage. For instance, an article in Economic Times (2006) said: 

“The World Bank’s Doing Business 2006 report estimates the difficulty [of doing 

business] across countries, and ranks India 116th out of 154 countries, far worse than 

China (91), Sri Lanka (75), Bangladesh (65) or Pakistan (50).” These articles invariably 

went on to argue that the government of the day should adopt a more aggressive 

liberalization program and become more business-friendly. 

To do so, the news media also often eulogized capitalist success stories from 

around the world as well as personalities associated with capitalism – contrasting them 

with the failed “socialist” leaders of India’s own past. For instance, an article in Times of 

India (2015a) observed, 

When Lee Kwan Yew became Singapore’s first prime 
minister in 1959, its per capita income was $400. Today, it 
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is $55,000. No other country has gone so fast from rags to 
riches. Yet in the Nehru-Indira era, Indian socialists viewed 
Lee with contempt as a neo-colonial puppet destined for 
humiliation and poverty. As things turned out, India earned 
maximum humiliation as a beggar for foreign aid, and the 
number of poor Indians doubled in 1947-77 even as 
Singapore soared. 

 

The Indian media thus wholeheartedly adopted a neoliberal discourse and 

constructed Indian national identity as capitalist within this discourse. Like the U.S. and 

British media, they linked capitalism with prosperity and development. To explain the 

fact that despite being capitalist India was not rich or developed, they “othered” India of 

the day from its own past. They blamed that past for the legacy of indigence that New 

India was burdened with and egged on the political elite to quicken the pace of economic 

reforms. 

By accepting the authority of Bretton Woods institutions over their own 

government, the Indian media – much like Britain’s – legitimized U.S. global hegemony 

and reproduced a hierarchical neoliberal order. However, they were not content with an 

entirely subordinate position for the nation either. Instead, they constructed India as an 

“emerging” power within this neoliberal order – with its own companies and private 

investors setting up shop around the world. With an unmistakable glee, news articles 

reported the exploits of Indian capitalists buying out foreign companies and making 

“major” investments, such as here: “Indian companies are now making a big impact in 

Latin America and Africa. The software majors have major operations in several Latin 

American countries, and so have pharma and truck producers. Jindal Steel is building 
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Bolivia’s first steel plant. An even bigger change is evident in Africa. Bharti Airtel is 

now providing telecom in 15 African countries after taking over Zain’s operations” 

(Economic Times, 2011b). 

Pakistan 

Pakistan being India’s anti-thesis – born as the “other” to India under the two-

nation theory – one could expect the news coverage here to be quite the opposite. Instead, 

the media in both nations covered foreign aid in remarkably similar ways. Like the Indian 

media, the Pakistani media too acknowledged the nation’s indigence – and, at the same 

time, viewed it as emerging out of it thanks to capitalism. In this narrative, capitalism was 

presented as the natural path to “development.” Attracting private investment, especially 

“foreign investment,” became the national goal in this narrative, and the media kept 

reminding the government of its significance – urging the political elite to keep 

“reforming” laws and policies toward that end.  

Media reports would often make specific suggestions to the government on how 

to make it happen. As one report noted, “While there is evidence that Pakistan is on its 

way to economic recovery, especially given the favorable export statistics and the 

balance of payments situation, yet more needs to be done to attract foreign investment. 

Legal protection and permission for 100% equity ownership have been given by the 

present government to foreign investors” (Business Recorder, 2005a). Quite often, 

though, attracting foreign investment was viewed as an end in itself – rather than a means 

to other ends. An article in Pakistan Observer (2011), for instance, noted that “the 

government must ensure peace in tribal areas as soon as possible” because “Pakistan’s 
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volatile internal security situation has discouraged foreign investment.” In this view, 

peace in tribal areas mattered not because that would save lives and make Pakistan a 

better place to live in – but because it would ensure foreign capitalists would be more 

willing to invest money in Pakistan. Thus, capitalism was not simply seen as a feature of 

Pakistan’s economy; rather, it lay at the core of what the nation was. Capitalism mattered 

for its own sake.  

With such a sense of its national identity, Pakistan’s media assessed their nation’s 

“worthiness” in terms defined by foreign investors and purveyors of global capitalism. 

Bretton Woods institutions were held in high esteem. One article said: “In January 2005, 

a top International Monetary Fund official congratulated Pakistan for its ‘successful 

implementation’ of reforms that led to ‘impressive turnarounds’ in macroeconomic 

trends. One month later, the World Bank president praised Pakistan’s ‘terrific’ economic 

progress, but emphasized that Pakistan ‘has a long way to go in terms of achieving its 

human development goals.’” (Business Recorder, 2006a). They were also deemed to 

enjoy the power to adjudicate differences among nations, as in this article: “[O]ne would 

hope that the water resources concerns that the President referred to a day before would 

be resolved and the neutral mediator to be appointed by the World Bank would resolve 

the issue surrounding India’s proposed Baglihar Dam” (Business Recorder, 2005a). 

Thus, a neoliberal discourse shaped both Pakistani and Indian media’s 

conceptions of their respective national identities – and in quite similar ways. Both 

ascribed a capitalist identity to their nations, both urged faster and more wide ranging 

economic “reforms” that would attract private foreign investment, and both legitimized 
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the authority of global capitalist institutions over their own sovereign governments – thus 

becoming complicit in their own subjection. However, there were two crucial differences 

between Indian and Pakistani media coverage. One, while the Indian media constructed a 

“new” capitalist nation – in the present – by othering India’s own socialist past, that was 

not the case in Pakistan. Two, while India aspired to a position of relative transnational 

power within the international neoliberal order, Pakistan did not. The implications of 

these differences are discussed below. 

Conclusion 

The analysis presented above leads me to three broad conclusions. First, a 

neoliberal discourse shaped the news coverage of foreign aid in all four nations. 

Everywhere, the news media avowed a capitalist identity for their respective nations. At 

the same time, this discourse produced a hierarchical international order in which 

different nations occupied different positions. It is important to stress here that the media 

coverage didn’t simply reflect a pre-constituted material reality. Instead, it made use of 

material facts in particular ways to make sense of the world (Butler, 1990; Derrida, 1972; 

Foucault, 1972). Neoliberalism, as a discourse, underpinned and shaped this meaning-

making process. The U.S. and British media divided the world into “rich/developed” and 

“poor/developing” – and associated capitalism with being rich and developed. But Indian 

and Pakistani media ascribed capitalist identities to their respective nations even though 

they weren’t rich or developed. They did so by representing their nations as being on the 

path of change, of evolution – of becoming capitalist. In the Indian case, this change was 

located to a specific point in time – the early 1990s, when the nation adopted economic 
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liberalization. The Indian media thus constructed a capitalist New India in opposition to 

the pre-1990s socialist Old India. The Pakistani media did not have any such moment 

they could locate such a change to, so they represented change as a continuous process. 

Thus, material facts ultimately didn’t constitute the reality, but were used as 

“materials” to fabricate reality – a social reality that was neoliberal in orientation. Nations 

had to be neoliberal nations to exist in such a reality – and they had to assume capitalist 

identities to do so. Understandings of what the nation’s interests were, and what policies 

would best serve those interests, stemmed from this discourse – rather than exist a priori 

(Wendt, 1999). The news media everywhere thus supported policies that were in line 

with the capitalist national identity, while questioning and challenging the ones that 

weren’t and suggesting neoliberal alternatives. Media coverage thus didn’t simply 

“manufacture consent” for policies made by the elite – as Herman and Chomsky (1988) 

have argued. Nor did it “index” itself to the range of elite opinions (Bennett, 1990; 

Bennett et al., 2007) or “cascade” down from elite quarters (Entman, 2004). Instead, 

journalists expected policymakers to share their beliefs about the nation and its position 

in the neoliberal world – creating the basis for a mutually constitutive relationship. 

Second, the analysis also showed that the neoliberal order was hierarchical. 

National identities avowed by the respective news media complemented rather than 

contradicted each other. All the nations accepted U.S. hegemony within this order – 

either directly or by legitimizing the supranational authority of Bretton Woods 

institutions “managed” by the United States. Britain assumed a secondary power status, 

with the job of helping the United States manage the hierarchical order. India and 
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Pakistan assumed the subordinate status of nations whose destinies were mostly 

controlled by the powerful nations. And yet, there was scope for dynamism within this 

order. The Indian media, while conceding India’s subordinate status, still aspired to an 

“emerging power” status that would allow the nation some degree of influence and 

control over the destinies of a few other nations. This illustrates the dual nature of 

subjectivity within this order: nations choose to subject themselves to asymmetrical 

relations of power. But because it is ultimately a reflexive process, some nations may 

desire to rise above their station.  

Third, it was the American, British, and Indian media that desired for their nations 

to have power over other nations – but not the Pakistani media. This distinction coheres 

with the normative conceptions of national identity that dominate in these nations. As I 

showed in Chapter 3, the United States, Britain, and India have mostly adhered to a civic 

view of national identity, expressed in liberal and pluralist values that dissociate 

nationalism from ethnicity. But I had also argued their commitment to pluralism is 

ultimately a façade for ethnically-driven imperialist nationalism that perpetually seeks to 

expand and colonize. The empirical analysis presented here supports this thesis. The 

news media of these three nations construct them as a superpower, a secondary power, 

and an emerging power respectively – with the capacity or at least the aspiration to 

control other nations and their destinies. In Pakistan, which explicitly avows an ethnic 

conception, the news media express no such aspirations. 
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UNIPOLARITY 

The neoliberal discourse already begins to indicate a unipolar structure of 

international relations in news texts, with a unitary superpower – the United States – 

whose authority is recognized by other nations. But unipolarity constitutes a discourse in 

itself. Beyond the talk of trade, investment, and economic development, the belief that 

the world is – and ought to remain – unipolar pervades various other domains. In this 

section, I show how a unipolar discourse shaped the national identities of the United 

States, Britain, India, and Pakistan – as constructed by their news media. I argue that 

unipolarity is a belief system that shapes the way the news media conceive of their 

nations, its relations with other nations and even with its own people. It’s a meaning-

making practice that makes particular foreign policy objectives and strategies for 

achieving them normal or natural. 

I base my argument on three kinds of evidence. One, I found explicit references to 

the United States being a superpower with the capacity to do as it pleased and call upon 

other nations to do its bidding – not just in the U.S. media but in the coverage of other 

nations too. Two, the news media in other nations defined their own nations, and their 

status in world affairs, in terms of their degree of intimacy with the hegemon. Three, the 

relationship with the hegemon often – but not always – weakened other forms of 

identification that these nations might be expected to have, such as regional 

identification. 
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United States 

The U.S. news media constructed the United States as a hegemon by naturalizing 

the ideas of American exceptionalism and American universalism. The former meant that 

the United States was like no other nation, while the latter implied that the beliefs upon 

which the United States was built were – or should be – the aspirations of all the nations. 

Although seemingly contradicting each other, these ideas together formed the motivation 

and the justification for American hegemony. Universalism provided the motivation: 

since American beliefs hadn’t already been imbibed by all the nations, America needed to 

take it to them – even if this often required taking extraordinary and illegal actions, such 

as invading other nations or undermining their governments by other means. 

Exceptionalism provided the justification: since America was like no other nation, it – 

and it alone – need not pay any heed to the norms and laws that bound other nations. It 

could effectively do as it pleases. 

Exceptionalism was often invoked by nonchalant references to the United States 

making foreign policies or taking actions that very obviously defy international law – 

actions that few other nations could take. For instance, a Washington Post (2015b) report 

observed, “[T]he United States has backed moderate rebels and supports diplomacy 

aimed at eventually removing the Syrian leader from power.” Trying to remove the head 

of a foreign state is an action that defies international law and disregards the premises 

upon which the international order is built. Few nations do that – fewer still could expect 

to do so without inviting the wrath of the “international community” led by the United 

States. But the United States could, and it did so and talked about it blithely – 
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normalizing American exceptionalism in the process. Indeed, it was the very fact that the 

U.S. media can report such actions as normally as they would report the day’s weather 

that produces this exceptionalism. 

On other occasions, the U.S. media invoked exceptionalism to question policies 

and actions and remind policymakers of what they ought to be doing. An op-ed piece in 

the Wall Street Journal (2015), for instance, observed that that U.S. laws granted federal 

courts with jurisdiction over international terrorism and they even allowed U.S. citizens 

“to assign blame for supporting terrorism, even if politicians are reluctant to do so.” The 

article was arguing in favor of a pro-Israeli foreign aid policy and demanding that the 

U.S. Congress offer no support to the “terrorist”  Palestinians. To do so, though, it 

resorted to reminding the political elite that American courts and even American citizens 

could decide and call for action against people they deemed to be terrorists anywhere in 

the world. 

American exceptionalism was intertwined with American universalism in the 

media coverage. The media suggested that even as the United States stood above the laws 

and regulations governing other nations, the values that made America exceptional would 

benefit all of humanity – and therefore it is America’s duty to spread them far and wide. 

The two most important values that made America exceptional were, of course, 

capitalism and democracy. As noted in the previous section on neoliberalism, the U.S. 

media viewed both these values as two sides of the same coin of  human “freedom” and 

the natural craving of all human beings. America, being the font of such freedom, also 

bore the responsibility of helping people everywhere become free. For instance, a 
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Washington Post (2004) report advised Secretary of State Colin Powel to “use the 

occasion of President Mubarak’s upcoming visit to cement Egypt’s commitment to 

implementing much-needed political and economic reforms. It is in the long-term 

interests of the United States and Egypt that foreign aid be effectively used to help 

establish functioning democratic institutions…” A unipolar discourse thus underpinned 

U.S. news coverage of foreign aid, shaping U.S. national identity as a global hegemon 

and producing a certain view of its rights and responsibilities.  

Although a hegemonic position is one of privilege, the American nation itself is 

ultimately constrained by the expectations imposed by this identity. The materiality of 

American hegemony stems from this identity – and so do its demands. For a hegemon, it 

becomes “natural” to set up military bases around the world and spend ever more on arms 

and ammunition. It doesn’t matter that the nation has more firepower than the rest of the 

world combined, or that there would be no world left to live on if the hegemon actually 

goes ahead and uses even a fraction of its firepower – it still needs more. These choices 

might appear irrational, even idiotic, but the nation collectively keeps on making these 

choices because rationality itself is a function of this identity – an example of what Jones 

(1999) has called “bounded rationality.”  With an economy oriented to providing for its 

hegemonic needs, the nation comes to be run by a military-industrial complex (Roland, 

2007) and the welfare of ordinary citizens becomes a second priority. While the human 

and physical resources of the nation are mobilized to feed the military-industrial 

complex, wealth gaps increase and the bulk of the population suffers as a result. There 
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are only a handful of “winners” – the corporations, the military, and the political class, 

whom Mills (1956) famously called “the power elite.”  

Britain 

The same unipolar discourse was evident in British news coverage of foreign aid 

as well. But it accorded a different identity to Britain – subordinate to the United States 

but also a power in its own right and a “special” U.S. ally and henchman that helped the 

hegemon run the world. News reports commentaries typically approved of British foreign 

policy decisions that were in sync with U.S. foreign policy goals – often for that very 

reason. British “national interest” was considered to be inextricably tied with the 

American interest. Occasionally, when the British government was seen to be wavering 

in its duties towards the hegemon, the news media told it to get back in line. For instance, 

a Financial Times (2009b) article about the Allied war effort in Afghanistan hailed the 

arrival of fresh U.S. troops to the Helmand province, then added: “But President Obama 

had the right to expect more from one of the US’s closest allies, which, along with the 

rest of Europe and the Nato alliance, has a vital interest in his success.”  The article made 

the argument that Britain, too, should be sending more troops to Afghanistan – indeed, it 

was America’s “right” to expect this of Britain. American exceptionalism and 

universalism was thus reconstructed in British media coverage  as well. 

Changes in the political climate did not lead to any significant changes in 

discourse. Indeed, when a Conservative-led alliance, which included the Liberal 

Democrats, replaced Labour in 2010, the news media were at pains to indicate that the 

shift will not – and should not – have any impact on the “special relationship” between 
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Britain and the United States. For instance, an article in Guardian (2010) about new 

Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg’s forthcoming visit to New York to attend a summit 

on the UN’s millennium development goals, observed that Clegg “will also have the 

opportunity of his first official overseas trip as deputy prime minister to make it clear that 

Britain will not leave the US to stand alone.”  

The news media thus routinely defined Britain’s national identity and its role in 

international affairs in terms of its alliance with and utility for the United States. This did 

not mean that the media always backed U.S. policymaking per se. Journalists often 

challenged the wisdom of various U.S. foreign policy decisions – just as they criticized 

many of their own government’s policies. But it was never suggested that Britain 

abrogate its “special relationship.” Instead, the media constructed Britain as America’s 

“moral guide,” a Queen Mother-of-sorts who had herself ruled the world in the past and 

so knew a thing or two about what hegemons should do. For instance, a Financial Times 

(2002a) article on Guantanamo Bay said that Britain had “urged the US to improve its 

treatment of detainees.” The Guardian (2010) article cited above talked about Britain 

having a unique “moral authority” among all rich nations, which it should use to 

influence the United States. Another Guardian (2005) report pointed out “profound 

differences” between Britain and the United States on this issue, but added that there was 

“room for compromise” too. Such articles indicated that identity construction was, after 

all, a reflexive meaning making process – the news media were constantly negotiating the 

precise nature of the nation’s identity and its relationship with other nations. But even the 

fact that differences with the United States were given such significance in media 
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coverage only served to re-emphasize how fundamental this relationship was for Britain 

and its sense of itself and its place in the world. 

The special trans-Atlantic relationship with the United States had another 

implication: it weakened Britain’s identification with Europe. The news media often 

noted that Britain would not, and should not, allow itself to be subsumed into Europe but 

maintain its political and cultural uniqueness. Sometimes, this was evident in reports of 

British policymakers’ stance towards Europe, as in this instance: “[British minister for 

international development] Clare Short today warns Brussels she is considering seizing 

back control of Britain's £700m contribution to Europe’s international aid budget, in 

protest at the squandering of taxpayers’ money on wasteful, politically driven projects” 

(Guardian, 2002a). At other times, the news media themselves censured the political elite 

if they appeared to be getting out of line with this aspect of the British national identity. 

A Sunday Telegraph (2002) column, for instance, accused the Labour government of  

“hand[ing] over most of the budget to the European Union.” Clare Short, the minister for 

international development who was praised in the Guardian article cited above for her 

anti-European stance, now came up for strong criticism as this column noted: “[T]o all 

intents and purposes, Britain no longer has a foreign aid policy … Although we still have 

a Minister for International Development, she has no more real power than the 

Agriculture Minister, whose department is also largely run from Brussels.” The Guardian 

is a left-of-center pro-Labour publication while the Telegraph is right-wing and pro-

Conservative. Their respective support and censure of Short, thus, represented their 

political leanings. But the important thing to note here is that both publications agreed 
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that Britain, as a nation, ought not to be too closely aligned with Europe: support as well 

as censure of the political elite flowed from this shared understanding of British national 

identity. 

The unipolar discourse, thus, deeply influenced British media coverage of foreign 

aid. Like their American counterparts, the British news media constructed a unipolar 

international order and legitimized U.S. hegemony.  They also constructed Britain as a 

secondary power closely aligned with the United States, helping it maintain this order – 

sometimes as a “moral guide.” Although there was a broad sense that the world was 

divided into a “rich” West and a “poor” East, the Western world itself was further 

bifurcated into American and European halves across the Atlantic. In this construction, 

Britain was fantastically deemed to belong to the American rather than the European side, 

defying geography. Such an identification weakened Britain’s affiliation with Europe – 

not being fully integrated into Europe was itself a value constructed into British national 

identity. With such a sense of itself, it was perhaps not surprising that Britain joined the 

European Union but not the continental currency, euro, and ultimately voted to exit the 

EU as well in 2016. 

India 

Like the British media, the Indian media also constructed Indian national identity 

as a U.S. ally. They derived the nation’s self-worth in terms of its intimacy with the 

global hegemon – often in comparison with other nations. However, even as they 

acknowledged India’s subordinate status in the international unipolar order, they also 
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constructed India as an “emerging power” that deserved at least a secondary status in 

world affairs. 

In the neoliberal discourse analyzed earlier, the Indian media had constructed the 

nation as a capitalist New India by othering its own, pre-1990s “socialist” past. The same 

logic was at work in the unipolar discourse too – this time suggesting that unlike Old 

India, New India was a close friend of the United States. As an editorial in The Statesman 

(2010) argued, “India’s emergence as one of the fastest growing economies in the 21st 

century has brought about a dramatic change in the country’s position in the world. This 

has had an inevitable impact on relations with the USA.” As evidence of this change, the 

editorial noted that only three U.S. presidents had visited India in 53 years until the year 

2000; however, “during 2000-10, there were as many as three Presidential visits 

[already]. Barack Obama spent three days in India – his longest stay on a Presidential 

visit to any country.”  As this passage indicates,  even the frequency and duration of U.S. 

presidential visits were taken as a metric signifying the status of a nation in international 

affairs. New India was supposedly better than Old India because American presidents 

now came visiting more often. And New India also supposedly enjoyed a higher status 

vis-à-vis other nations of the world because American presidents stayed here longer. 

U.S. hegemony was indirectly normalized in such articles. Elsewhere, though, the 

Indian media legitimized it in more direct ways – often by indicating that America was 

allowed to do things that other nations were not. For instance, an article in Hindustan 

Times (2001) noted, “The Reagan Doctrine of arming anti-communist ‘freedom fighters’ 

in places such as Afghanistan, Angola, Cambodia and Nicaragua sanctified the doctrine 
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of low-intensity conflict, or LIC.”  The sentence described how a U.S. president flouted 

international law and caused or exacerbated conflicts in various nations by supporting 

anti-government “freedom fighters.” But the legality or morality of such actions was not 

questioned or challenged, indeed the writer sanctified it as the Reagan “Doctrine” – an 

expression imported directly from U.S. media and foreign policy texts that habitually 

normalize the illegal actions of their presidents as “doctrines.” The same article, though, 

went on to challenge Pakistan for arming “terrorists” in Afghanistan and described it as a 

scourge that must be defeated. 

The evolution of Old India into New India was mapped on to the change in world 

history from the Cold War period to the post-Cold War era. Old India, socialist and 

subservient, belonged to the Cold War. It was dead and buried, like the Cold War. In the 

post-Cold War era, capitalist New India was also an influential voice in world affairs – 

and mainly thanks to the “privatization of foreign policy.” As an Economic Times 

(2011b) article argued, “Once the Cold War ended and economic reform began … private 

initiatives spearheaded the transformation of India’s global impact … India’s global 

impact is now driven mainly by private initiatives. Diplomacy buttresses these private 

initiatives, but now plays a supporting rather than leading role.”  

Like the British case, India’s alignment with the United States weakened its 

geographical identification with South East Asia. The nation’s media were at pains to 

deny this identity, often by noting that India was now “better off” than its neighbors.  For 

instance, in the aftermath of the catastrophic 2004 tsunami, the Hindustan Times (2005a) 

wrote, “Unlike in other tsunami-affected countries such as Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Thailand 
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and the Maldives, India’s relief infrastructure kicked into life from Day One … In fact, 

India was the first country to send relief through its navy to Sri Lanka – within hours of 

the debacle – and at least a week before the US marines reached there.” And Hindu 

(2005) quoted the “French right wing daily Le Figaro” as saying: “Overall, India has 

managed the crisis well ... Better, India has used the catastrophe to affirm its status as a 

regional superpower.” 

This was by no means an uncontested discourse. Some articles, for instance, 

pointed out the “costs” of India’s attempt to “improve its global stature.” As an Economic 

Times (2005) editorial noted, “It means tsunami victims would have to make do with less 

than what they could have got.” The editorial also drew attention to the hypocrisy of 

India’s position.  

Having made the acceptance of aid a sign of weakness for 
itself, India has offered aid to its neighbours. The smaller 
neighbours may accept the aid to ease the pressures on their 
people, but they are unlikely to miss the underlying scorn. 
After all, if accepting aid is so demeaning that India cannot 
accept it, why does India expect its neighbours to do so? 

Such articles, however, did not question U.S. hegemony – or India’s willingness 

to accept it. The unipolar discourse thus shaped Indian media’s coverage of foreign aid. 

Indian journalists and media commentators legitimized U.S. global hegemony and 

constructed a dynamic identity for India as a subordinate nation that was nonetheless 

emerging as a power in its own right – a junior partner occupying a secondary position in 

the international hierarchy. As in the British case, unipolarity weakened India’s regional 

identification: the media constructed India as being closer – or at least on its way to being 
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a part of – the “West.” The unipolar discourse was also closely intertwined with the 

neoliberal discourse: it was capitalism that had given birth to New India, and it was 

capitalism that was allowing the nation to flex its muscle even as it inextricably linked its 

destiny to that of the United States.  

Pakistan 

Unipolarity shaped the Pakistani news coverage in ways that were both similar to 

and different from British and Indian media. Like the other nations, the Pakistani media 

also legitimized U.S. hegemony and constructed Pakistan as a subordinate nation but also 

a “valuable ally.” At the same time, Pakistan was constructed as a “Muslim” nation – and 

this identity was often at odds with the unipolar discourse. 

When the United States invaded Afghanistan in 2001 to defeat the Islamist 

Taliban and Al Qaeda in the first leg of its so-called “global war on terror,” the Pakistani 

government agreed to support the U.S. war effort – even though it had previously aided 

the Taliban and Al Qaeda and these organizations had built a presence in Pakistan’s 

north-west frontier region bordering Afghanistan. Pakistani journalists viewed the war on 

terror, and America’s need for Pakistan to conduct this war in Afghanistan, as an 

opportunity for the nation to showcase its importance to the hegemon. News reports were 

typically supportive of the government’s stated policy. If anything, they at times found 

Pakistan was not doing enough to meet American expectations, and urged the political 

and military elite to bring Pakistan’s domestic politics and foreign policymaking more in 

line with American goals. 
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As the war dragged on, a report in the Nation (2009), for instance, quoted 

American general David Petraeus as saying that “[t]he Pakistanis have run out of 

excuses” about their failure to crush Taliban and Al Qaeda militants operating out of 

Northwest Pakistan. It also stated, matter-of-factly, that Petraeus had given Pakistan “two 

weeks” to get its act together. Such reportage took for granted that the U.S. generals 

could dictate policy to the Pakistani government and even issue ultimatums – normalizing 

U.S. hegemony and Pakistan’s subordination. 

Pakistan’s domestic political institutions were deemed to derive their own 

legitimacy from being in the good books of the United States. The same Nation report, 

for instance, added, “Petraeus and senior [U.S.] administration officials believe the 

Pakistan army, led by Chief of Staff Gen Ashfaq Kayani, is ‘superior’ to the civilian 

government.” This affirmation from Petraeus was supposed to make the army look good 

vis-à-vis the civilian government. This occurred in other contexts as well. Between 2007 

and 2009, Pakistan faced a power tussle between the army and the judiciary. The former 

army general and president, Pervez Musharraf, had fired a number of judges two years 

earlier: although he had since been replaced by the elected government of Ali Zardari, the 

judges had not been reinstated. In this context, a Baluchistan Times (2009b) report quoted 

Pakistan’s National Traders Alliance as saying that the “central role of US, UK and Army 

should not be diluted in quelling the judicial and political crisis in Pakistan … UK and 

US are our longtime allies; lat[t]er has served and saved Pakistan many times.” Such 

reportage not only reinforced the significance of allying with the United States for 

Pakistan as a nation, but also attempted to bolster the position of the Pakistan army vis-à-
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vis other domestic political institutions – by dint of its association with the global 

hegemon. 

The unipolar discourse thus deeply influenced how the Pakistani media 

constructed the Pakistani nation. It had an impact on the media’s understanding of what 

Pakistan’s foreign policy should be – and even on how the media perceived domestic 

institutions of power. The media appeared to favor those institutions that were seemingly 

in the good books of U.S. policymakers and generals. But this discourse did not go 

unchallenged. On occasions, the media also challenged U.S. hegemony in direct and 

indirect ways. For instance, foreign aid was criticized as making Pakistan’s foreign policy 

dependent on “donors” – specificially the United States. As one article noted, “[E]xternal 

aid has many faces, the ugliest of them being disguised or undisguised imperialism. It has 

been observed that countries heavily dependent on aid can be de-stabilised economically 

if they refuse to toe the line of their donors” (Business Recorder, 2007). 

The media also constructed Pakistan as a Muslim nation, adding another layer of 

complexity to Pakistan’s identity as a U.S. ally. As I discussed in Chapter 3, Pakistan 

came into being on the basis of the “two-nation theory” that divided British India into 

India for Hindus and Pakistan for Muslims. The Muslim identification came through in 

the Pakistani media’s coverage of foreign aid as well. News reports routinely referred to 

neighboring Muslim-majority states such as Saudi Arabia and Turkey as “brotherly 

nations.” They also kept reminding Pakistan that being “Muslim” was its raison d’etre. 

As one article noted, “Pakistan was built on the basis of poor living conditions of 

Muslims in the Sub-continent … This main objective has not been achieved since its 
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birth.” (Business Recorder, 2006b). At the same time, the United States and its “war on 

terror” was perceived as “anti-Muslim.” This did not align easily with Pakistan’s identity 

as a U.S. ally. For instance, an article about the abuse of Muslim prisoners from Iraq and 

Afghanistan at the U.S. Guantanamo Bay camp observed, “For those fighting on the side 

of the erstwhile Taleban, the Guantanamo report has not only hurt their religious 

sentiments, but also lends itself to the confirmation of their stance that America is anti-

Muslim. And needless to say, it has equally offended Muslims in other parts of the world, 

including Pakistan” (Business Recorder, 2005b). Other articles mentioned attacks on 

Muslims within the United States and instances such as a pastor’s attempt to burn the 

Muslim holy book, Quran, as further evidence that the United States was “anti-Muslim.” 

However, the very salience of such concerns in the media coverage reinforced the 

significance of the relationship with United States when it came to Pakistan’s self-

definition. 

Therefore, like Britain and India, the media in Pakistan legitimized U.S. 

hegemony and sought to construct Pakistan’s own identity as a valuable ally to the global 

superpower. Pakistan’s self-definition, even self-worth, were dependent on how it was 

perceived by the United States and how useful it could prove itself for American foreign 

policy objectives. But there were two differences between Pakistani coverage on the one 

hand and British and Indian media coverage on the other. First, the Pakistani media did 

not seek to construct Pakistan as even a secondary or emerging power – as the British and 

Indian media did, respectively. Pakistani journalists evinced little interest in constructing 

a nation that did, or should, influence other nations. Second, although British and Indian 
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media undermined the regional (European, South Asian) identities of these nations, the 

Pakistani media ascribed a strong regional/Muslim identity to Pakistan. As I discuss 

below, both these differences may well be accounted for by the civic-ethnic dialectic in 

conceptions of national identity.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have presented a critical discourse analysis of the news coverage 

of foreign aid in the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan between 2001 and 2015. 

The CDA led me to identify two broad discourses that underpinned news coverage. These 

were the discourses of neoliberalism and unipolarity. Like the neoliberal discourse 

discussed earlier, the unipolar discourse structured national identity construction in each 

nation’s news media. Four conclusions may be drawn from the analysis. 

First, the identities of different nations were unique but not idiosyncratic. Instead, 

they complemented each other. The news media everywhere constructed a hierarchical 

international order with the United States as the global hegemon. Within this order, each 

nation’s news media tried to construct a subordinate but meaningful position for its own 

nation. For Britain, this was the position of a secondary power that helped the United 

States manage the international order – while also serving as its “moral guide.” The 

Indian media constructed India as an emerging power that had left its socialist past 

behind and, driven by capitalist enterprise, was finally finding its own voice in the 

international arena. The media in Pakistan, meanwhile, were content to construct Pakistan 

as a valuable American ally. Everywhere, the media valued – and vaunted – their nation’s 
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relationship with the global hegemon; they defined the nation and derived its self-worth 

in terms of its intimacy with the hegemon. 

This analysis indicates a dialogical relationship between the “national” and the 

“global.” Many media scholars have long treated the “nation” as the highest level of 

structural and cultural influence on news content (e.g. Hallin & Mancini, 2004). In 

contrast, recent scholarship on media and globalization has noted the emergence of a 

“global news arena” that is “supported by an interlocking cross-national awareness of 

events, in a world further connected by networks of transnational elites, media 

professionals among them, who engage each other through mutually shared 

understandings” (Reese, 2010, p. 5; see also Shoemaker & Reese, 2013). My analysis, 

while supporting the latter view, also underlines the significance of national identity as a 

meaning-making device that makes it possible for media professionals to share 

understandings transnationally or globally. While the world is divided into separate 

nations, the idea of the nation is itself a global idea (Billig, 1995). Understandings of how 

the world works, or should work, are shared globally and they shape news coverage 

across nations – but the world and its operations are still defined in nationalist terms. This 

idea is illustrated further in the next chapter. 

Second, the two discourses – neoliberalism and unipolarity – were closely 

interrelated and produced a hegemonic order of superior, secondary, and subordinate 

nations. Disparities of power were inherent to this construction. The order gave some 

nations the ability to control the capacities and fates of others. Crucially, though, 

subordinate nations willingly acquiesced in their own subordination. Their media 
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themselves constructed subordinate national identities for them – even though, in the case 

of India, they also made the attempt to construct an “emerging power” that was on its 

way to a higher status within the hegemonic order. This was also indicated by topic 

modeling of the entire news corpora, discussed in Chapter 5. This exemplified the dual 

nature of subjectivity within this order: nations chose to subject themselves to 

asymmetrical relations of power. There was scope for movement and change, but only 

within the bounds of the hegemonic order. Ultimately, though, even powerful nations 

were subjects within the order – compelled to perform their own superior or secondary 

power identities, but do so willingly.  

Third, the nature of national identities constructed in media discourses aligned 

with the normative conception of the nation that I discussed in Chapter 3. Drawing on 

extant literature, I had showed that  the United States, Britain, and India have mostly 

adhered to a civic view of national identity, expressed in liberal and pluralist values that 

dissociate nationalism from ethnicity. But I had also argued that their commitment to 

pluralism is ultimately a façade for ethnically-driven imperialist nationalism that 

perpetually seeks to expand and colonize. America’s universalism, derived from its 

supposed commitment to liberal-pluralist ethos; Britain’s multiculturalism, premised on 

the suppression of English nationalism; and India’s secularism, rooted in the relegation of 

Hindu nationalism – are all examples of the ethnic “core” adopting a civic worldview to 

propagate the illusion that the nation belongs to everyone. This chapter suggests that the 

same nations also avow power over other nations in the way their news media construct 

their national identities – in line with the LDA results presented in the preceding chapter. 
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The news media of United States, Britain, and India constructed them as a superpower, a 

secondary power, and an emerging power respectively – with the capacity or at least the 

aspiration to control other nations and their destinies. But in Pakistan, which explicitly 

avows an ethnic conception of national identity, the news media expressed no such 

aspirations. It indicates that a normatively liberal view of national identity corresponds to 

imperialist nationalism: nations that ostensibly suppress a core ethnic identification in 

favor of colonizing other ethnicities within the bounds of the nation also desire to extend 

further and colonize other nations. 

Fourth, both neoliberal and unipolar discourses indicated that newsmaking isn’t 

epiphenomenal to foreign policymaking.  Instead, journalists are reflexive professionals 

who make sense of the social world, of the place of their nation within that world, and of 

its relationships with other nations. They expect these understandings, defined as national 

identity, to be shared by the political elite. The “national interest” doesn’t exist a priori – 

instead, it emerges from these shared understandings of national identity (see also Wendt, 

1999). Journalists champion foreign policies that evidently share these understandings, 

but they also question and challenge policies that don’t appear to do so. This indicates a 

mutually constitutive relationship between newsmaking and policymaking – both are 

meaning-making practices that draw on socially shared understandings present in socially 

circulating discourses. 
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RESULTS 

Chapter 7: Discourses of Nationhood in News Corpora 

 

The practice of national identity construction is premised on the ideology of 

nationhood, the belief that nations are the primary building blocks of social reality 

(Billig, 1995; Laclau, 1990).  While national identity relates to beliefs about particular 

nations in terms of their respective norms, values, and relations with other nations, 

nationhood is the universal belief that our world is “a world of nations” (Skey, 2013) – in 

which nations constitute the most meaningful mode of social organization. It is the belief 

in such a reality that, in turn, necessitates particular nations to construct their unique 

national identities, as without belonging to nations, people cannot meaningfully 

participate in such a reality, but to belong to one nation, those people need to differentiate 

themselves from other nations in terms of their norms, values, and position in the 

international order. Thus, while national identity is particularistic, nationhood is 

universalistic. It is a more fundamental belief than national identity. And even though 

neither belief can exist without the other, it is important to make the ontological 

differentiation between the two. 

In the previous chapter, I looked at how the news media in the United States, 

Britain, India, and Pakistan constructed their respective national identities – and 

distinguished two transnational discourses that shape identity construction in each nation. 

In this chapter, I focus on how the news media in these nations reified nationhood. The 

analytical procedures for critical discourse analysis (CDA) were similar to those followed 
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in the previous chapter. I used the same purposive samples – of all paragraphs that 

included the names of these nations, drawn from the corpora of news articles representing 

the coverage of foreign aid between 2001 and 2015 in each of these nations (see 

Appendix A). The purpose was to identify discourses that produced a view of the world 

in which nations became the primary building blocks of social reality. 

Billig (1995) has argued that nationhood is “banal” – it is reified through 

commonplace references to “this” nation or “that” nation in everyday conversations. But 

providing empirical evidence of the reification of such a banal phenomenon is not 

straightforward and it can easily become tautological. For instance, if I derive a purposive 

sample of paragraphs mentioning the names of particular nations, and then cite the 

presence of those names as evidence of the reification of nationhood, it would be an 

exercise in banality. To avoid this, I focused on two kinds of evidence to study the 

reification of nationhood. One was to look for references to nations in contexts that could 

well be described without recourse to a nationally-oriented language. The other was to 

identify the properties being attributed to nationhood – as opposed to particular nations. 

The analysis also focused on keywords and topics that emerged as salient in topic 

modeling, presented in Chapter 5. 

Following the analysis, I identified four discourses that led to the reification of 

nationhood in the news media of all four nations. In this chapter, I discuss these four 

discourses: naturalization, ontological equivalence, agency, and self-interest. First, the 

news media naturalized the idea of nationhood by describing natural phenomena, natural 

forces, and natural calamities as contained within or defined by national boundaries – 
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even when they very obviously weren’t. Next, the media constructed all kinds of nations 

as ontologically equivalent entities, typically by making comparisons among 

irreconcilably different nations as a matter of routine. Third, they ascribed agency to 

nations – sometimes by giving them all responsibility for their action, sometimes by 

blaming them for their situations with little regard to historical or structural contexts that 

created those situations. Finally, the news media reified nationhood by treating national 

self-interest as a paramount concern – a motivation to justify all policies and the reason 

behind all actions. 

NATURALIZATION 

Naturalization refers to treating social phenomena as natural – thereby 

representing them as authentic or “real” rather than socially constructed and 

delegitimizing questions about their ascribed facticity. Nations don’t exist in nature. 

National boundaries are political boundaries, made by human beings and a relatively 

recent phenomenon in human history. In this section, I look at how the news media in the 

United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan naturalized nations. I found two kinds of 

evidence for this discourse of naturalization. One was the suggestion that natural forces – 

such as earthquakes, floods, and tsunamis – were national in character: like citizens, such 

phenomena also belonged to nations and could be delimited by national boundaries. The 

other was reference to nations and national boundaries – or their lack – in contexts where 

they were unnecessary. I also discuss how the naturalization of nationhood contributed to 

reinforcing relations of power among nations. 
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The U.S. media routinely qualified earthquakes, floods, and hurricanes by the 

name of the nation within whose boundaries they occurred. When these disasters did not 

respect national boundaries, which was often, news reports would name all the nations 

affected by them – thus suggesting that these natural phenomena somehow had a national 

character. For instance, a New York Times (2005) report about a massive “Pakistan-India 

quake” in 2005 noted, “The quake, centered on the disputed province of Kashmir, was 

the strongest in the area in a century and the worst natural disaster to befall Pakistan since 

its formation in 1947.” The quake, a natural phenomenon, had hit a geographic region 

and not a nation. Yet, the report described it as befalling “Pakistan.”  

In addition, the report described Kashmir as a “disputed” province – referring to 

the long-standing conflict over the drawing of national boundaries between India and 

Pakistan. This political dispute had little relevance in such a context, but the report made 

it to be somehow related to the quake. Such reportage indicated a worldview in which 

every piece of land had to be neatly demarcated into a class of social categories called 

“nations” – so that descriptions of all phenomena, natural or otherwise, could follow a 

consistent ontological order. Operating within this worldview, when the news media 

came across a territory whose nationality was unsettled, they felt obliged to make note of 

its “disputed” status – even though it had no relevance in that context. 

By disaggregating the incidence of natural phenomena into “nations” affected by 

them, the news media also constructed a worldview in which every nation was deemed 

individually responsible for “its part” of the disaster and expected to do deal with that 

part on its own. It could, however, receive help – in the form of foreign aid – from rich 
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“nations” and become indebted to them in the process. For example, an article in the 

Britain’s Telegraph (2012b) newspaper reported that Prime Minister David Cameron 

“said it is in Britain’s interest to give aid to countries such as Somalia ‘to make sure 

countries don’t break down and we don’t suffer from problems of … climate change.’” In 

this instance, the problem of climate change was recognized as global in scope, but 

individual nations such as Somalia were expected to deal with it qua nations. Britain, or 

other rich nations, could offer help – but as the report explicitly noted, they would only 

be helping themselves by doing so. 

But it wasn’t just the media of rich nations: the same discourse of naturalization 

was evident in the Indian media as well. Articles describing natural disasters as “India” 

abounded. One report carried the headline, “India, world leader in natural disasters” 

(Times of India, 2006). Although gloomy, such reports subliminally suggested that India, 

too, was a natural phenomenon – as were other nations of the world (whom India 

ostensibly led in terms of the incidence of natural disasters). But these reports had 

another implication too. The Hindustan Times (2008), while referring to a 2004 Indian 

Ocean tsunami that took thousands of lives across 14 nation, observed that it was not 

India’s first natural disaster of such proportions, nor would it be the last. Urging the 

government to be better prepared to deal with such disasters, the article added: “India 

needs to firm up its ‘rising power’ pride by actions that signify that it can ‘do it alone.’” 

Thus, the Indian media not only used natural disasters to naturalize nationhood, but they 

further employed this reification to substantiate India’s national identity as an “emerging 

power” – discussed in the previous chapter in more detail. 
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The discourse of naturalization also prevailed in the Pakistani media. Natural 

disasters were viewed as “opportunities” that would allow the nation to come together 

and be able to respond as a nation – thus reinforcing its nationhood. For instance, an 

article in Pakistan Observer (2010) claimed that “the deaths and destruction spread by 

2010 monsoon and floods [in Pakistan] has surpassed records of last eighty to hundred 

years.” There was no “Pakistan” eighty to hundred years before 2010. But in suggesting 

that there, in fact, had been a Pakistan before 1947, the report accorded a timelessness to 

the nation – yet another form of naturalization. 

The news media in all four nations thus naturalized nationhood – not just of their 

own particular nations but of nations as an ontological category. They constructed a 

world in which every part of the world and all its natural phenomena had always 

belonged to nations and could be qualified in national terms. Besides the reification of 

nation, another upshot of this discourse was that every nation bore the responsibility of 

dealing with “its part” of these natural phenomena. For poor nations, this typically meant 

taking the “help” of richer nations – thus becoming indebted to them and perpetuating 

their subjugation. In subordinate nations, the media also viewed these challenges as 

opportunities to strengthen the national bond or – in the Indian case – to showcase the 

nation’s new-found status as an emerging power within the comity of nations. 

Naturalization thus also contributed to deepening power asymmetries among nations. 

ONTOLOGICAL EQUIVALENCE 

Comparison between two or more objects are intuitively premised on the 

assumption that those objects, while differing in some regards, belong to the same class 
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of objects and are ontologically equivalent to each other. Apples, for instance, are 

axiomatically compared with apples – not oranges. Making comparisons can, in turn, 

imply that objects being compared must be ontologically equivalent to one another. In 

other words, the act of comparison can suggest that two or more objects exist on an equal 

footing – even when they may in fact be fundamentally different from each other and 

their relationship may be highly asymmetrical. 

In this section, I show that the news media in the four nations reified nationhood 

by making comparisons among all kinds of nations in all sorts of contexts. This, I argue, 

has the effect of implying that all nations are fundamentally equal – and that nationhood 

somehow bestows equality upon peoples and societies all over the world by rendering 

their differences irrelevant. This, of course, is not true – nations are in fact imbricated in 

highly unequal relationships within a hegemonic and hierarchical international order. I 

further argue that the illusion of equality that nationhood bestows provides subordinate 

nations with the motivation to participate in the international order – even though it 

paradoxically leads to their subjugation. Subordinate nations thus become complicit in 

their own subjection. 

U.S. news reports often made comparisons between the United States and 

particular nations – as well as among nations in general – in a range of political, 

economic, and social contexts. Consider, for example, this passage in the New York 

Times (2015): 

Different countries have relative economic strengths. The 
United States fosters innovation, China excels at 
production, but Haiti barely participates in the global 
economy. Yet as a low-wage country close to the world’s 
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largest consumer market, it offers advantages. Shipping 
goods from Haiti is a bargain because containers importing 
humanitarian aid often leave here empty. Its annual exports 
are about a third of neighboring Jamaica and less than half 
of its African cousins Mali and Senegal. 
 

The article compared the specific ways in which the United States, China, and 

Haiti participated in the global economy. Although it recognized that each nation was 

unique, the comparison was still built on an assumption that all nations were 

fundamentally similar entities that made their comparison meaningful. But Haiti’s 

population is a tiny fraction of China’s – smaller than many of China’s towns and cities. 

Its economy is a minuscule fragment of the United States. By dint of being a “nation,” 

however, Haiti gets to be counted alongside the United States and China. The report thus 

constructed ontological equivalence among these nations. In doing so, it also suggested 

that nationhood bestowed ontological equality to all societies. As a nation, Haitians could 

be spoken of in the same breath as the much bigger and more powerful United States  and 

China. 

At the same time, nationhood came laden with expectations. Haitians, as a nation, 

were expected to do what all nations did – participate in a neoliberal trade regime. They 

were expected to perform some specific function – perhaps serve as a port for shipping 

goods, as this article suggested – to make the trade regime function smoothly. It’s a 

regime controlled by the governments of and institutions created by Europe and North 

America, specifically the United States – and it primarily serves the interests of the elites 

within these societies. Little Haiti has very little say in how international trade is run and 

can never hope to have any meaningful influence over it. Yet, as a nation, it is not simply 
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obligated to participate in it but also do so willingly – because such participation is 

constructed into the meaning of nationhood. 

A similar discourse prevailed in British media. For instance, a Guardian (2003) 

report arguing for more aid to Malawi, a tiny nation in southeastern Africa, compared its 

health service with that of Britain – providing details of the number of HIV patients, 

percentage of doctors, and health spending budgets in the two nations. Such a 

comparison, while outlining the differences in HIV prevalence and health spending 

between the two nations, was nonetheless premised on an underlying supposition that 

they could, in fact, be similar – for only then would these differences become meaningful 

and imply that action ought to be taken to close the gap. However, Malawi is one of the 

smallest nations in Africa and was once a part of Britain’s empire in Africa. The limited 

natural and human resources at its disposal today, indeed its very existence as an “nation” 

– separated from neighboring “nations” such as Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Mozambique – 

is the result of British colonial policies that served British interests and made it as rich 

and powerful as it is today. Colonialism may have ended in 1964, but this history 

continues to bear upon Malawi’s economics – including its health services and the 

incidence of AIDS in the nation. It is further constrained by an international political 

economy in whose running Malawi has no say whatsoever – unlike Britain. It is quite 

obvious, then, that owing to these differences in size and station, Malawi simply cannot 

have health spending levels that are comparable to Britain. And yet, the news article 

supposed that Malawi could, in principle, match Britain in this regard – based on the 

logic that both are “nations.” 
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HIV figures are just one metric. Malawi lags behind on scores of such metrics 

when compared with Britain or a number of other nations. Such comparisons oblige 

Malawi to receive financial aid from Britain, which in turn imposes conditions that are 

typically meant to “reform” Malawi’s political and economic structure in a way that suits 

the international neoliberal regime. Malawi cannot say no to such an eventuality – 

indeed, as a nation, Malawi wants aid to improve the lives of its people; it wants to 

undergo structural reformation to start moving from underdeveloped to developed status. 

Simultaneously, Britain too is obliged – and wants – perform its role as a neoliberal 

vanguard, do what it must to ensure the ongoing reproduction of the neoliberal order. 

The Indian media, too, often compared the Indian nation on global scales. For 

instance, a Times of India (2002) article compared India with other nations on the 

production of tobacco and the diseases that accrued from its consumption, showing a 

positive correlation between the two. It said, “By 2020, the largest number of deaths due 

to tobacco-related disease will be reported from India” India, however, also has the 

world’s second largest population, which means all these numbers can be expected to be 

high when compared in gross terms with other nations. The report didn’t even make per 

capita comparisons – implying that nationhood bestowed equivalence to all nations, that 

nations, qua nations, were comparable with each other irrespective of the gross 

differences among them. Such gross comparisons between India and other nations were 

made routinely, and on a global scale. 

Pakistan’s media typically compared it with its own neighbors and other poor 

nations. For instance, the Business Recorder (2010) quoted a macroeconomist as saying 
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that “the investment level stood in the range of 18 percent of GDP in Pakistan compared 

to India’s 27 percent and China’s 40 percent, resulting in Pakistan lagging behind for 

achieving sustained economic growth.” Another article, in the Nation (2013), noted that 

“In industry and services sectors, Pakistan’s labour productivity is 31 percent and 35 

percent of the world; yet, the situation worsens in the services sector once compared to 

India, Malaysia, China and Rwanda.” As these examples show, comparisons often 

highlighted how poorly Pakistan was performing in particular areas – suggesting that the 

government carry out structural reforms or bring changes in policy to address the gaps. 

At times, comparisons were made with industrialized nations as well – but they mostly 

carried an inherent expectation that such nations – being “developed” – would naturally 

be better off than Pakistan. For instance: “Pakistan tax to GDP ratio is woefully 

inadequate at 9 per cent as compared to the other Asian economies of the region such as 

Sri Lanka at 17 per cent, India 19 per cent, China 21 per cent and Malaysia 15.5 per cent 

and if we see the Europeans they are beyond 30 per cent” (Business Recorder, 2013). 

The news media in all four nations thus made comparisons among nations that 

largely disregarded fundamental historical and structural differences among them. In 

doing so, they implied that all nations were ontologically equivalent. They all belonged to 

the same class of objects and, as such, the apparent differences among them were 

ultimately irrelevant. They also implied that nationhood bestowed such equivalence 

among them – by being a nation, a group of people becomes comparable to every other 

group. This, of course, couldn’t be farther from the truth. Such a constructed view of 

reality makes all peoples, especially the weakest, value their nationhood – and thus 



	 146 

subject themselves to an international structure whose norms and practices are, 

paradoxically, hierarchical. 

AGENCY 

From a normative perspective, agency is a social subject’s ability to make choices 

and take actions that are not determined by structural factors. It is the practice of free 

will, and evidence that a subject is fundamentally “independent” of other subjects that 

together constitute the social structure within which it is embedded. In this section, I 

show that the news media reify nationhood by ascribing agency to nations – thus 

implying that they are independent social entities whose capacities and fates are not 

determined by others. I further argue that such agency is illusory, but because people 

value their agency, they also come to value their nationhood. They thus choose to 

participate in an international order that is, paradoxically, hierarchical and becomes the 

reason for their subordination. In doing so, I draw on the poststructural critique of the 

normative view of agency, which contends that even if social subjects have the ability to 

make choices, they choose to subject themselves to a (hierarchical) structure because 

their social existence, indeed their very subjectivity, emanates from and makes sense 

within that structure (Butler, 1997).  I found two kinds of evidence for this discourse. In 

some instances, the media explicitly ascribed agency to nations by talking of nations 

“doing” things. In others, the media coverage assumed – and implied – that nations 

possessed agency by noting that particular nations ought to perform certain actions, 

disregarding historical and structural constraints over which those nations had little 

control. 
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A Deseret Morning News (2005) column, also cited in the last chapter, argued 

that poverty among “Third World” nations had little to do with their history of 

colonialism. It recommended that these nations adopt wholesale capitalism, along the 

lines of other former colonies such as the United States, to become prosperous. This 

article assumed that all nations were created equal; their governments simply needed to 

make the right choices to become prosperous like “First World” nations. Alongside, it 

helpfully pointed out what those right choices were:  economic restructuring to facilitate 

privatization, free trade, and Western investment. 

Reports on international climate change negotiations in the U.S. media were 

another good example of this discourse. As one Washington Post (2010) article noted, 

Mr. Obama promised that the United States would cut its 
greenhouse emissions 17 percent below 2005 levels by 
2020, and he committed the United States to assist 
developing countries in adapting to global warming and 
greening their economies. Other major polluters also 
committed to explicit emissions reductions and offered 
foreign aid. China and other developing nations gave 
ground on international monitoring, reporting and 
verification of their carbon-cutting efforts – critical to any 
solution to this global problem. 
 

Such reports, while recognizing climate change as a “global” problem, in fact 

treated climate change as an “international” one, where the onus of taking action lied 

with individual nations. There are crucial differences between these two approaches. A 

global approach would recognize that the problem of climate change exists mainly 

because Western nations, which started industrializing as early as the 18th century, have 

been polluting the climate for centuries. So-called Third World nations, on the other 

hand, began industrializing only in the last century. They have become heavy polluters 
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today because they are trying to achieve high levels of industrialization, typically for 

much larger populations, in a very short span of time. (And they don’t have the benefit of 

exploiting other nations’ resources to speed things up, like Western colonizers did.) 

Recognizing these historical and structural factors behind climate change, a global 

approach would favor solutions such as technology transfers from First World to Third 

World nations (Rong, 2010) – reducing their need to develop these technologies on their 

own, which leads to enormous levels of carbon emission from these nations. However, an 

international approach, such as the one adopted by the U.S. news media, neglects 

historical and structural factors and treats all nations as equal – and individually 

responsible for their respective levels of carbon emission. Rich, industrialized nations 

may “help out” poor, industrializing nations in this approach – and garner brownie points 

for “rescuing” negotiations in the process, as Obama did in the passage cited above. But 

ultimately, each nation – as an agent – is expected to take its own actions to deal with “its 

part” of global carbon emissions. But agency came with accountability – and the U.S. 

media also urged their political elite to “punish” nations that didn’t do their part for 

reducing carbon emissions by holding back aid or through other means: reproducing the 

hierarchy among nations that underlining the fact that, ultimately, subordinate nations did 

not possess agency. 

The British media similarly ascribed nationhood with agency. In a world made up 

of nations, it was nations that  would “do” things – good or bad. A Financial Times 

(2002b) report, for instance, said: “The United States, Britain, Australia, Japan, 

Switzerland and South Africa are the only countries to respond to the WFP’s [World 
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Food Program’s] food appeal launched last year.”  And the Telegraph (2002) noted, in an 

article about Iran, that “the country wooed by Britain is threatening the unity of 

Afghanistan by its support for the formidable Ismail Khan … The Iranians have also 

maintained their anti-Israeli stance, strengthening the links between their protégé, 

Hizbollah, and Palestine Islamic Jihad, Hamas and elements of Fatah.” Nations were thus 

supposed to be performing all kinds of actions in the international arena. 

News reports also recognized differences among nations. For instance, an article 

arguing for more aid to Afghanistan noted, “Afghanistan is a completely different case 

from Germany, France and Britain in the late 1940s … Many Afghans live in conditions 

which have not been seen in Europe for centuries” (Guardian, 2002b). The upshot of this 

comparison was that Afghanistan was, in the present time, not able to take actions like 

European nations – and therefore needed foreign aid so as to be able to become an agent, 

as the European nations also had. 

However, articles arguing against foreign aid also made the same assumption – 

that nations were supposed to have agency. The only differed over how nations came to 

possess such agency, and indicated that nations should be allowed to do it on their own. 

The Telegraph newspaper, for instance, was critical of the 2005 Live Aid initiative, 

which encouraged rich nations to be more generous towards poor nations. One article 

quoted Britain’s chief scientist, Sir David King, as saying that “[t]he focus on poverty 

and alleviating directly poverty through hand-outs is not a way forward. We have proved 

that in the last 50 years” (Telegraph, 2005). Instead, King suggested that African nations 



	 150 

should develop their capabilities themselves: it was the only way for them to reduce 

poverty. 

Indian and Pakistani media also reified nationhood by ascribing agency to nations 

– especially their own nations. This was evident in the discourse on naturalization of 

nationhood discussed earlier in this chapter, where journalists saw the nation’s ability to 

battle and defeat forces of nature on their own as evidence of these societies deserving to 

be “nations.”  But there were other indications too. For instance, the Indian media made it 

a point to argue that  the inflow of aid into India was not significant enough to make the 

nation dependent on others. As a Hindustan Times (2005b) report noted, “For a 

mammoth economy like India’s, aid efficiency has to be geared towards quality and 

selective use – where foreign aid acts as a catalyst or a stimulant for growth and not a 

dependency-inducing drug.”  

The focus of media attention was India’s aid outflow program – and what it meant 

for the nation’s position and international stature. This was particularly obvious in the 

aftermath of the 2004 tsunami. One report observed, “Just after it turned down foreign 

aid, India has joined hands with the US, Australia and Japan to coordinate relief for the 

tsunami-ravaged countries in south and south-east Asia” (Times of India, 2004) – 

indicating an elevation in the nation’s status from aid receiver to aid donor. This 

elevation of status was deemed to be confirmed a few months later, when it was reported 

that India was “rushing 25 tonnes of relief materials to parts of the US devastated by 

Hurricane Katrina” (Hindustan Times, 2005c). Nothing could corroborate India’s 

“emerging power” status better than the fact that it was now providing aid to the 
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hegemon itself, and the newspaper report called this “a significant turnaround from the 

days when it accepted foreign aid to cope with natural disasters.” Thus, even as the 

Indian news media ascribed agency to Indian nationhood, they also reconstructed New 

India – the aid donor – by distancing it from Old India – the aid receiver. Of course, the 

reality was that New India was still a net receiver of aid, in fact one of the world’s 

biggest recipients of natural disaster relief and rehabilitation in the preceding two decades 

(Times of India, 2006).  

The Pakistani media often urged Pakistan to eschew its dependence on other 

nations. A Nation (2010) article, for instance, quoted Dr. Abdul Qadeer Khan, the 

scientist who led Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program, as saying that “the aim of 

becoming a nuclear state was to reject world’s dominance and to start a journey of 

country’s development and stability under the supremacy of Allah Almighty.” 

Dependence on aid was also viewed as a constraint on “independent foreign policy” 

(Business Recorder, 2007). But several articles, supportive of foreign aid, also based their 

advocacy on the grounds that aid allowed Pakistan to develop at a fast clip and establish a 

place and a role for itself in international affairs. 

The news media in all four nations thus ascribed agency to nations and reified 

nationhood in the process. The U.S. and British media, confident of the agency of their 

own nations, mostly ascribed agency to other nations – poor nations in particular – and 

simultaneously added that these nations must be responsible and held accountable for 

their respective actions. Alongside, they ascribed their own nations with the capacity to 

hold other nations accountable and punish them too – revealing that the ascription of 
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agency was ultimately a fib, meant to make other nations participate in the hegemonic 

international order. It wasn’t an unsuccessful fib though: Indian and Pakistani media also 

constructed nations as agents, focusing on ascribing agency to their own respective 

nations. They thus showed that they valued agency – and valued nationhood because it 

bestowed them with agency and an illusory sense of independence and free will. 

Ironically, this in turn became the reason for their subjection. 

SELF-INTEREST 

A fourth feature of nationhood that emerged from the analysis of news coverage 

was the preponderance of national self-interest. There was no policy – including mass 

murder – that couldn’t be justified in the name of national interest. No concern, practical 

or ethical, could stand in the way of doing what was deemed to be necessary in the 

national interest. Even the human interest, or responsibilities that might accrue from us 

belonging to the common species of human beings, did not matter in the face of the 

national interest. At the same time, all policies were also required to be justified as being 

in the national interest, or there would be no point in forming or implementing them. 

National interest was thus deemed to be a necessary as well as sufficient reason for 

policymaking. With the interests of the nation enjoying such an overriding significance, 

the news coverage implied that the nation was every individual citizen’s most important 

identification. Being a nation and maintaining nationhood therefore was and ought to be a 

society’s, and its members’, foremost existential motivation. By according such a 

preponderant value to the national interest, the news media thus reified nationhood as the 

primary building blocks of social reality. 
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In this section, I discuss how the news media in the United States, Britain, India 

and Pakistan ascribed such preponderance to the national interest. I found two kinds of 

evidence for this. One was the explicit justification of particular policies as being in the 

national interest, a justification that would typically prohibit any further discussion of 

whether it was a good policy or not. The second was the mostly implicit suggestion that 

in situations where the national interest appeared to clash with the human interest, the 

former was paramount. 

The U.S. news media often explicitly referred to the “American interest” as the 

basis of all foreign policymaking – including policies that blatantly defied international 

laws and norms and undermined the human interest. A Boston Globe (2012) column, on 

challenges facing the Obama administration in the Middle East, talked about President 

Jimmy Carter’s approach – the “Carter Doctrine” – as the foundation of all U.S. foreign 

policymaking vis-à-vis the region since the 1970s. “Because of the importance of oil, 

security in the Persian Gulf would henceforth be considered a fundamental American 

interest,” it said, explaining the genesis of the Carter Doctrine (my italics). Then, 

describing how the Doctrine had shaped policy actions, the article noted that United 

States had committed itself to using “all necessary means, including military force,” to 

establish “hegemony over the Gulf.” It had “elevate a crowded and contested Middle 

Eastern shipping lane to nearly the same status as American territory.” The article went 

on to compare the Carter Doctrine with the Truman Doctrine, under which the United 

States had established hegemony over European security following World War II. 
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So the article explicitly accepted Carter’s justification of American hegemony 

over the Middle East, as well as Europe, by taking recourse to the “American interest.” 

The fact that such a foreign policy not only flew in the face of international law but also 

America’s own professed values of freedom and democracy, was deemed to be irrelevant. 

The likelihood that the Carter Doctrine may have contributed to destabilizing the region 

and led to multiple conflicts and the loss of countless lives was not even considered as a 

counter-argument to such policymaking. Even the possibility that this doctrine may have 

initiated the chain of events that led to the 9/11 terrorist attacks – and thus ultimately 

proved not to be in the American interest – was not discussed. As long as the policy, or 

policy recommendation, could be tied to the “national interest,” it was deemed legitimate, 

necessary, and unquestionable. 

So much so that, at times, the news media won’t even attempt to find out why 

something was in the national interest. A New York Times (2002) article, for instance, 

reported a U.S. official as saying the President Bush “would waive, in the interest of 

national security, the certification of North Korean compliance [to a bilateral nuclear 

accord] that Congress now requires.”  There was no effort to explain how such a waiver 

was in the national interest – the term was effectively a mantra that could be invoked to 

prohibit any contestation. 

At the same time, when the media didn’t agree with a particular policy, they 

would rely on the national interest argument to challenge the administration. A news 

article that differed with the Obama administration on aid to Afghanistan, quoted an 

“expert in Afghan reconstruction” as saying that that “tribal and ethnic friction,” rather 
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than poverty and lack of development, were the causes of conflict in that country (Wall 

Street Journal, 2011). It argued that giving more aid to Afghanistan therefore didn’t serve 

the American interest, specifically American security interest. Crucially, the article did 

not suggest that such aid went against the American interest – simply that since it didn’t 

serve the national interest, there was no point in continuing with the policy. Therefore, 

the national interest was not only a sufficient but also supposed to be a necessary 

justification for policymaking. Similarly, during the Bush administration, a commentator 

on a television show argued:  “Before we start giving foreign aid to other countries... this 

is not – this is the United States. We are here to defend 50 states in the union first and 

foremost” (CNN, 2004). The U.S. news media thus often took recourse to the “national 

interest” for  questioning foreign policy. This, of course, was in addition to the reliance 

on discourses of national identity for justifying or questioning policymaking – as 

discussed in the previous chapter. 

A similar discourse of national interest shaped British news coverage of foreign 

aid. Britain is among the more generous donors of aid (OECD, 2016). Opinion within the 

nation, however, remains divided over the prudence of this policy. In the news coverage, 

both sides made their arguments with reference to the national interest. One article, for 

instance, quoted an official as saying, “Helping those most in need is both morally right 

and in our national interest. Aid is not only from Britain, it is for Britain – stopping drug 

trafficking, terrorism and unchecked migration, before it reaches our shores” (Western 

Mail, 2011). Another article supporting foreign aid featured an interview with the 

country’s international development secretary, Andrew Mitchell, who said that aid 
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spending “would be concentrated on war-torn countries to increase Britain’s security” 

(Times, 2011). But the “national interest” was also the reason why many articles 

expressed opposition to Britain’s aid program. One article, arguing for more spending on 

defense than aid, observed: “The defence of the United Kingdom and its Overseas 

Territories is a vital national interest. Aid to the likes of India and Pakistan are definitely 

not” (Telegraph, 2012c). 

Beyond the debate over foreign aid, various other issues were also viewed by the 

British media through the prism of national interest. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

there was a strong sentiment in the news coverage that Britain should plight its troth to 

the United States and ditch Europe in the process. Votaries of such an approach often 

justified their views on the basis of the national interest. But there was also a view that, 

with Europe weakening, Britain could play a more active leadership role within the 

Union. As the Guardian (2009) said, the country, therefore, had “a strong national interest 

in building up the EU.” 

In the Indian media too, all kinds of policies – from dealing with the threat of 

Islamist terrorism to actions against civil society groups that protested capitalist 

“development” projects – were justified or questioned with recourse to the national 

interest. For instance, multiple reports and commentaries either praised diplomatic and 

military actions against Pakistan or urged the government to be more aggressive in its 

Pakistan policy – because, after all, “national security” was at stake. In numerous reports, 

Pakistan was identified as an existential threat, and therefore any policy or action that 

was anti-Pakistan was automatically deemed to be in India’s national interest. 
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A Hindu nationalist government, which came to power in 2014, cracked down on 

civil society organizations ranging from pro-environment NGOs to those working on 

inter-faith relations. While reporting these actions, the media would specify the particular 

reasons of each case, but ultimately everything was justified in the national interest. For 

instance, the Times of India (2015b) reported that the Prime Minister Narendra Modi had 

derogatorily referred to social workers as “five-star activists” and his government had 

intervened against organizations including Greenpeace India, Ford Foundation, and an 

NGO promoting peace between Hindus and Muslims. It explained: “[O]fficials say they 

are increasingly viewing these organizations through the prism of national security.” No 

further questions were asked, and little concern was expressed about the human interest 

work that would be halted as a result of the crackdown on these organizations. 

Even under the previous regime of the supposedly liberal Congress party, the 

same newspaper had reported, “a demand was raised by members in the Upper House [of 

Parliament] that the Centre [federal government] should put in place a strong surveillance 

network to monitor inflow of foreign funds to such organizations, besides creating a 

database [of these organizations] in the interest of national security” (Times of India, 

2012). The very mention of national security or national interest was thus expected to put 

an end to all debate. Reporters rarely questioned this justification or asked officials to 

explain how such organizations may be endangering national security: they simply 

presumed, and expected their readers as well to unquestioningly accept, that if national 

security was at stake, the government had little choice but to act in the manner it did. 
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The Pakistani media, too, both supported and challenged the decisions of the 

political elite depending on whether or not they were in the “national interest.” Quite 

often, the Pakistani national interest was defined as thwarting India and its supposed 

plans to undermine Pakistan. As a Pakistan Observer (2009a) report said, “Islamabad … 

needs to adopt a foreign policy that protects all its interests in the region including 

stopping west and India from meddling in Baluchistan to undermine Pakistan’s security 

and trade interests.” Relations with other nations and the desirability of foreign aid, too, 

was assessed in terms of national interest. A Business Recorder (2009) article on the 

Kerry-Lugar Bill, a proposal in the U.S. Congress to provide substantial non-military aid 

to Pakistan, quoted a former Pakistani governor as saying that “undoubtedly American 

(sic) is a super power and it is in our national interest to have friendly relations with her.” 

Meanwhile another article, after interviewing another political leader, noted, “In his view 

the Kerry-Lugar bill is dangerous for the country’s integrity and solidarity … He 

observed that the federal government’s internal and external policies were against 

national interests” (Pakistan Observer, 2009b). 

News reports about Afghan refugees living in Pakistan perhaps even better 

illustrated the reification of nationhood through emphasis on national interest. The 

borders between Pakistan and Afghanistan, drawn by British colonizers, are extremely 

porous. Not only are both countries predominantly Muslim but several tribes and even 

families have members on either side of the border. These religious, tribal, and filial ties 

predate the “national”  border by centuries. And yet, the Pakistani news media reinforced 

the sanctity of the national border by arguing that Afghan refugees – who were forced 
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into Pakistan because of a war for which Pakistan was itself partly responsible – ought to 

be sent back. Many reports supported government efforts to close down refugee camps in 

border areas, others insisted that the government take more active measures to push them 

out of Pakistan. These reports didn’t explicitly invoke the “national interest,” but by 

calling refugees a burden on Pakistan and a concern for its security, they reified 

Pakistan’s nationhood – delimited by the borders drawn by its colonial masters – and 

deemed it to have preponderance over human interests and ethical considerations. 

Ultimately, the discourse of national interest was a dehumanizing discourse that 

legitimized the sanctity of artificially created borders at the cost of human dignity, human 

relations, and human lives. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have used CDA to identify four discourses that led to the 

reification of nationhood in the U.S., British, Indian, and Pakistani media: naturalization, 

ontological equivalence, agency, and self-interest. First, the news media naturalized the 

ideology of nationhood by describing natural phenomena, natural forces, and natural 

calamities as contained within or delimited by national boundaries even when they 

weren’t – and using references to nations in contexts where they had little relevance. 

Second, the media constructed all nations as ontologically equal entities by making 

comparisons among nations as a matter of routine, ignoring vast historical, structural, and 

physical differences among them. Third, they ascribed agency to nations – sometimes by 

giving them all responsibility for their actions, sometimes by blaming them for their 

situations – again with little regard to historical or structural contexts that created those 
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situations. Finally, the news media reified nationhood by treating national self-interest as 

a paramount concern – a motivation to justify all policies and the reason behind all 

actions. They privileged the national interest even over the human interest. Human ties 

and human lives were deemed to count for little – what really mattered was the nation 

and its needs. Nationhood was thus ultimately a dehumanizing ideology. 

The analysis leads to four broad conclusions. First, like the discourses of national 

identity discussed in the previous chapter, the discourses of nationhood are also 

transnational and possibly global in scope. I found the same discourses evident in the 

news media of all four nations. This bolsters one of the conclusions reached in the 

previous chapter – that there exists a dialogical relationship between “national” and 

“global.” Even though media institutions in every nation are putatively independent of 

each other, their news coverage shares transnational and global discourses. At the same 

time, the idea of the nation continues to serve as a meaning-making device. Journalists 

understand the world by classifying it, in its entirety, into “national” entities, situating 

themselves within these entities, and observing the world from that vantage point. In turn, 

their coverage reflects this worldview in some fundamental ways and perpetuates the idea 

that our world is “a world of nations” (Skey, 2013). 

Second, hegemonic relationships are inscribed into the very fabric of a nationally-

oriented social reality. The news media construct nations as individualized “beings” and 

simultaneously specify the ways in which each nation is supposed to meaningfully 

contribute to the functioning of the international order. Nationhood thus comes with the 

responsibility of meeting the specified expectations, and nations that don’t meet these 
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expectations could be held accountable and even punished. The responsibility of 

disciplining and punishing, or what Foucault (1977) called disciplinary power, is also 

accorded to specific nations – the United States in particular, followed by rich and 

developed nations from Europe such as Britain. These nations thus come to occupy 

legitimized positions of power while the rest are subordinated and effectively at their 

mercy. From a Foucauldian perspective, the international order comes to resembles an 

incarceral society, where authorities design and maintain law and order and penalize 

errant behavior – and they do so legitimately. 

Third, the discourses of nationhood also tell us why subordinate nations willingly 

accede to this hegemonic international order. The order affords them an illusory sense of 

equality and agency, which they value. By belonging to nations, people everywhere can 

view themselves as being similar to all other peoples and even possessing the free will to 

decide their own fates. This gives people, especially the weakest among them, the 

motivation to maintain the international order and comply with its norms and practices. 

These norms and practices, paradoxically, lead to their subjugation. Ultimately, though, 

even the powerful nations are subjected to the order – their agency, too, is curtailed by 

the responsibilities they are supposed to shoulder in this order. The United States, as a 

nation, cannot help but act like the hegemon – in the process subsume its physical and 

human resources to the demands of hegemony. As discussed in the previous chapter as 

well, the international order thus reinforces relations of power within the nation too – 

privileging a few over the many.  
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 Finally, the news media and the policymaking elite within each nation appear to 

share beliefs about nationhood – just as they do about national identity. At times, the 

media appeared to toe the line drawn by the political elite, such as when the elite invoked 

national self-interest to justify policy decisions. The media refrained from posing tough 

questions and even from demanding explanations of how the national interest was at 

stake in a particular situation. (And, as evident in the context of America’s Middle East 

policy, this was a self-defeating approach as such policies, when they go unquestioned, 

can ultimately undermine the national interest too.) At other times, though, news 

organizations themselves relied upon the logic of national interest to urge leaders to 

change policies and strategies. This suggests that both newsmaking and policymaking 

draw on shared beliefs about the primacy of nations as the basic building blocks of social 

reality – just as they share beliefs about what are the norms, values, and traditions of 

particular nations, or their national identities. 

Thus, in both Chapters 6 and 7, the CDA of purposive samples of news coverage 

has indicated that newsmaking and policymaking are mutually constitutive social 

practices. The same conclusion was reached through the LDA-based analysis of the entire 

news coverage as well, in Chapter 5. However, in these chapters I have only looked at 

policymaking by proxy – as reported, assessed, and commented upon by the news media 

themselves. In the next two chapters, therefore, I analyze foreign policy speeches to 

directly understand how the political elite in these nations view the world and their place 

within it. 
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RESULTS 

Chapter 8: Discourses of National Identity in Foreign Policy Corpora 

 

In this chapter, I use critical discourse analysis (CDA) to examine foreign 

policymaking as evinced in the annual speeches delivered by the political elite of the 

United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan at the United Nations General Assembly 

(2001-2015). The highest political leadership of every UN member – typically heads of 

government such as presidents or prime ministers, occasionally their foreign ministers, 

foreign secretaries, or secretaries of state – address their counterparts in these speeches. 

They mostly talk about the biggest transnational or global issues, especially ones that 

involve or affect their own nations, and lay out what ought to be done to deal with these 

issues – including what they themselves might be doing in that regard. Analyzing these 

speeches can therefore lead to an understanding of how the political elite of a particular 

nation view the world, as well as the place of their own nation within the world in terms 

of its relations with other nations: in other words, its national identity within the 

international order. However, these speeches are not simply – and often inaccurate – 

verbal representations of “real” policies made “behind the scenes” by leaders and their 

advisers. They are also international relations in action. Relations of power, which accrue 

from national identities, inform who says what, how they say it, and what is left unsaid in 

these addresses. The UNGA thus forms an arena in which foreign policy plays out in 

practice in and through these speeches – in turn reproducing the social order of 

international politics. As noted in Chapter 4, the context of foreign policymaking was 
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intentionally chosen as distinct from the context of news texts, viz. “foreign aid.” This 

allows the study to argue that similarity of discourses across news and policy texts are not 

on account of any particular context but represent a deeper sharing of beliefs.  

My corpus included 15 speeches each from four nations, or a total of 60 speeches, 

that were analyzed in their entirety. As with the news texts, I used Derrida’s (1972) 

method of deconstruction. The analysis proceeded in two stages. First, I identified the 

ways in which the leaders differentiated their nation from other nations by creating 

categories of nations and placing their own nation in some categories and other nations in 

other categories. Next, I looked for the qualities or features they ascribed to these 

categories and identified how some categories were deemed to be superior to other 

categories – thus constituting what Derrida called the “violent hierarchy” that forms the 

basis of power relations. 

The analysis led me to discern the same two discourses that I had found guiding 

national identity construction in news coverage: neoliberalism and unipolarity. The 

evidence for each of these discourses is discussed below. But as I explained in Chapter 6 

as well, these discourses aren’t identities themselves – indeed, different nations may 

avow different identities under a particular discourse. But the discourses provide a 

transnational framework that structures identity construction by the leaders of each nation 

and makes different nations’ unique identities complement rather than contradict one 

another. The discourses, therefore, produce asymmetrical relationships among nations, 

with some nations wielding power over others. These discourses also curtail contestation 

in international relations by making the asymmetries appear normal and necessary. Such 



	 165 

imbrication of national identities is remarkable because each nation, by definition, is 

supposed to be independent of others and a unique entity in its own right. The presence of 

these discourses thus indicates that a nation’s political leaders are in fact bound by 

transnationally – and possibly globally – legitimized beliefs about how the world is 

ordered, how it functions, and the specific roles their own nations play within this order. 

NEOLIBERALISM 

As discussed in Chapter 6, neoliberalism is the belief that “the market is the most 

efficient and moral institution for the organization of human affairs” and it should 

“replace all other institutions (e.g. family, state, community, and society) as the primary 

mechanism for producing, promoting, and preserving social order” (Springer et al., 2016, 

p. 3). As the capitalist system is built around the idea of a “free market” – where the 

prices of goods and services are not imposed by external authorities, such as a nation-

state, but rather emerge from the dynamics of supply and demand within the market itself 

– the relevance of the nation-state becomes problematic. In this chapter, however, I show 

how the neoliberal discourse imbricates the nation in service of capital by elevating 

capitalism from the ontology of an economic system – and one of many possible systems 

as such – to that of a national identity, which resides at the very core of what the nation is 

and, therefore, no longer an option but an obligation. I draw on three kinds of evidence 

from the UNGA speeches delivered by the political elite from the United States, Britain, 

India, and Pakistan. One was the explicit avowal of capitalism as a fundamental aspect of 

the nation’s history and culture. The second was the naturalization of capitalism and its 

various features, including private enterprise, free-market domestic economics, 
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international free trade, and GDP “growth” as the primary measures of economic well-

being. The third was the refusal to recognize the contradictions of capitalism – such as 

the growth of social and economic inequality as a direct result of capitalist practices or 

the fact that the so-called “free” market is not in fact free but managed for the benefit of a 

few. 

United States 

In their UNGA speeches, U.S. leaders constructed the United States as a capitalist 

nation, and capitalism itself as the panacea for all the world’s problems. Free trade and 

capital investment were talked of as the solution to every crisis – new or old. In his very 

first UNGA address, which came in the wake of the September 11, 2001 attacks, 

President George W. Bush said that “my country” was “pledged to encouraging 

development and expanding trade” and that it was the way to bring “peace and prosperity 

in every land.” After 9/11, he added, “these pledges are even more important. In our 

struggle against hateful groups that exploit poverty and despair, we must offer an 

alternative of opportunity and hope.” Thus, while blaming hateful groups for exploiting 

poverty and despair to gain followers for their ideology, he was doing the very same 

thing – exploiting a tragedy for promoting trade. 

U.S. political leaders viewed capitalism and democracy as two sides of the same 

“individual liberty” coin and often talked of the two in the same breath. Delivering the 

UNGA speech in 2005 on behalf of Bush, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice observed: 

“We will eliminate all tariffs and subsidies that distort free trade – as other nations do the 

same. Members of the United Nations must work together as well to support democracy 
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in a world of expanding liberty.” Later in the speech, she added: “[T]he principles of 

democracy are universal – as is the desire for them.” Thus, “free trade” and “free 

elections” – which is what democracy was mostly taken to mean – thus went hand in 

hand for Rice. And they were both “universal.”  

Four years later, President Barack Obama – commonly viewed as the anti-thesis 

of President Bush and his neoconservative administration – almost repeated Rice word-

for-word in his first UNGA address. He noted,  

America has too often been selective in its promotion of 
democracy. But that does not weaken our commitment, it 
only reinforces it. There are basic principles that are 
universal; there are certain truths which are self-evident – 
and the United States of America will never waiver in our 
efforts to stand up for the right of people everywhere to 
determine their own destiny. 
 

Much like Bush, Obama retained the habit of mentioning free trade, capital 

investment, and democracy in the same breath.  In 2011, for instance, he said, “[T]he 

United States will continue to support those nations that transition to democracy – with 

greater trade and investment – so that freedom is followed by opportunity.” And in 2015, 

soon after referring to the U.S. role in advancing “human liberty and prosperity,” Obama 

added, “We can promote growth through trade that meets a higher standard. And that’s 

what we’re doing through the Trans-Pacific Partnership 

As is evident from these quotes, the same spirit of American universalism and 

American exceptionalism that informed the U.S. media coverage of foreign aid – 

discussed earlier in Chapter 6 – also invigorated the speeches of the U.S. political elite. 

Year after year, American leaders announced that American values like capitalism and 
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democracy were universal values, and that it was their nation’s unique duty to ensure 

these values were practiced everywhere. Obama called this “stand[ing] up for the right of 

people everywhere to determine their own destiny” – disregarding the paradox that 

enforcing such a “right” in fact was a denial of that very right to those people. In doing 

so, the U.S. political elite classified the nations of the world into liberty-haves and 

liberty-have nots – liberty defined as capitalism and democracy – and accorded a higher 

position to the former category. Furthermore, they also avowed an especially privileged 

position for the United States as the nation with the right and responsibility to make 

liberty universal. 

A neoliberal discourse that married capitalism and democracy thus infused U.S. 

foreign policy. Both Bush and Obama, despite coming from opposite ends of the U.S. 

political spectrum, constructed their nation as a capitalist democracy and saw U.S. 

foreign policy as a means of spreading these ideals globally. The discourse thus produced 

Derrida’s “violent hierarchy” – the violence being quite literal in this case as the 

spreading of liberty to the liberty-have nots was often the excuse that U.S. leaders used to 

invade other nations and kills hundreds of thousands. 

Britain 

The belief in and commitment to capitalism was perhaps even more pronounced 

in the UNGA addresses of British leaders. Almost every speech over the 15 years 

mentioned the importance of free market economics in one context or another. This was 

done perhaps most volubly in 2008 – in the aftermath of the global economic crash that 

perhaps represented the biggest modern-day crisis for capitalism. Taking on the 
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challenge, Prime Minister Gordon Brown’s entire address that year was dedicated to 

outlining the benefits of capitalism in general and Britain’s resolve to stay true to free 

market values in particular. Brown – considered to be the most “leftist” British leader in 

three decades – started by noting that the global capitalist economy was growing at a fast 

pace and would, in the next two decades, “double the opportunities and potential for more 

businesses, more jobs and more prosperity.” He conceded the existence of a “global 

credit crunch” and “soaring commodity prices” and went on to describe an assortment of 

measures nations around the world ought to take to strengthen capitalist institutions. 

There was no mention of the reasons that led to the “crunch” – the focus was entirely on 

what should be done to end it. It was taken for granted that the global system would, and 

should, remain market-oriented: the only question was what specific measures would 

help it overcome the crunch as quickly as possible. The answer: more capitalism. Britain 

itself, he noted, was leading by example. 

In Britain, we have taken decisive action to promote 
stability in our banking system, protecting depositors and 
introducing a temporary ban on short-selling. We have 
already injected billions into the market, making in excess 
of £100bn available, and announced only last week that our 
special liquidity scheme will be extended until the end of 
January next year. 
 

But this neoliberal discourse was evident in many other contexts as well. When 

Blair’s Foreign Secretary Jack Straw, delivering the 2001 UNGA speech, talked about 

development in Africa, he simply meant paving the way for African nations to participate 

in international free trade. While ruing conflict in developing nations in 2005, Straw said 

it was a problem because it “endanger[ed] the stable global environment within which 
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trade flourishes.” And when there was hope for “democratic change” in the Arab world in 

2011, Tory Prime Minister David Cameron insisted it must be accompanied by a market 

economy: “The future is for the people of this region to determine, but I would urge them 

not to reject something they never had – a genuine, open, fair and transparent market 

economy which has proved the world over to be the best way to create wealth and jobs.” 

Like their U.S. counterparts, British leaders too entwined free markets with “free 

society,” and specifically with electoral democracy. The Arab Spring had begun to falter 

by the 2012 UNGA. But asking world leaders not to lose hope just yet, Cameron said: 

“[T]here was never going to be an economic transformation overnight, not least because 

far from being successful, open, market-based economies, many of these countries were 

beset by vested interests and corruption, with unaccountable institutions. And this created 

a double problem. Not just fragile economies, but worse, people were told they had 

experienced free enterprise and open markets – and they hadn’t.” For Cameron, the value 

of the Arab Spring was thus that it had created the prospect of  free markets in Arab 

nations. At the same time, the realization of free market enterprise was to be the litmus 

test of whether these nations had, in fact, become democratic. 

A year later, Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg, a liberal democrat, focused his 

entire UNGA speech on the difference between “open” and “closed” societies. He 

observed: “Democracy; free speech; participation; equality before the law; the right to 

peaceful protest; the right to be educated; the chance to work – these are not Western 

values; they are the political and economic freedoms sought by citizens everywhere, and 

they are gaining force in every country around the globe.” 
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A neoliberal discourse was thus apparent in British foreign policy as well. It 

shaped Britain’s national identity as a capitalist democracy as well as the construction of 

capitalism and democracy as universal values – reproducing the hierarchical international 

order of liberty-haves and liberty-have nots that was also evident in the U.S. leaders’ 

speeches. Unlike the United States, though, Britain did not construct itself as the 

vanguard of such an order – assuming instead a secondary position within the hierarchy. 

But this difference, too, indicated a complementarity of identities within the discursively 

produced order. It showed that Britain might be an independent nation, but its sense of 

itself and its place within the international order is not idiosyncratic – instead it coheres 

with a transnational and potentially global logic and explains why the international order 

is, indeed, an order. 

India 

India’s leaders were often critical of the imbalances in the international trade 

regime – but simultaneously constructed India as a neoliberal nation by affirming their 

faith in the same trade regime. Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s speeches were full 

of complaints about the failures of various rounds of the World Trade Organization-

sponsored international trade talks to usher “economic growth [in developing nations], 

while poverty levels and income gaps have worsened” (Vajpayee, 2001). He also said 

that “[g]lobalization itself constrains developing country governments in raising public 

resources for poverty alleviation” (Vajpayee, 2003). However, he then proceeded to 

express his hope that future negotiations on international trade would address the 

concerns of developing nations, such as India – implying that despite its obvious flaws, 
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the trade regime had no other alternative. He also added, “The countries of the North and 

of the South – the developed, developing, and transition economies – must resume their 

dialogue to build a better world for the present and future generations.” This statement 

echoed the belief that capitalist development was natural and the manifest destiny of all 

nations – although some nations may be more advanced than others because they started 

early, all nations were on the same modernization path. 

In 2004, Vajpayee’s right-wing Hindu nationalist government was replaced by a 

center-left coalition led by Manmohan Singh. But listening to Singh’s speeches at the 

UNGA, one wouldn’t know the difference. In his first UNGA address, Singh said, “The 

international community must find ways to contracting the circles of exclusion … We 

must evolve equitable and rule-based regimes to manage global trade, investment flows 

and movement of services.” Four years later, following the 2008 global economic crisis, 

he noted, “There is, therefore, a need for a new international initiative to bring structural 

reform in the world’s financial system.” Thus, despite their awareness of the inequities 

produced by international trade, all Indian heads of government constructed India as a 

capitalist nation that was, and would remain, a participant in the same trade regime. Even 

as they adopted a foreign policy approach that pushed for reforming and restructuring the 

regime, a world without international trade was simply unimaginable to them.  

The failure of round after round of trade negotiations to address the concerns of 

poorer nations was acknowledged in their speeches. Even the structural hierarchy that 

produced these problems was recognized. And yet, the only way forward that India’s 

leaders could see was to talk more about trade and investment – underpinned by an 
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unfounded hope that such talks would eventually lead to a more equal regime. As India’s 

Foreign Minister S.M. Krishna said in 2009,  

We believe that international trade and commerce has a 
central role to play in revitalizing global economic growth. 
We are committed to negotiations in the Doha 
Development Round. We strongly favour fair and equitable 
rule-based multilateral trade negotiations, which recognize 
and address the legitimate demands of the developing 
countries. India supports resumption in the negotiations at 
an early date and stands ready to engage with all WTO 
members to complete the modalities and address any 
outstanding problems. 
 

A neoliberal discourse thus pervaded Indian leaders’ sense of national identity. 

And like their American and British counterparts, India’s political elite, too, constructed 

India as a democracy. This happened mostly in implicit ways. India’s democratic 

credentials were simply assumed and, thus, were not required to be talked about in so 

many words. Instead, the speeches focused on the desirability of democracy around the 

world and the celebration of democracy as it took hold of more nations, especially in 

India’s neighborhood. As Narendra Modi, the Hindu nationalist prime minister who 

succeeded Singh in 2014, observed, “Today, there is a surge of democracy across the 

world; including in South Asia…” The speech went on to laud democratic change in 

Afghanistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Tunisia and the broader Middle East. It also associated 

democracy with “peace.” For instance, Modi said that Afghans were “showing that their 

desire for a peaceful and democratic future will prevail over violence” and Nepal had 

“moved from violence to peace and democracy.” 

Thus, India’s leaders too constructed a world of liberty-haves and liberty-have 

nots and placed India in the former category. Capitalism and democracy, the two strands 
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constituting the double-helix DNA of liberty, were deemed to be bring peace and 

prosperity. They were the right of all the peoples of the world and the destiny of all 

nations. Such a construction allowed India, which ranks on par with its neighbors, with 

sub-Saharan African nations and other extremely poor societies on a number of 

development metrics, to still be able to view itself favorably in comparison with them and 

assume a position in the upper echelons of the hierarchical international order. 

Pakistan 

Like their Indian counterparts, Pakistani leaders too recognized that capitalist 

development and international trade produced global inequalities. And yet they, too, 

viewed participating in the same trade regime as the only possible choice for all nations, 

including Pakistan. The UNGA addresses of various Pakistani leaders during the study 

period – from Pervez Musharraf, an army general who staged a coup to replace an elected 

government in 1999, to Asif Ali Zardari and Nawaz Sharif, political leaders who 

succeeded Musharraf after the return of electoral democracy in 2008 – were replete with 

this duality. 

Musharraf, for instance, said in 2004 that the post-Cold War world was “marked 

by intensifying globalization – of economies, production, trade and information, on one 

side, and terrorist violence, poverty and disease, on the other.” He thus saw an inherent 

connection between global trade and the evils of poverty and terrorism. But in the same 

speech, he added: “We also know by now that trade, and not just aid, is the way to 

promote growth and to benefit from globalization.” He went on to argue that the trade 

regime “has to be made more equitable” and pointed out a number of ways of achieving 
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that. He thus realized, and observed, that the international trade regime was tilted in favor 

of rich nations. But the resolution of this problem lay not in less but more trade – 

underlining his ideological faith in neoliberalism. 

Zardari’s democratically elected government replaced Musharraf’s army rule, but 

that did not bring any change to this neoliberal discourse. In 2009, Zardari told the 

UNGA: “We are engaged in economic revival by… promoting regional trade and 

cooperation and encouraging, beyond governments, the corporate sector in the 

development [of the nation].” Four years later, Zardari was succeeded by his political 

rival Nawaz Sharif, who said at the UNGA that “From the international community, we 

do not seek aid, but enhanced trade, market access, investment and strong economic 

partnerships.” 

All of Pakistan’s political elite, irrespective of their institutional or ideological 

affiliation, thus constructed Pakistan as a capitalist nation that was fully committed to the 

values of the market, irrespective of their deleterious impact. Democracy, too, featured 

frequently in their speeches. Musharraf said in 2001, “We have successfully put in place 

a sound democratic structure, based on empowerment of the people at the grassroots 

levels.” Musharraf was an army general who had come to power in a coup that replaced 

an elected government. His regime was, therefore, evidently undemocratic, even anti-

democratic. As such, he could have justified his takeover by describing the dangers of 

democracy and espousing the benefits of authoritarian rule. Instead, he did the opposite – 

singing paeans to democracy and claiming that Pakistan was becoming more democratic 

under him. 
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Conclusion 

A dialectical discourse of neoliberalism, which entwined capitalism and 

democracy as the economic and political aspects of the same ideal of “liberty,” thus 

suffused the sensibilities of all political leaders, irrespective of their national or partisan 

affiliations. Being capitalist and being democratic was not just desirable but viewed as 

essential to being a nation, and the political elite of all four nations – the United States, 

Britain, India, and Pakistan – constructed their respective nations as such. However, this 

did not always mean actually practicing the purported tenets of capitalism or democracy. 

American leaders were willing to enforce a “free” market as well as political “choice” 

upon the peoples of the world, belying these very ideals in the process. Pakistan’s 

President Musharraf was an army general who replaced an elected government with 

authoritarian rule. But they all still used the idiom of liberty to justify their policies and 

actions.  

Far from undermining the ideological nature of this discourse, these justifications 

further bolster it. They indicate an acknowledgement that the world – and a nation’s place 

within the world – must be interpreted in terms proffered by this discourse. They reveal 

the ideals of free market and political choice to have little more than symbolic value. 

They illustrate that the political elite recognize the indispensability of this shared 

worldview and orient their own policies and actions – as well as the justifications for 

those actions – accordingly. That leads us to ask where such a worldview comes from: 

how do political leaders from different parts of the world, and of varying political 

affiliations within each part, come to share and believe in the same intersubjective 
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knowledge about how the world is supposed to work. It points us in the direction of other 

sites of the production of intersubjective knowledge, other interpretive communities that 

share and reproduce such knowledge – viz. journalists and the news media. 

As I showed in Chapter 6, the same neoliberal discourse underpinned national 

identity construction in the news media of the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan. 

Journalists agreed with or challenged foreign policies based on the political elite’s 

adherence to this discourse – and to each nation’s respective national identity as shaped 

by this discourse. Looking at newsmaking and policymaking simultaneously, it becomes 

obvious that both are social practices that produce and share common meanings of the 

world and of the nation’s place within it. These meanings, in turn govern what actions 

taken by the nation are right or wrong, prudent or unjustified – even possible or 

impossible. 

UNIPOLARITY 

Unipolarity refers to an international order in which a single nation is viewed by 

itself and all others as a hegemon and there is no serious challenge to its superpower 

status. We live in a unipolar world since the end of the “bipolar” Cold War following the 

demise of the Soviet Union, a world in which the United States is the sole superpower. In 

this section, I discuss how a unipolar discourse shaped the national identities of the 

United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan – as evinced in the UNGA speeches of their 

top leaders. To some extent, this was already evident in the previous section on the 

neoliberal discourse, in which not just U.S. leaders but the political elite from the other 

three nations too legitimized U.S. national identity as the vanguard of capitalism and 
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democracy  – and adopted secondary or subordinate positions within this hegemonic 

order. Now, I show how this unipolar sensibility pervaded other aspects of international 

affairs. In doing so, I argue that unipolarity is not simply a material fact, a consequence 

of America’s overwhelming military strength that it happens to have accumulated. 

Rather, it’s a belief system that shapes the way the political elite conceive of their 

nations, its relations with other nations and, sometimes, even with its own people. It’s a 

meaning-making practice that leads nations to formulate particular foreign policies. 

I base my argument on three kinds of evidence. One was U.S. leaders’ willingness 

to defy international law by mounting illegal invasions and blithely talk about it – and 

other nations’ willingness to let it do so and even offer to help, sometimes even when 

such actions risked their own national security. The second was the capacity of U.S. 

leaders to make false claims in front of other leaders with the confidence that these 

claims, while known to be false, won’t be challenged by anyone on the floor. This 

reflected hegemony in practice – America’s veritable control over what was true and 

what was false, coupled with other nations’ and their leaders’ inability to challenge it 

even when they knew better. The third evidence was the discursive redrawing of 

geography: the willingness of other nations to distance themselves from their regions and 

their neighbors in order to be aligned more closely with the hegemon. 

United States 

President George W. Bush’s UNGA speeches often described the United States as 

part of a group of “civilized” nations – thus implying that there were “uncivilized” 

nations as well. In 2001, for instance, he said, “Every civilized nation here today is 
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resolved to keep the most basic commitment of civilization: We will defend ourselves 

and our future against terror and lawless violence.” The speech was delivered in the 

aftermath of 9/11, which Bush said was an attack not just on the United States but on 

civilization itself.  

His administration had already invaded Afghanistan by the time this speech was 

delivered, and this identity construction was deemed to be the justification for such a 

foreign policy: “The civilized world is now responding. We act to defend ourselves and 

deliver our children from a future of fear.” After the United States had also invaded and 

occupied Iraq, Bush explained, “All governments that support terror are complicit in a 

war against civilization.” 

This identity talk constituted the justification for foreign policymaking. First, it 

stipulated that the uncivilized were, by definition, a threat to the civilized and must 

therefore be defeated. Second, it specified that there was no “neutral ground” – so any 

nation that did not join the civilized in their war against the uncivilized automatically got 

classified as uncivilized – and therefore a legitimate target in this apparent “clash of 

civilizations” (Huntington, 1996). 

Among these civilized nations, however, Bush created room for American 

exceptionalism in explicit and implicit ways. One of them was the use of transparent lies. 

Bush made claims that were commonly known to be false or even proven to be untrue. 

But he still went ahead and made these claims – with the certainty that no one would 

challenge them, thus signifying America’s unique power and undisputed hegemony. For 

instance, more than six months after the occupation of Iraq, he told the UNGA, 
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The regime of Saddam Hussein cultivated ties to terror 
while it built weapons of mass destruction. It used those 
weapons in acts of mass murder, and refused to account for 
them when confronted by the world. The Security Council 
was right to be alarmed. The Security Council was right to 
demand that Iraq destroy its illegal weapons and prove that 
it had done so. The Security Council was right to vow 
serious consequences if Iraq refused to comply. And 
because there were consequences, because a coalition of 
nations acted to defend the peace, and the credibility of the 
United Nations, Iraq is free, and today we are joined by 
representatives of a liberated country.  
 

Virtually every sentence in this paragraph was a lie – and known by everyone 

listening to the speech to be a lie. Iraq neither “cultivated ties to terror”  nor had any 

weapons of mass destruction. Not only had UN weapons inspectors failed to find such 

weapons before the invasion but the U.S. army itself had not been able to furnish them 

after defeating Saddam Hussein and taking over – not to mention the likelihood that, if 

Hussein had such weapons, he would have used them to defend his regime. Second, Bush 

implied that it was the UN Security Council that sanctioned the invasion – but the 

Security Council had not done so. The U.S. decision to invade Iraq was outright illegal 

and undermined the UN and its purpose. Third, Iraq was not free or liberated but 

officially under U.S. occupation at the time the address was delivered. 

Political leaders the world over are known to dissemble and bend the truth – but 

rarely do they resort to barefaced lying in this manner, especially when speaking to heads 

of states and governments from around the world. Bush’s capacity to do so constructed 

American exceptionalism: no other leader except an American president could possibly 

lie so brazenly. The act of fibbing as much as the content of the fib – specifically its 

implication that while the U.S. paid lip service to UN Security Council’s authority and its 
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norms, it could choose to ignore them whenever it wanted and no nation could challenge 

it – reinforced a hegemonic international system, where rules bind lesser nations but not 

the hegemon. 

President Barack Obama eschewed his predecessor’s civilizational talk, but he too 

constructed U.S. exceptionalism and universalism – both explicitly and through his 

ability to make claims that few other leaders could. For instance in 2013, he criticized 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea in eastern Ukraine and then said: “America has few 

economic interests in Ukraine... [But] we cannot stand by when the sovereignty and 

territorial integrity of a nation is flagrantly violated.” He thus denied to Russia the same 

right that he appropriated for the United States. In the same speech, he added, “There is 

no room for accommodating an apocalyptic cult like ISIL, and the United States makes 

no apologies for using our military, as part of a broad coalition, to go after them...” Once 

again, Obama made it clear that the United States was at liberty to use its military force 

as and when it deemed fit. His reference to “making no apologies” signaled that he knew 

such actions would be wrong and illegal – and yet he would still go ahead with them.  

To be sure, many nations ignore or sidestep international laws in pursuit of 

particular objectives. But few nations so brazenly talk of doing so as the world listens to 

them – except the United States. Thus, even before the act of using its military might 

whenever it suits its fancy, the very articulation of its capacity to do so in a forum such as 

the UNGA – coupled by other nations’ inability to question, challenge, or even call it out 

– produces and legitimizes American national identity as a global hegemon. 
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As noted in the previous section, American exceptionalism was often twinned 

with American universalism. Ideas such as capitalism and democracy were, on the one 

hand, talked about as “universal” values and, on the other hand, as inherently American 

in character. Obama, for instance, said in 2015: “Democracy ... is what allowed us to 

become the most powerful nation in the world.” In this discourse, spreading these 

American values far and wide becomes the burden of American foreign policy – and the 

moral justification for the invasion and occupation of “uncivilized” and “undemocratic” 

lands. 

Both Republican and Democratic presidents thus constructed the United States as 

a global hegemon in their UNGA addresses – just as the American media did in their 

foreign aid coverage, as discussed in Chapter 6. The political elite constructed such an 

identity as much through the content of their statements as through their ability to make 

some of those statements in a forum such as the UNGA. In word and action, they 

constructed America as an exceptional nation and the font of universal values. They also 

appropriated the right and the responsibility to spread those values as America deemed 

fit. The international order thus became unipolar in this discourse, with a single hegemon 

reserving the right to wield coercive authority without any accountability. Of course, such 

an order would be possible only if other nations complied with America’s hegemonic 

claims and aligned their own respective national identities in line with this discourse. 

Britain 

The same unipolar discourse that was evident in American leaders’ speeches was 

also present in the addresses of Britain’s political elite. Prime ministers from across the 
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Atlantic regarded the United States as a global leader – and constructed Britain as its 

second-in-command. They would express support for U.S. foreign policy decisions as a 

matter of course, and often call upon other nations to fall in line and do the same. For 

instance, during Tony Blair’s prime ministership in 2001, Foreign Secretary Jack Straw 

said about the decision on invade Afghanistan that, “Taking military action is always a 

tough decision. But here it truly was unavoidable, and we all owe a debt of gratitude to 

President Bush for the steadfast and careful manner in which the United States 

proceeded.” Prime Minister Gordon Brown, during his 2008 defence of the global 

capitalism, noted, “In the short-term, each country is taking action to deal with the fallout 

of the credit crunch. And the United States of America deserves support from the rest of 

the world as it seeks to agree in detail what all parties agree in principle.” The sentiment 

was no different on the other side of the political aisle. In 2015, Tory Prime Minister 

David Cameron said, “The U.K. will continue to be a leading member of the international 

coalition against ISIL, including carrying out more airstrikes in Iraq than any other 

country except the U.S.”  

Both Labour and Conservative leaders thus constructed Britain as a secondary 

power whose role in global affairs was to scaffold U.S. hegemony. Facing calls for 

reforming the United Nations to give more say to non-permanent members, Straw 

observed in 2003, “Down one route lies a world in which the United Nations strengthens 

its role as the collective instrument for protecting our peace and security. Down the other 

route lies a world in which ‘collective action’ becomes a synonym for ‘inaction.’ We 

must not take this second route.” In other words, Straw argued that letting more nations 
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have a say in how the world is run would only mean no action would be taken: the world, 

therefore, must trust the existing set of powerful nations, led by the United States, to take 

all decisions and all actions on its behalf. 

This unipolar discourse also manifested itself in Britain’s unwillingness to 

construct a strong European identity for itself. Few British leaders – not even Tony Blair, 

viewed by many as a strong Europhile – mentioned Europe or European nations in their 

speeches. When they did so, it was only alongside other regions or nations. For instance, 

Blair’s Foreign Secretary Margaret Beckett said in 2006, “In the Middle East, the United 

Nations is playing a vital role in establishing stability in Southern Lebanon. Troops from 

the European Union are deploying alongside those from the Middle East, Asia and 

Africa.” Speaking about nuclear talks with Iran, she added, “The proposals put forward 

by Britain, France, and Germany, and China, Russia and the United States offer a path for 

the Iranian government to develop a more normal relationship with the rest of the world.” 

The only exception came in 2004, when Beckett’s predecessor, Jack Straw, said: 

“I am proud that just a few months after the difficult times of early last year, France, 

Germany and the United Kingdom came together to work, as we continue to do, on the 

Iran dossier before the International Atomic Energy Agency.” Although Straw was 

seemingly indicating that Britain, France, and Germany shared this foreign policy 

concern – perhaps as European nations – he was in fact doing just the opposite. The 

“difficult times of early last year” that he prefaced these comments with referred to 

France and Germany’s decision not to join the U.S.-led alliance that invaded Iraq in 

2003. Britain, however, conspicuously broke away from the rest of Europe and 
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participated in that war. Thus, even here, Straw was effectively distancing Britain from 

Europe while suggesting that it could still work with European nations when the need 

arose. 

The unipolar discourse thus shaped British political elite’s conception of national 

identity and influenced their foreign policymaking in substantive ways. Both Labour and 

Conservative leaders legitimized U.S. hegemony while eking out the position of a 

secondary power for Britain – in much the same way as the British media did in their 

coverage of foreign aid. While drawing Britain closer to the United States, unipolarity 

undermined geographical affiliation and ideologically distanced Britain from Europe – 

another feature evident in Britain media coverage as well, as discussed in Chapter 6. To 

be sure, even as a secondary power, Britain occupied a position of privilege within the 

unipolar order. But what about poor nations such as India and Pakistan, who were 

relegated to subordinate positions in such an order? 

India 

Unlike British prime ministers, Indian leaders did not explicitly talk up the United 

States as a global hegemon. But their speeches also reflected and reconstructed a unipolar 

international order within which they tried to create a place for India as an “emerging 

power” – not a rival to the hegemon but a secondary power that could rub shoulders with 

the likes of other nuclear-armed nations. This took place in three ways. One, India’s 

political elite displayed an unquestioning willingness to go along with U.S. foreign 

policies, even when these policies violated international law and potentially endangered 

India itself. Two, they insisted, year after year, that the UN Security Council “reform” 
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itself to reflect the “post-Cold War world” by inducting new veto-wielding permanent 

members – particularly India – on their roster. Three, they did not construct a strong 

South Asian identity for India and, in fact, sought to distance India from its neighbors and 

other poor nations of the world. 

Take, for instance, India’s stance on the U.S.-led war in Afghanistan. America’s 

previous incursion in that country to drive out the Soviet Union – in the 1980s – was at 

least partly responsible for the emergence of Islamist terrorism that politically 

destabilized the region and the world, including India (Cooley, 2002). Indian leaders 

themselves never failed to remind the UNGA how often India had been targeted by 

terrorist attacks. That the United States had once again decided to bring about “regime 

change” in Kabul clearly threatened India’s security. But instead of questioning the merit 

of the policy, India welcomed it. Prime Minister Vajpayee, a conservative Hindu 

nationalist, said in 2001 that “India supports the current campaign against the terrorist 

networks in Afghanistan. We hope that it reaches an early and successful conclusion.” 

But the prime minister also added: “Located as it is in Afghanistan’s 

neighborhood, India’s vital national interests are affected by developments in it. We also 

have traditionally close links with Afghanistan. This is the basis for our belief that India 

can play a useful role in this process.” Thus, India didn’t simply support the war but 

wanted to “play a useful role” in it – one that would befit its avowed identity as an 

emerging power. Two years later, when the United States illegally invaded Iraq without 

UNSC support, India’s prime minister did not question it. Instead, Vajpayee rued “the 

extraordinary inability of the five permanent members of the Security Council to agree on 
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action.” This, in turn, became the justification for arguing that “[m]ost UN members 

today recognize the need for an enlarged and restructured Security Council, with more 

developing countries as permanent and non-permanent members.” 

Every Indian leader addressing the UNGA repeated the need for adding new 

members. In 2006, defence minister Pranab Mukherjee, representing the center-left 

Manmohan Singh government, said, “In order to ensure that the international community 

exercises real ownership of the process of securing our world, it is essential that 

comprehensive reform of the Security Council is undertaken and that its membership is 

expanded in both permanent and non-permanent categories.” Meanwhile, Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi said in his first UNGA address in 2014: “We must reform the United 

Nations, including the Security Council, and make it more democratic and participative.” 

Unlike the UNGA, which includes all UN member nations – numbering nearly 

200 – the UNSC has only 15 members. Ten of these are non-permanent that hold rotating 

membership for only two years; the remaining five are permanent members (P5) – 

including the United States, Britain, France, Russia, and China. These members hold veto 

power in UNSC deliberations. They are also “recognized” nuclear states, whose nuclear 

weapons capabilities are considered legitimate in international treaties – unlike nations 

like India, Pakistan, Israel, and North Korea, whose nuclear weapons do not enjoy any 

recognition or legitimacy (Israel, though, itself refuses to acknowledge its nuclear 

weaponry). Being a permanent member of the UNSC thus formalizes a nation’s status as 

a “power” in world affairs. India sought to gain such recognition with its nuclear 

weapons tests in 1998 – but despite the success of the tests, India was denied the 
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recognition it believed it deserved as its nuclear weapons were not deemed legitimate. 

The angling for a permanent UNSC seat can be viewed in this light – it was yet another 

attempt by its leaders to gain recognition and legitimacy as a “power” in its own right. 

India’s position was paradoxical. Acquiescence to U.S. hegemony defeated the 

purported reason for giving India a permanent seat – the reformation of UNSC to offer 

more voice to marginalized nations. Thus, the argument proffered by Indian leaders, that 

a permanent seat for India in the UNSC would allow the UNSC to better represent the 

world, had little more than rhetorical value. India sought the permanent seat solely for its 

symbolic value. The demand was  meant to affirm India as an emerging power playing an 

important, albeit still secondary, role in international politics.  

Another impact of the neoliberal discourse was India’s loose affiliation with its 

own geography. Although Indian leaders described India as belonging to South Asia, they 

didn’t necessarily construct a strong South Asian identity for the nation. If anything, just 

like Britain, they tried to distance themselves from their neighbors. This was partly 

achieved through the vilification of India’s largest neighbor, Pakistan, as a “terrorist 

state.” Other nations of the region, too, were rarely mentioned in the speeches of Indian 

leaders. When they did come up, the language was typically patronizing. For instance, 

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh said in 2008, “We welcome the return of democracy in 

Pakistan … We also welcome the coming to power of democratically elected 

governments in Nepal and Bhutan.” This was India, which often touted itself as the 

“world’s largest democracy,” welcoming its small neighbors to the club. This was also 



	 189 

India distancing itself from those very neighbors by reminding the world that its own 

politics was much more stable, its democracy a long-sustained tradition. 

In a similar manner, Indian leaders distanced the nation from other poor nations of 

the world, suggesting instead that India now ought to be counted among the rich. Once 

again, this took a patronizing rhetorical form. For instance, Foreign Minister Natwar 

Singh told the UNGA in 2005, “India has written off the debts of all the highly indebted 

poor countries.” India itself was a poor and indebted nation, but the foreign policy of 

writing off debts – as well as providing aid and “lines of credit to assist developing 

countries” – differentiated India from these countries. Again, the value of these actions 

was symbolic: it was the rich and powerful nations that typically offered aid to the poor; 

by doing the same, India was trying to count itself among those rich and powerful nations 

even as it remained home to one of the largest populations of poor and underprivileged 

people on the planet. 

Indian national identity and foreign policymaking, as evinced in the speeches of 

its leaders at the UNGA, was thus deeply influenced by the neoliberal discourse. The 

nation’s political claimed an “emerging power” status for India within this discourse, and 

sought to symbolically formalize this status by supporting U.S. wars around the world, 

offering to “play a useful role” in the management of occupied societies, calling for a 

permanent UNSC seat for India, and distancing India from its regional peers as well as 

other poor and powerless nations. In the process, they also legitimized U.S. global 

hegemony. These positions were remarkably similar to those adopted by the Indian media 
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in their coverage of foreign aid – once again suggesting the mutual constitution of 

newsmaking and policymaking. 

Pakistan 

Pakistan’s leaders constructed their national identity as an indispensable 

American ally under the unipolar discourse. But this identity construction was a lot more 

ambivalent than elsewhere. The main reason was that the identity of an American ally 

often clashed with Pakistan’s Muslim identity, which the leaders also constructed. These 

two identities did not sit well with each other at a time when the United States and Islam 

were supposed to be engaged in a grand clash of civilizations. Nonetheless, the power of 

the unipolar discourse came through in the extraordinary efforts that Pakistan’s leaders 

made to dispel concerns about their “true colors” and reassure the world of their alliance 

with the United States as well as their commitment to its hegemonic causes. 

For instance, President Zardari told the UNGA in 2012 that “[t]here are a lot of 

questions [being] asked of Pakistan these days. I am not here to answer questions about 

Pakistan.” However, he then proceeded to answer those “questions” by giving details of 

the Pakistan’s military and civilian casualties in the war on terror. This was supposed to 

indicate Pakistan’s willingness to fight the good fight on the side of the global 

superpower – no matter what the costs. Zardari added: “And I need not remind my 

friends here today that I bear a personal scar… No country and no people have suffered 

more in the epic struggle against terrorism than Pakistan.” He was referring to the 

assassination of his wife and former prime minister Benazir Bhutto at the hands of 

Islamist extremists in 2007.  
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That assassination was one illustration of the havoc wreaked by this part-Muslim-

part-American ally split personality on Pakistan’s politics and society. Being an 

American ally had required Pakistan to turn its back to Taliban and Al Qaeda in 

Afghanistan – groups it had been cozy with before 9/11. After the Taliban fell, a surfeit 

of Islamist extremists began operating from the mountainous areas bordering 

Afghanistan. These groups were closely tied to elements within Pakistan’s powerful army 

as well as its religious institutions, which in turn balked at the idea of acting against them. 

This rift over national priorities widened the gulf between Pakistan’s political and army 

leadership and caused unparalleled turmoil and power struggles within the nation – 

Bhutto’s assassination being one of its fallouts. This dialectic revealed the limits of the 

global unipolar discourse, but it also illustrated the power of this discourse. Despite 

social, political and even personal costs, Pakistan’s leadership never shunned the 

American cause and never abandoned their identity as a subservient American ally. 

It is possible to interpret this approach in material terms – borne out of Pakistan’s 

instrumental need to keep the hegemon happy and thus benefit from its largesse through 

foreign aid and other forms of assistance. But while material needs do provide the context 

within which identity construction took place, the context was only given meaning 

discursively. In other words, Pakistan’s leaders basically shared a common worldview 

with the United States (and other nations) – and that shaped their conception of what their 

material needs were and how to fulfill them. For instance, Zardari said in 2008, “I am a 

grieving husband, who has seen the mother of my children give her life fighting the 

menaces of terrorism and fanaticism that haunt the entire civilized world” (my italics). 
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Zardari’s speech clearly echoed George W. Bush’s conception of the world as split into 

civilized and uncivilized parts. It’s possibly that he feigned such a worldview to curry 

favor with the hegemon. But this statement still signified Zardari’s knowledge of how the 

world was hegemonically perceived and the material implications of belonging to one 

category vis-à-vis another. Such an understanding could only emerge discursively. 

Another indication of Pakistan’s acquiescence to unipolarity came through its 

insistence that the hegemonic status quo remain unchanged. While every Indian leader 

called for reforming the UNSC by adding to the permanent members category, every 

Pakistani leader said that that no such change be made. They would be happy with 

expanding the number of non-permanent, rotating seats on the Council. But as Musharraf 

said, the UNSC “should not add to inequality by inducting new ‘permanent’ members. 

This will alienate many important countries, divide and weaken the United Nations, and 

further reduce the Council’s credibility and legitimacy.”  Similar positions were taken by 

the two elected leaders who followed Musharraf – Zardari and Nawaz Sharif. Although 

their main reason for opposing the addition of new permanent members was the fear that 

India could get such a seat, in general they would prefer no new permanent members at 

all as this would only turn policymaking more complicated for smaller nations like 

Pakistan. Power structures are pyramidal, and Pakistan would prefer that it remained that 

way – even if Pakistan itself was nearer to the bottom than the top. 

Pakistani leaders thus reconstructed and reinforced a hegemonic world order, led 

by the United States, while carving a subservient-but-significant position for Pakistan 

within it. Unlike Britain and India, which distanced themselves from their neighbors as 
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they aligned themselves more closely with the United States, Pakistan never sought to 

undermine its affiliation with its Muslim neighbors in Central Asia and the broader 

Middle East. These nations were often described as “friendly” or “brotherly.”  This dual 

identity complicated the unipolar discourse – but it also revealed the potency of this 

discourse. Despite the challenges, Pakistan didn’t waver from it, and it ultimately did 

shape Pakistan’s conception of its national interests and its foreign policymaking. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have presented an analysis of how neoliberal and unipolar 

discourses shaped the national identities of the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan 

– as constructed in the UNGA speeches of their political elite. I started with the 

assumption that these addresses were not simply verbal representations of “real” foreign 

policies made “behind the scenes” – rather, the UNGA provided an arena in which 

foreign policymaking was practiced. Relations of power undergirded who said what, how 

they said it, and what was left unsaid in these addresses. I also assumed that these 

relations of power were functions of national identities – and deconstructing the speeches 

would lay bare the self-conceptions from which the representatives of each nation 

addressed other nations. The analysis, viewed in the light of previous chapters, leads me 

to five general conclusions. 

First, identity construction in each nation remained consistent despite changes in 

the political leadership. The United States moved from a Republican president in the first 

eight years to a Democratic one in the later seven – who also happened to be the first 

non-white president in its history. Britain transformed from one Labour prime minister to 
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another, and then to a Conservative-led coalition that included a Liberal Democratic 

deputy prime minister. India went from a right-wing Hindu nationalist prime minister to a 

centrist leader – then back to another Hindu nationalist who is seen by many as belonging 

to the far-right. Pakistan, meanwhile, moved from military dictatorship to electoral 

democracy – and its elected government, too, changed hands from one party to another. 

But there was extraordinary continuity in how the leaders of each nation viewed the 

world and the place of their nation within it. National identities are thus relatively stable 

ideological constructs and not functions of party politics. 

Second, instead of being idiosyncratic, the identities of different nations 

complemented each other. Given that each nation is, by definition, an independent entity 

and national identities are supposed to reflect the unique characteristics of a nation, there 

is no a priori reason to expect the identities of different nations to follow a transnational 

logic and align with each other. However, national identities did emerge as remarkably 

aligned. All the nations constructed and legitimized the United States as a global 

hegemon with a unique coercive authority in international affairs, and then proceeded to 

construct their own place within this hegemonic order. This curtailed the possibility of 

contestation. 

Third, the two discourses thus produced a hegemonic order of superior, 

secondary, and subordinate nations. These distinctions represented asymmetries of 

power, and the order allowed some nations to be in control over the capacities and fates 

of others. Leaders of different nations actively constructed national identities that placed 

these nations within these positions, respectively. Even a subordinate nation like Pakistan 
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was willing to acquiesce to its subordination. This illustrates the dual nature of 

subjectivity within this order: nations subjectively choose to subject themselves to 

asymmetrical relations of power. There was scope for movement and change, but only 

within the bounds of the hegemonic order. India, essentially a subordinate nation, could 

construct itself as an “emerging power” and covet the position of a second-in-command 

to the hegemon, so long as it didn’t challenge the hegemon itself. Ultimately, though, 

even “powerful” nations were subjects within the order – compelled to perform their own 

superior or secondary identities. U.S. leaders could not consider policies or actions that 

would not behoove a hegemon – even secondary and subordinate nations expected them 

to perform their hegemonic role, which, in turn, would allow them to perform their 

respective identities.  

From this vantage point, foreign policymaking can be seen as an exercise in 

symbolic interaction (Mead, 1936). Indian foreign policy through the years was 

committed to gaining a permanent UNSC seat – not because it would allow India to 

better represent poor and weak nations, from whom it was already distancing itself, but 

because the seat carried symbolic value and would formalize India’s aspired nuclear- and 

secondary-power identity. The policy of building the nuclear bomb itself could be seen in 

the same light. Similarly, America’s keenness to wage wars and keep adding to its 

nuclear and conventional weapons arsenals, which are already large enough to destroy 

the whole planet many times over, essentially carries symbolic value: it certifies its status 

as a global hegemon rather than serve any material purpose for the nation as a whole. 

Indeed, a closer look immediately makes it clear that such actions harm rather than 
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benefit Americans in general in multiple ways – from weakening the economy to creating 

anti-American sentiments globally that lead to terror attacks. But neither American 

leaders – liberal or conservative – nor the American media are willing to question or 

consider relinquishing such a policy framework as it simply wouldn’t fall in line with its 

national identity. Ultimately, therefore, only the “power elite” within each nation – the 

political, corporate, and military interests – rather than any nation as a whole, benefit 

from the neoliberal and unipolar discourses. Asymmetries of power, therefore, don’t  

simply reside in the relations among nations. Those asymmetries can, in fact, reproduce 

hierarchies and conditions of dispossession within nations as well – including within 

hegemonic nations, such as the United States, with ever growing social inequalities. 

This leads me to the fourth conclusion: the respective national identities produced 

in foreign policy speeches, discussed in this chapter, were analogous to those produced in 

news coverage – discussed in Chapter 6. In that chapter, I had argued that newsmaking 

and policymaking were mutually constitutive meaning-making practices that shared 

common understandings of the world and the place of the nation within that world, 

especially in terms of its relations with other nations. I had showed that the news media 

supported foreign policies that aligned with constructed national identities, but 

challenged policies that did not. However, at that time, I had only looked at “policies” by 

proxy – in terms that the media themselves described and judged them. In this chapter, I 

have looked at foreign policymaking directly and found similar discourses producing 

similar national identities in all four nations. This reinforces my argument about the 

mutual constitution of newsmaking and foreign policymaking. 
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Fifth, the nature of national identities constructed in media discourses aligned 

with the normative conception of the nation that I discussed in Chapter 3. Extant 

literature suggests that the United States, Britain, and India have mostly adhered to a civic 

view of national identity, expressed in liberal and pluralist values that dissociate 

nationalism from ethnicity. But in Chapter 3, I had also argued that their commitment to 

pluralism is little more than a façade for ethnically-driven imperialist nationalism that 

seeks to keep expanding and colonizing. I found empirical evidence for this in Chapter 6, 

where the news media of these three nations avowed power over other nations in the way 

they constructed their respective national identities: the United States as a superpower, 

Britain as a secondary power, and India as an emerging power. In this chapter, the 

political elite of these nations appear to do the same – unlike Pakistan, which explicitly 

adopts an ethnic rather than a civic conception of national identity and whose leaders and 

news media harbor no pretentions to a status of power beyond their own borders. This 

once again suggests that a normatively civic (liberal-pluralist) view of national identity 

corresponds to imperialist nationalism. 

This chapter has explained how the complementary nature of national identities 

produces a hegemonic international order in the foreign policy addresses of the political 

elite, and how nations subjectively choose to subject themselves within such an order. It 

still leaves open the more fundamental question of why the political elite construct 

national identities in the first place. In the next chapter, I look at how the practice of 

national identity construction is premised on the ideology of nationhood, the belief that 

we live in a world in which nations are the primary building blocks of social reality.	 	
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RESULTS 

Chapter 9: Discourses of Nationhood in Foreign Policy Corpora 

 

In this chapter, I use critical discourse analysis (CDA) to examine how the 

ideology of nationhood was reified in the foreign policy speeches of American, British, 

Indian, and Pakistani leaders. As noted before, nationhood is the universal belief that our 

world is “a world of nations” (Skey, 2013). Nations are believed to constitute the 

fundamental mode of organizing all human affairs. As such, it is only by belonging to a 

“nation” can people meaningfully participate in such a reality. To belong to one particular 

nation, however, people need to differentiate themselves from other nations, thus creating 

a world in which nations become the primary building blocks of social reality. Together, 

these nations and their interrelations give rise to an international order. 

The purpose of the analysis is to show that nations are repeatedly reified as the 

ontological framework within which social reality can be comprehended and human 

affairs can be ordered. This, I argue, is necessary to understand why people opt into 

subordinate and disadvantageous positions within asymmetrical power relations, 

perpetuating hegemony on a global scale. The analytical procedures for critical discourse 

analysis (CDA) were similar to those followed in the previous chapter. My corpus 

included the 15 speeches from the four nations, or a total of 60 speeches, delivered 

between 2001 and 2015 at the United Nations General Assembly.  

In some ways, the context of these speeches already biases them as texts in which 

nationhood would be reified. For instance, the speeches were being delivered at the 
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United Nations – a conglomerate evidently built on the principle of nationhood. Speakers 

represented their respective nations, and they expressly spoke to other nations during 

their addresses. While these practices, too, are reifications of nationhood, I go beyond 

such evidence and focus my analysis instead on the properties ascribed to nationhood – as 

opposed to particular nations. Specifically, I look for discourses legitimizing and 

attributing features to the class of nations in general, and examine how these discourses 

become normative and oblige particular nations to act in particular ways, since such 

actions are deemed to be written into the very ontology of nationhood. 

Below, I identify and discusses three such discourses: multilateralism, states v. 

non-states, and agency. Multilateralism is the idea that nations can, should – and in some 

cases must – work together. Implicit in it is the notion that the international order is a 

society of ontologically equal entities, a functional society that may face problems but 

can nonetheless respond to them as a whole. Such a response, however, is only possible if 

the society comprises of “nations” that obey the norms and rules upon which nationhood 

is based. Nationhood thus gets reified as a primary building block of social reality every 

time leaders talk of multilateralism. This reification is reinforced when leaders also 

expressly delegitimize any kind of transnationalism that bypasses nationhood – for 

instance by delegitimizing non-state actors that are said to operate with little regard to 

national borders. Finally, nationhood is reified by ascription of agency to nations – in the 

form of responsibility and accountability for their actions. 
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MULTILATERALISM 

The United Nations is itself an institutionalized form of multilateralism – a body 

constituted of nations that aims to facilitate the determination of common goals and ways 

to achieve them. The leaders from the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan almost 

unfailingly made note of this in every speech. U.S. President George W. Bush said in 

2005: “The second purpose of this institution – as written in the UN Charter – is ‘to 

develop friendly relations among nations, based on equal rights and self-determination of 

all peoples.’”   

This was to be expected. However, Bush invoked multilateralism even when he 

defied the United Nations and its multilateral legitimacy. For instance, in 2003, he went 

against the wishes of many UN members when he attacked Iraq without reason or 

provocation. The invasion and subsequent occupation, in fact, directly contravened the 

very principle from the UN charter that he would quote in 2005. But even at that point, 

Bush talked essentially in multilateral terms. He said:  “Our international coalition in Iraq 

is meeting it responsibilities … Our coalition has made sure that Iraq's former dictator 

will never again use weapons of mass destruction … our coalition is helping to improve 

the daily lives of the Iraqi people…” This signified an understanding that nations were 

supposed to work together, as equal partners. In doing so, Bush reified nationhood as an 

equalizing ideology even as he reinforced a hegemonic international order. 

President Barack Obama was even more of a multilateralist, especially in the 

early years of his presidency. In 2009, he noted, in an entirely different context: “Those 

wealthy nations that did so much to damage the environment in the 20th century must 
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accept our obligation to lead. But responsibility does not end there. While we must 

acknowledge the need for differentiated responses, any effort to curb carbon emissions 

must include the fast-growing carbon emitters...” Obama thus claimed that wealthy 

nations needed to work together to deal with climate change – and they ought also to 

work alongside “fast-growing carbon emitters,” or developing nations that had lately 

started to industrialize and emit carbon into the atmosphere. In doing so, he also implied 

that being a nation was a pre-requisite for people from different parts of the planet to 

overcome their differences and work together. Once again, nationhood was deemed to 

bestow ontological equality.  

British leaders similarly emphasized the importance of cooperation among 

nations. Labour Foreign Secretary Jack Straw said in 2001, “We have seen, in the most 

graphic and brutal way possible, that chaos in one part of the Earth can undermine 

security in all parts of the world. Against that chaos we must set our vision of peaceful 

cooperation among stable nations.” He went on to emphasize that the security of the 

world depended on nations (1) remaining stable, and (2) cooperating peacefully with each 

other.  Fourteen years later, Straw’s Conservative counterpart, Philip Hammond, almost 

repeated him word for word: “[T]here is another important truth to understand: security 

within countries can only deliver the benefits of economic growth if it is matched by 

security between countries.” 

But multilateralism was not simply an option: it was also an obligation. Outside 

the UNGA, Bush had once (in)famously declared, “You are either with us or against us.” 

Inside the UNGA, he noted, “Between these alternatives there is no neutral ground. All 
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governments that support terror are complicit in a war against civilization” (Bush, 2003). 

The not-so-subtle implication was that any nation that did not join the “coalition of the 

willing” could well be considered an enemy and face the U.S. invasion force defending 

“civilization.” Thus, the discourse of multilateralism doesn’t simply reify nationhood – it 

also turns nationhood into an ideology that allows powerful nations to control the weak 

and make them do their bidding. 

Other nations have little choice but to accept the obligation. However, they, too, 

sometimes explicitly turn multilateralism into a normative expectation of nationhood. 

Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee, for instance, said in 2001, “From now 

onward, any nation that takes an isolated view of its own interests will run contrary to the 

spirit of the New Age, and will know no peace. From now onward, the anxiety that each 

country has for its own safety must embrace the welfare of the whole world.” 

As noted in the previous chapter, every Pakistani leader was at pains to prove that 

Pakistan was indeed a part of the “coalition of the willing” and doing all it could to 

facilitate the global war on terror. While increasingly unhappy with its marginalization 

within the coalition, Pakistan’s leaders, too, often contributed to the multilateralist motif 

of the UNGA speeches. Vice President Shah Mahmood Qureshi, for instance, said in 

2010: “The world needs a new multilateral approach that truly subscribes to the values 

and principles that we, the peoples of the United Nations, signed 65 years ago.” 

A discourse of multilateralism thus infused the speeches of all the leaders. This 

discourse reified nationhood as a basic building block of social reality – for only as 

“nations” could societies work together to solve problems. It implied that nations 



	 203 

constituted a common class of social objects, and that nationhood bestowed ontological 

equality to all peoples everywhere. However, multilateralism was an obligation too – 

being a nation meant that people had to go along with the expectations laid upon all 

nations by a few powerful nations. Saying no was not an option – as nations ran the risk 

of being turned into “rogue states” or, worse, “failed states” or “non-states.”  

STATES V. NON-STATES 

Multilateralism was transnationalism, a reminder to nations that they were not 

alone in the world and that, as members of an international society, they needed to work 

alongside other nations. But the reification of nationhood through multilateralism was 

simultaneously reinforced by another discourse that delegitimized “non-states” – or 

transnational sodalities that did not have the sanction of the international order. A new 

vocabulary demonizing “non-state actors” as inherently threatening to the peace enjoyed 

by nations or nation-states came into being following 9/11. Bush said in 2005, “In 1945, 

the most serious threats to peace and security emerged between states and were largely 

defined by their borders. Today, however, the greatest threats we face emerge within 

states and melt through their borders – transnational threats like terrorism, and weapons 

proliferation, pandemic disease and trafficking in human beings.” 

Similarly, Obama argued that while “national” identities were perfectly natural 

and desirable, non-national forms of identification – for instance, religious or sectarian 

ones – had no place in the world. He said in 2015, “A politics and solidarity that depend 

on demonizing others, that draws on religious sectarianism or narrow tribalism or 

jingoism may at times look like strength in the moment, but over time its weakness will 
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be exposed. And history tells us that the dark forces unleashed by this type of politics 

surely makes all of us less secure...” The president claimed here that the politics and 

solidarity of religious sectarianism and narrow tribalism were based on the demonization 

of others – implying that nationally-oriented politics and solidarities were not. But the 

history of the “world of nations” – with its preponderance of wars and battles that have 

been every bit as bloody as other kinds of political conflicts – gives the lie to this claim. 

Obama himself routinely demonized nations such as Libya, or their regimes, to justify 

U.S. invasions – just as Bush had demonized Iraq. And yet, he constructed nationhood as 

essential for a peaceful world. 

Like non-states, “failed states” were deemed to be another encumbrance upon the 

international order. British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw noted in 2002 that “[t]he world 

saw in Afghanistan the graphic dangers of state failure, where order breaks down, law is 

undermined and anarchy takes over.” This wasn’t really true: the Taliban regime had, in 

fact, brought a semblance of order to Afghanistan after years of chaos that followed 

America’s “war by proxy” there in the 1980s. Straw added: “In too many areas of the 

world, our fellow citizens are forced to live under the rule of gangs without the security 

and freedoms which we should be able to take for granted.” To be a legitimate nation-

state, societies therefore had to meet the expectations of nationhood as laid out by 

countries such as Britain. Or else, as Straw concluded, “[I]f we are serious about the 

concept of an international community then, as members of the UN, we must accept our 

responsibility to help prevent states failing, and to restore order where states have already 

collapsed.” In other words, Straw reserved the right for nations such as Britain to hold 
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societies to account for not meeting the expectations of nationhood – such as not having 

democracy, or not being capitalist enough, and not joining “coalitions of the willing” in 

wars against other “failed states.” This discourse, thus, reified nationhood as the only 

acceptable “state” of social life – and simultaneously turned it into an ideology that 

allowed the powerful to impose their will upon others. 

India, as usual, adopted and parroted the lexicon of the powerful. Defence 

Minister Pranab Mukherjee, speaking at the UNGA in 2006,  observed that “new dangers 

have emerged” because materials and technologies for building weapons of mass 

destruction had reached “non-state actors and terrorist groups.”  He added: “India’s 

record in this regard is impeccable and we have instituted effective measures to ensure 

that technologies developed by us are not leaked in any way.” That sentence was meant 

to imply that (a) India was a “good” state that obeyed international rules and norms, and 

(b) there were states – such as Pakistan – that were not meeting these expectations. This 

was part of India’s ongoing efforts to foster legitimacy for its own nuclear weapons while 

delegitimizing Pakistan’s in the eyes of the international community. 

Pakistan’s leaders, mindful of the charges of facilitating “non-state actors” along 

the Afghan border  and often threatened with being declared a “failed state” themselves, 

refrained from using these terms in their own speeches. But they, too, reified nationhood 

by delegitimizing other forms of social identification. As Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif 

said in 2015, “The rise and spread of terrorism across the Middle East today poses 

unprecedented security challenges. Wracked by violence, ethnic and sectarian conflicts, 

and the rise of Daesh, several countries of the region are today the vortex of conflict and 
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instability.” He thus implied that ethnic and sectarian identifications led to conflicts, 

while nationalist identifications contained those conflicts and created a peaceful world. 

A discourse delegitimizing “non-states” and non-nationalist identifications thus 

reified nationhood as the normal, legitimate, even natural form of social organization. 

Nations were deemed to make the world more secure and peaceful. Other identifications 

bred conflict and violence – and were therefore undesirable and unacceptable. 

Simultaneously, this discourse afforded a few powerful nations the right to define what 

was a nation-state and what wasn’t. Any society that did not abide by their rules thus ran 

the risk of being delegitimized as a “non-state” or a “failed state,” a threat to peace by 

definition, and thereby a justifiable target for invasion. At the very least, they could be 

deemed “pariah states” and forbidden from interacting with other nations. This discourse, 

too, thus reproduced hegemony in international politics, affording some nations control 

over the capacities and fates of others. 

AGENCY 

As these examples already reflect, the political elite’s discourse endowed nations 

with free will, or agency. Nations were constructed as social agents that could – and were 

expected to – take actions. At the same time, they were also held responsible for their 

actions qua nations. Saddam Hussein’s accumulation of weapons of mass destruction, 

whether real or imagined, implicated all Iraqi people and justified an invasion in which 

tens of thousands lost their lives and millions lost their homes and were turned into 

refugees. National agency was thus another discourse through which nationhood was 

reified. 
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The speeches of U.S. presidents were replete with references to nations being able 

to do things – or being expected to do things. George W. Bush, for instance, said in 2005: 

“In 1945, a life of liberty and dignity was more an aspiration than a reality for a majority 

of the world’s people. Today, however, more nations than ever have enshrined the 

principles of democracy and human rights.” Four years later, President Barack Obama 

observed, “Growth will not be sustained or shared unless all nations embrace their 

responsibility … [Meanwhile] Developing nations must root out the corruption that is an 

obstacle to progress.”  

British leaders similarly talked about Britain, and nations in general, “taking 

action” in a variety of contexts. For instance, Prime Minister Gordon Brown said in 2008, 

“In the short-term, each country is taking action to deal with the fallout of the credit 

crunch … In Britain, we have taken decisive action to promote stability in our banking 

system, protecting depositors and introducing a temporary ban on short-selling.” 

Cameron, his successor, similarly constructed British national agency in 2014 by saying, 

“The UN Security Council has now received a clear request from the Iraqi government to 

support it in its military action against ISIL … So it is right that Britain should now move 

to a new phase of action.”  

For Indian and Pakistani leaders, agency often meant a nation’s ability to change 

its circumstances. Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh said in 2011, “In the last few 

decades, India has lifted tens of millions of its people out of abject poverty.” He went on 

to explain the specific ways in which this change had transpired, from reduction in 

hunger to better education to more “economic choices.” Then he added: “But we [as a 
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nation] still have a very long way to go.” And his successor, Narendra Modi, said in 

2014, “Each country must of course take its own national measures; each government 

must fulfill its responsibility to support growth and development.” 

Pakistani leaders often constructed national agency by talking about Pakistan’s 

actions in the “war on terror.” But like their Indian counterparts, they also endowed 

nationhood with agency through references to the Pakistani nation overcoming poverty 

and foraging ahead on the path of development. As Foreign Secretary Riaz Khan said in 

2007, “In Pakistan, our aspirations are the same as elsewhere: to accelerate our socio-

economic development, build a knowledge-based society and contribute to peace and 

development in the world consistent with the deeply held values of faith and our vision 

for a modern, progressive Islamic state.” 

The discourse of agency thus led to the reification of nationhood. Subordinate 

nations valued their nationhood because it allowed them to view themselves as agents, 

with the capacity to improve their condition and fate. In practice, however, this capacity 

was severely curtailed. As discussed in previous chapters, change could only mean 

economic restructuring and neoliberal “development.” Change was measured in terms 

defined by the IMF and the World Bank, and it was enforced by the United States. 

Nations were agents only in so far as they could act “responsibly” and follow the norms 

of nationhood laid out for them. If they didn’t, they risked facing the wrath of the 

hegemon. However, at least for the secondary and subordinate nations studied here, such 

an eventuality was unlikely because neoliberalism was inscribed into their very 

conceptions of national identity. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have examined the discourses of nationhood that undergirded the 

speeches of the political elite from the United States, Britain, India, and Pakistan at the 

UNGA between 2001 and 2015. I have identified three discourses that reified 

nationhood: multilateralism, states versus non-states, and agency. The analysis leads me 

to four general conclusions. 

First, all these discourses were present in the foreign policy addresses of all four 

nations – and across the partisan divide within each nation. The political elite from 

everywhere reified nations as the basic building blocks of social reality, and they did so 

in quite similar ways. This implies that these discourses were transnational in scope. 

Such an intersubjective belief in the universality of nationhood – which goes beyond 

particularistic beliefs about the national identity of one nation or another – is necessary 

for an international order to come into being and survive over time. Because, after all, 

nations are not naturally ordained objects, even if the discourses make them appear so. 

They are historically contingent ideological constructs – in fact, they constitute a 

relatively new mode of social organization in the history of human affairs. Like all 

ideologies, they depend on people believing in their positive existence. That is why their 

reification in discourses matters – and leads to material effects. 

Second, the discourses of nationhood produce a particular kind of international 

order – a hegemony. At a superficial level, the discourses of multilateralism and agency 

appear to promote social justice through their impetus on nations being ontologically 

equal entities and possessing the capacity to change their conditions. But subliminally, 
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these discourses enable and legitimize asymmetrical power relations. Options come with 

obligations, rights with responsibilities. Free will isn’t all that free in the end. All nations 

are expected to abide by the norms of good behavior established by a few – the same few 

who, by dint of their national identities, also wield the coercive authority to hold nations 

to account if they slip up. Nations that fail to meet expectations can be deemed “failed” 

or “rogue” states and punished.  

Viewed thus, the international order begins to resemble a Foucauldian incarceral 

society, where authorities design and maintain law and order and penalize errant behavior 

– and they do so legitimately (Foucault, 1977). Ultimately these discourses, by reifying 

nationhood, also “individualize” nations: they make every nation, large or small, stand on 

its own against normative weight of the order and the might of the superpower. 

Third, these discourses also indicate why nations choose to subjugate themselves 

within a hegemonic order. They do so because of the illusory sense of ontological 

equality and agency that these discourses ascribe to all nations, allowing them to claim a 

positive meaning for their existence. As nations, people from all parts of the world, 

irrespective of their past histories or present conditions, can imagine themselves as 

standing side-by-side all other peoples. They can imagine possessing the free will to 

determine their own fates. People everywhere, but especially from the weakest societies, 

value these symbolic affordances of nationhood. Therefore, they value nationhood, and 

are willing to abide by the norms and practices of the international order that allows them 

to be nations. Paradoxically, those norms become the basis of their “subjection.” 
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Fourth and finally, the discourses of nationhood in foreign policy speeches, 

identified in this chapter, are not the same specific discourses of nationhood in news 

coverage, identified in Chapter 7. Nonetheless, the discourses immanent in both sites of 

meaning-making – news and policy – ultimately serve the purpose of reifying nationhood 

and perpetuating hegemony among and within nations. As with the construction of 

national identities, newsmaking and policymaking emerge as mutually constitutive social 

practices when it comes to the reification of nationhood as well. Both are shaped by, and 

both simultaneously reproduce, an intersubjective understanding of our world as a world 

of nations. 
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CONCLUSION 

Chapter 10: News, Nations, and Power Relations 

 

I started this dissertation with the theoretical premise that newsmaking and 

policymaking are social practices that are produced by, and recursively reproduce, shared 

beliefs about the nation and its place in the world – departing from the dominant 

paradigm in the study of press-state relations, which holds newsmaking to be 

epiphenomenal to policymaking (e.g. Bennett et al., 2007; Entman, 2004). I argued that 

such a perspective opens new research questions, not just for press-state relations but also 

for the fields of media sociology, international relations, and political sociology. 

Proceeding from this premise, I outlined four objectives of my study. The first 

was to empirically assess the premise itself by examining the belief structures that 

underlie newsmaking and policymaking and the extent to which they are mutually 

constitutive social practices. Most research in press-state relations in the domain of 

international affairs has focused on the United States. So the next objective was to 

expand the geographical range of this field by extending the study to Britain, India, and 

Pakistan. The third purpose was to crossnationally examine the newsmaking-

policymaking relationship across different types of nations – in order to identify factors 

that might affect their mutual constitution. Finally, I also wanted to see the extent to 

which these beliefs were transnational in scope: that is, if the same beliefs about a nation 

were shared by the news media and policymakers of other nations too. The general 

purpose of these inquiries was to understand what kind of a world is produced through 
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the mutual constitution of newsmaking and policymaking, what it can tell us about how 

relations of power come into being and shape international politics, and why some 

nations accept their subordinate status in the international system. 

My empirical analysis focused on news coverage of foreign aid in the United 

States, Britain, India, and Pakistan over a 15-year period (representing the news corpus) 

and annual speeches at the UN General Assembly delivered by the leaders of these four 

nations over the same time period (representing the foreign policy corpus). In this 

chapter, I will first summarize the key findings of my analysis, in the light of the research 

questions asked at the beginning, and explain their larger implications. In the next 

section, I will discuss how my findings theoretically contribute to the fields of journalism 

and media studies, international relations, and political sociology. I will also assess the 

methodological contribution of combining algorithmic and critical/interpretive 

methodologies, as I have done in this dissertation. I will conclude with an assessment of 

the strengths and weaknesses of my work, and outline directions for future research. 

SUMMARY OF RESULTS AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this section, I will revisit the key results of Chapters 5-9, focusing on how the 

findings arrived at in different chapters come together and lead to broader implications. 

To make sure that the objectives of the study that were outlined at the outset are met, I 

will discuss my findings and their implications in the light of the research questions I had 

asked at the end of Chapter 3. I will also discuss the significance of my findings by 

showing how they depart from, build on, or challenge previous studies. 
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National Identities and the Legitimization of Power 

In RQ1a, I asked what were the national identities of the four nations produced by 

their respective news media. The four news corpora were first analyzed in their entirety 

with topic modeling using Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA), a machine learning 

technique (Blei, 2012), to develop a broad understand of the dominant topics in news 

coverage. The results, discussed in Chapter 5, suggested that the basic premises of news 

coverage in each nation did not change despite changes in their political climate. LDA 

also indicated a higher salience of certain keywords and issues. For example, the use of 

keywords such as “military” and “war” or the names of perceived security threats in the 

dominant topics of the U.S., British, and Indian media coverage showed that the news 

media in these linked foreign aid with military objectives and security concerns. Topic 

modeling also suggested that the British media debated whether the nation should 

continue to dole out aid or channel the aid money to boost its defense budget instead – as 

evident from terms such as “budget,” “cuts,” “defence,” and “target” in one of the bigger 

topics. In the Indian media, regional security appeared to take precedence in aid 

coverage, especially with regard to Pakistan and Afghanistan, along with the 2004 

tsunami disaster. Pakistan’s media, on the other hand, was more concerned with how aid 

money was being allocated for natural disasters and domestic development projects – 

evident through keywords such as “flood,” “assistance,” “relief,” “projects,” “water,” 

“meeting,” and so on in the dominant topics. These topics and keywords emerging from 

LDA guided the critical discourse analysis (CDA) of purposive samples of the news 

corpora using Derrida’s (1972) method of deconstruction. 
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As discussed in Chapter 6, CDA led me to two broad discourses – neoliberalism 

and unipolarity – that undergirded identity construction by the news media in all four 

nations. All nations were ascribed capitalist identities by their news media under the 

neoliberal discourse. Moreover, capitalism itself was legitimized as the most desirable, 

natural, or even the only possible economic system available to nations. In the unipolar 

discourse, the United States was constructed as a superpower that imposed the neoliberal 

international trade regime and managed the economic restructuring of nations that 

previously hadn’t been under the capitalist fold – either directly or through its control 

over multilateral financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the 

World Bank. As a superpower, the media accorded America legitimate coercive authority 

to discipline and punish nations that did not follow the norms of the neoliberal order. 

Britain was constructed as a secondary power that supported and facilitated the 

hegemon’s implementation of the neoliberal order, India was constructed as an emerging 

power that aspired to a status similar to Britain within the neoliberal order, while Pakistan 

was constructed as a valuable and indispensable U.S. ally. The media in each of these 

nations expected these identities to shape their political elite’s foreign policies – they 

supported policies that were deemed to be aligned with these national identities, but 

questioned policies that appeared to be out of line with them and suggested alternatives. 

For Britain and India, a close identification with the global hegemon also meant a 

weakening of regional (European/South Asian) identifications. For Pakistan, though, 

intimacy with the United States did not gel well with its “Muslim” identification at a time 
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when America was supposed to be at war with the Muslim world: the two identities kept 

wrangling with each other in news coverage. 

In RQ2a, I asked what were the national identities produced by the policymakers 

of the four nations. I used CDA to study the foreign policy addresses of political leaders 

at the UNGA. As discussed in Chapter 8, I found that the same two discourses – 

neoliberalism and unipolarity – shaped identity construction in these speeches as well. 

Like the news media, the political elite of these nations, too, ascribed them capitalist 

identities and constructed the United States as a superpower, Britain as a secondary 

power, India as an emerging power, and Pakistan as a valuable U.S. ally. This finding is 

empirical evidence of a mutually constitutive relationship between newsmaking and 

policymaking. As explained in Chapter 4, a constitutive relationship between two social 

phenomena, say X and Y, does not assume that X and Y exist independently of each 

other and X precedes Y (as causal relationships do). But it does require a third condition 

to be met: but for X, Y would not be possible (Wendt, 1998). The similarity of identities 

produced by the news media and the political elite implies that, as interpretive 

communities, both rely on shared understandings about the nation and its place in the 

world – and these understandings are inscribed in and recirculated through the news and 

policies they produce. Recursively, these understandings come to be shared through news 

and policies, which are social texts that create intersubjective knowledge about a nation’s 

norms, values, and stature as well as its relations with other nations. This knowledge 

builds expectations – among news media and policymakers – about what news about or 
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policies regarding particular issues should be going forward: it informs and constrains 

newsmaking and policymaking as meaning-making practices. 

But meeting this condition, by itself, does not preclude causation. All of this could 

still be true if newsmaking was indeed epiphenomenal to policymaking, as theories like 

indexing, cascading activation, and propaganda model argue (Bennett, 1990; Entman, 

2004; Herman & Chomsky, 1988). But the evidence provided in Chapters 5-7 indicates 

otherwise. First, there was broad continuity in news coverage despite changes in the 

political climate of each nation. This would not be the case if the news coverage was 

shaped primarily by its reliance on elite sources of information, as indexing and 

cascading activation argue. Second, news coverage sometimes supported but sometimes 

also challenged elite policies and actions – and did so by taking recourse to national 

identity-oriented objections. Moreover, the coverage suggested that the news media 

expected the political elite to share the same view of national identity – and therefore see 

the logic behind their objections. This clearly indicated that the news media subjectively 

engaged in their own reflexive meaning-making process rather than depend on elite 

sources to do it for them. It means that newsmaking is mutually constitutive of, rather 

than epiphenomenal to, policymaking.  

To be sure, there is diversity within the news media of every nation – just as 

policymakers everywhere come from different parties and even have individual priorities 

and agendas. This is also evident from the CDA presented in Chapters 6 and 8. In Britain, 

for instance, some journalists and policymakers argued that their nation should give more 

aid to others, while some did not consider this to be a prudent policy. In Pakistan, there 
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was similar disagreement – among journalists and among policymakers – over the 

benefits of receiving aid. But shared conceptions of national identity undergirded these 

differences. Both sides made their arguments based on the same beliefs about what the 

nation was or should be – moreover, they expected the other side to share those beliefs 

about the nation, and expected those beliefs to guide decisions about what was a good or 

a bad policy in any situation. National identities are thus beliefs that structure the social 

world: these beliefs are produced and reproduced in discourses that underlie social texts 

such as news and policies and social practices such as newsmaking and policymaking. 

Besides offering empirical evidence indicating the mutual constitution of 

newsmaking and policymaking, these findings provide a deeper understanding of the 

nature of the hegemonic international order – and specifically the role of the news media 

and the political elite in constructing and maintaining such an order. Capitalism as a 

national identity goes beyond the material fact of a nation having a capitalist economic 

system. It means that the nation views capitalism as an essential aspect of who or what it 

is and how it conducts its affairs. Such a nation would be inherently unwilling to even 

consider anti-capitalist practices such as redistribution of wealth or other institutionalized 

attempts towards social justice. Its media and political elite  won’t make an attempt to 

rationally debate the pros and cons of such policies – because that simply won’t be how 

“we” do things. If calls for such policies do emerge from certain quarters, they would be 

stifled or delegitimized. Social change in pursuit of social justice becomes extremely 

difficult to achieve in such an order. 
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Similarly, positions such as superpower, secondary power, emerging power, and 

U.S. ally, as national identities, are more than simple functions of the material 

capabilities of these nations. Indeed, their capabilities are given meaning by these 

identities: capabilities serve symbolic functions and they come to be exercised, enhanced, 

or eroded accordingly. A superpower like the United States thus continues to build its 

military arsenal in perpetuity – measuring its volume not in terms of actual security needs 

(however defined) but by the number of times it exceeds the combined arsenals of 

secondary powers. (Even nations that view themselves as secondary or emerging powers, 

like Britain and India, build arsenals in terms of comparability with other nations that 

have a similar status, rather than actual security needs.) Citizens of the superpower 

broadly support such symbolic efforts to sustain the status of superpowerdom – 

unmindful of its deleterious social, economic, political, and cultural costs (Bacevich, 

2007). Citizens are also easily convinced of the need for the nation to embark on 

protracted wars far off its shores – because global superpower status needs to be defended 

and reinforced globally. Once again, there is little by way of rational public debate, 

especially in the media, about the prudence and long-term implications of such actions. 

For instance, the U.S. political elite’s decision to foment Islamist insurgency in 

Afghanistan in the 1980s was at least partly responsible for the rise of the Taliban and Al-

Qaeda and, ultimately, the 9/11 attacks (Cooley, 2002). But the near-complete absence of 

this view in American public discourse means that America’s political elite can continue 

creating or supporting Islamist extremists to meet short-term geopolitical goals in the 

Middle East, leading to the emergence of more Taliban/Al Qaeda replicas such as the 
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Islamic State and more terrorist attacks around the world – and still no assessment of the 

underlying reasons producing such a state of affairs. 

Nationhood and the Production of Power 

In RQ1b, I asked how nationhood was reified by the news media in the four 

nations. The CDA of news coverage, discussed in Chapter 7, identified four discourses of 

nationhood – naturalization, ontological equivalence, agency, and self-interest – that were 

prevalent in all nations. News media everywhere constructed nations as though they were 

natural beings rather than socio-political constructs. They often made comparisons 

among nations with little regard for the enormous historical, structural, and physical 

differences among them – implying that nationhood somehow created a level-playing 

field on which all nations stood shoulder to shoulder with each other. The media also 

ascribed free will to nations, constructing them as agents who controlled their own 

capacities and fates – once again disregarding historical, structural, and physical 

impositions that shape such national capacities. Finally, the media viewed national self-

interest as the paramount motivation for all actions, a necessary as well as sufficient 

condition to justify all foreign policies. 

These discourse create the façade of a liberal-pluralist international system that, 

paradoxically, lays the foundation of the hegemonic order created by national identities. 

This happens in a number of ways. First, naturalization of nationhood reduces the options 

that human beings can have in terms of social organization – being a nation becomes the 

natural choice. (This explains, for instance, why even those who want to break away from 

one nation do so in the hope of creating their own “nation.”) Second, discourses of 
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ontological equivalence and agency provide nations with an illusory sense of equality and 

free will – conditions of being that are especially valued by the weakest sections of 

human society. This leads them to voluntarily subscribe to nationhood. Doing so means 

participating in the international order and abiding by its norms – imposed by a 

superpower and secondary powers whose authority to do so is legitimized in the same 

discourses. Subordinate nations thus become complicit in their own subjection. Third, 

agency comes with accountability: all the people of a nation, qua nation, can be held 

collectively responsible if they do not abide by internationally imposed norms and face 

disciplining and punishment from powerful nations. Finally, the discourse of national 

self-interest – each nation for itself – restricts human connectivity by limiting it to the 

boundaries imposed by nationhood and prohibits people belonging to “different” nations 

from standing up for each other, lest they too get punished. 

RQ2b related to the reification of nationhood by policymakers. As explained in 

Chapter 9, the CDA of UNGA addresses elicited three discourses – multilateralism, states 

v. non-states, and agency. Multilateralism implied that nations can and should work with 

each other. While this appeared to run contrary to the discourses of nationhood in news 

coverage, closer scrutiny showed that both news and policy discourses had the same 

implications. First, like the news discourses, multilateralism too ascribed ontological 

equivalence to nationhood: for it is only entities that are of the same type that can be 

expected to work together. Second, multilateralism also came with responsibility: 

working with other nations effectively meant complying with, rather than challenging, 

the norms of nationhood imposed by the powerful nations. This included the norm of 
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respecting the coercive authority of such nations and not aligning with errant nations 

when they stood to be disciplined and punished. (This explains, for instance, why nations 

such as France and Germany, who disagreed with the U.S. decision to invade Iraq in 

2003 on false pretenses, made their position clear but didn’t come to Iraq’s defense – 

even though the United States would have been highly unlikely to launch the invasion 

had they done so.) Third, the multilateralism of nations delegitimized non-national forms 

of human association. This idea was reinforced by the states v. non-states discourse, in 

which nation-states were valorized as instruments of peace and prosperity while non-

national identifications were deemed to be historical mistakes that only led to chaos and 

war.  Also part of this discourse was the authority of powerful nations to “recognize” 

nation-states – and, in turn, delegitimize the existence of “non-states” or “failed states” or 

“pariah states.” Finally, the discourse of agency ascribed free will to nations – along with 

responsibility and accountability for their actions, just like the media discourse. 

Discourses of nationhood, thus, once again indicate the mutual constitution of 

newsmaking and policymaking. In addition, they explain the motivations that lead 

subordinate nations to become consensual participants in their subjection – making 

hegemony possible. They show that subjection is verily inscribed into the condition of 

nationhood. Being a nation means being a part of an international order that is inherently 

hegemonic, and partaking in the many forms of injustices that such an order produces on 

a global scale. At the same time these discourses, in conjunction with the discourses of 

national identity, also reveal that superior nations, too, are subjects of the international 

order. The order ascribes them the ability to determine the capacities and fates of other 
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nations – but this ability, too, is ultimately a responsibility and a condition of 

superpowerdom. The United States, to be United States, must also be a superpower: but it 

cannot remain a superpower if it disengages from its hegemonic practices. Its own 

“agency,” too, is thus constrained by the order. 

Civic Nationalism and Hunger for Power 

RQ3a and RQ3b related to cross-national patterns in the relationship between 

newsmaking and policymaking – or how this relationship within each nation compare 

with the others. Two of the four nations studied here – the United States and Britain – 

were rich, industrialized nations and donors of foreign aid; the other two – India and 

Pakistan – were poor, developing nations and net receivers of aid. The United States and 

Britain were also much older nations, while India and Pakistan were postcolonial nations 

created in the middle of the last century. Differences in the relationship between 

newsmaking and policymaking across these two types of nations would, therefore, 

suggest how structural variations influenced the relationship. 

As discussed above, the relationship itself emerged as mutually constitutive in all 

four nations, with news media and the policymaking elite in each nation constructing 

similar national identities and reifying nationhood. However, I found an unexpected 

variation that implied a link between the predominant normative conception of a nation 

and the nature of its national identity as constructed by its media and political elite. 

Specifically, nations where the civic conception of national identity was prevalent also 

sought positions of power and the capacity to control the fates of other nations. As I 

explained in the review of literature in Chapter 3, the civic conception was predominant 
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in the United States, Britain, and India. The empirical analysis in later chapters suggested 

that the news media and political elite in these nations ascribed to them superpower, 

secondary power, and emerging power identities, respectively. In contrast Pakistan, a 

nation predominantly conceived in ethnic terms, neither the media nor the political elite 

sought a position of power. Instead, they were content to ascribe a subordinate identity to 

the nation. 

The civic conception holds that subscription to a particular set of values defines 

what the nation is and who are its citizens – as opposed to the ethnic conception,  which 

views membership of the nation as defined by belonging to a particular race, religion, or 

sect. The civic conception thus has a liberal-pluralist orientation: all individuals who are 

willing to subscribe to the nation’s values can belong to the nation – and the nation 

belongs to them all and stands for the defense of those values. Such a conception thus 

seemingly rejects the political nationalism of the nation’s ethnic “core” – people who 

might view themselves as naturally belonging to the nation on account of their ethnicity. 

But drawing on Kumar’s (2000) assessment of the duality of English/British national  

identity, I had argued in Chapter 3 that the putative rejection of ethnic nationalism only 

serves as a camouflage that ultimately allows the ethnic core to colonize other ethnicities 

implicated within the boundaries of the nation. By suggesting that the nation belongs to 

them all, liberal-pluralism mitigates the chances of contestation and facilitates the ethnic 

core’s domination. What is civic nationalism in theory is thus imperialist nationalism in 

practice. 
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The empirical findings of this study, linking civic nationalism with hunger for 

positions of power in international relations, are in line with this assessment. They 

suggest that the imperial impulse that underlies and drives liberal-pluralism does not stop 

at the nation’s boundaries. Rather, such nations – or more specifically their ethnic cores – 

seek to continue expanding their influence and control over more nations and more 

populations. This tendency manifests itself in the idea of American “universalism,” in 

English imperialism’s masquerade as British nationalism, and in the notion of “tolerant” 

Hinduism forming the basis of “secular” Indian nationalism. Pakistan, too, had initially 

adopted the symbolism of “liberal Islam” – partly to rationalize the presence of a Bangla-

speaking eastern wing within the nation even though it was located thousands of miles 

across hostile Indian territory. But after the eastern wing broke away in 1971 to form 

Bangladesh, Pakistan underwent radical change and adopted an ethnic conception of 

national identity in the process (Lall, 2008). Such a conception, concerned more with 

establishing who doesn’t belong to the nation than with who does, looks inward rather 

than outward: correspondingly, neither its media nor its political elite try to project the 

nation as a “power” in international relations. 

Globalization or Globalized Nationalism 

In the final research question, RQ4, I sought to explore transnational trends in the 

production of national identities by each nation’s news media and political elite. 

Specifically, I asked if the identities of different nations complemented each other – in 

which case they would be following a transnational logic – or contradicted each other – 

in which case they would be idiosyncratic for each nation. As is already evident, the 
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production of national identities was broadly transnational in scope. It followed a logic 

that went beyond the boundaries of particular nations. For instance, it wasn’t  just the 

U.S. media and political elite that constructed the United States as a superpower – the 

media and political elites of all other nations did so too. Britain’s secondary power status 

was similarly legitimized in other nations, per se and also by mimicry, with India aspiring 

for a similar position by projecting itself as an emerging power. Transnationalism was not 

absolute: Pakistan, for instance, did not view India as an emerging power, and Indian 

media and political elite made efforts to  undermine Pakistan’s  self-identification as a  

U.S. ally. But on the whole, the national identities produced in one nation’s newsmaking 

and policymaking were reproduced by the news media and political elite in other nations. 

Such transnational intersubjectivity was, in fact, necessary for the emergence of a 

hegemonic and hierarchical international order in which different nations voluntarily take 

up different structural positions – including subordinate positions. 

This finding also helps us better understand the nature of the age of cultural and 

economic “globalization” that our world supposedly arrived in after the end of the Cold 

War.  Both (neo)liberal and critical scholars have viewed globalization as  a 

“postnational” phenomenon – in which national boundaries have ceased to matter and 

nations have become anachronistic social phenomena. Soysal (1994), for instance, argued 

that  large-scale immigration had led to belonging through” national citizenship” being 

replaced with belonging through “permanent residency,” legitimized not by nation-states 

but by global norms and practices. (Soysal suggested that it was possible to be a 

“Berliner” without being “German” – but had little to say about the meaning of life and 
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identity for people living away from Germany’s cosmopolitan centers, in small towns and 

villages. A number of other scholars have similarly celebrated globalization by extolling 

the rise of “global cities” such as New York, Shanghai and Mumbai that supposedly 

represent 21st century multiculturalism at its finest, without acknowledging that (a) most 

people in the world do not live in such cities and partake of its multiculturalism, and (b) 

except for the jet-setting class of “global citizens,” the lives of most people even within 

such cities is difficult at best). A decade later, columnist Friedman (2005) claimed in his 

bestselling book, The World Is Flat, that globalization had created a level-playing field 

for entrepreneurial individuals everywhere. Hardt and Negri (2000) were not so euphoric 

about globalization: they viewed human history as transitioning from “imperialism,” 

enabled by modernist nations, to a postmodern, postnational “Empire,” featuring the 

United States and supranational organizations such as Nato, I.M.F., and W.T.O. as a 

consolidated Monarchy. But despite their critical stance, they, too, believed that the era of 

nations had given way to a postnational era – and that is what made U.S. hegemony 

possible. They also appear to have assumed that the era of nations was not hegemonic or 

hierarchical. 

In contrast, the findings of this study indicate that nations remain the most 

meaningful form of social organization. They continue to be reified by powerful 

meaning-making institutions, such as the news media and the political elite, as the basic 

building blocks of social reality. This happens even in contexts (such as foreign aid) and 

spaces (such as the UN General Assembly) where globalist discourses are quite likely to 

occur. And it is the reification of nationhood and the construction of national identities 
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that leads to a hegemonic international order. That, however, is not to say that 

globalization itself is a lie – as indicated by the transnationalism of neoliberal and 

unipolar discourses that shape national identities in multiple nations. It only means that 

globalization need not be viewed as a postnational phenomenon. Instead, it is perhaps 

more accurate to view globalization as globalized nationalism (see also, Straubhaar, 

2006). 

THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

This dissertation lies at the intersection of three disciplines of social research: 

journalism and media studies, international relations, and political sociology. I have 

drawn on ideas and concepts from each other these disciplines, and my findings 

contribute to their theoretical development. In this section, I draw out the specific 

contributions my study makes to each of these disciplines. After that, I also discuss the 

significance of combining computational and critical methods, as I have done in this 

study, and how such an approach can expand the horizons of media research in particular. 

Contribution to Journalism and Media Studies 

This dissertation builds on extant research in press-state relations but also 

challenges some of its basic premises. Several scholars have argued that newsmaking is 

epiphenomenal to policymaking, especially in the domain of international affairs. The 

political elite debate alternatives, make decisions, and take actions independent of news 

coverage. Journalists follow their lead and index their coverage to the range of opinions 

within elite circles (Bennett, 1990; Bennett et al., 2007). Different sections of the political 

elite have different degrees of influence on news coverage of foreign affairs (Entman, 
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2004), but news organizations effectively help the elite “manufacture consent” for their 

policies and actions (Herman & Chomsky, 1988). An alternative view, the CNN  Effect, 

suggested that  “real-time” news broadcasts of natural disasters and internal strife around 

the world were able to set the U.S. government’s foreign policy agenda (Culbert, 1998; 

Maren, 1994; Sharkey, 1993) – although other scholars questioned this view (Baum, 

2004; Gilboa, 2005). The dominant paradigm in press-state relations, thus, is that foreign 

policymaking is an “independent variable” that predicts the “dependent variable” of news 

coverage. 

Differing with this what-came-first approach, my study adopts and provides 

empirical evidence indicating a relationship of mutual constitution between newsmaking 

and policymaking. It shows that neither policymaking nor newsmaking takes place in 

piecemeal fashion: instead, both are interpretive practices that rely on stocks of 

intersubjective knowledge shared by social subjects such as journalists and policymakers 

(see also, Reese, 2001; Wendt, 1999). This shared knowledge takes the form of collective 

beliefs about the nation and its place in the world. In the process, they reproduce such 

knowledge in the form of social texts, such as news and foreign policies – thus 

constituting a virtuous circle of mutual constitution. I also show that such an approach 

opens new questions that press-state scholarship can begin to explore – questions about 

the nature of the beliefs produced and made intersubjective by these meaning-making 

institutions and its implications for global power relations and global social justice.  

The field of press-state relations is closely related to scholarship in media 

sociology and comparative media studies, which focuses on identifying factors that shape 
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news coverage. Scholars in these fields have considered the “nation”  to be the highest 

level of structural and cultural influence on news content (e.g. Hallin & Mancini, 2004, 

2012). In contrast, recent scholarship on media and globalization has noted the 

emergence of a “global news arena” that is “supported by an interlocking cross-national 

awareness of events, in a world further connected by networks of transnational elites, 

media professionals among them, who engage each other through mutually shared 

understandings” (Reese, 2010, p. 5; see also Shoemaker & Reese, 2013). This 

dissertation contributes to this scholarship by showing that nationhood and national 

identities are meaning-making devices that allow media professionals across nations to 

develop mutually shared understandings. These understandings come to be expressed as 

transnational discourses, such as neoliberalism and unipolarity. 

Contribution to International Relations 

This dissertation has drawn heavily on constructivist theory in international 

relations – especially on the link between national identity and foreign policymaking that 

constructivists have etched (e.g. Christie, 2008; Katzenstein, 1996; Wendt, 1992, 1999). 

At the same time, it addresses a critical weakness in constructivist scholarship. While 

constructivists argue that national identities are socially constructed, they haven’t paid 

enough attention to explaining the modalities of such identity construction. Wendt 

(1992), for instance, relies on Mead’s (1934) explanation of how human beings construct 

their personal identities in symbolic interaction to suggest that nations do the same when 

they “interact” with each other. But Mead’s argument is physiological: he explains 

human identity construction by taking recourse to the human mind’s capacity to interpret 
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and give meaning to symbols. Nations don’t have a mind – and so their ability to 

construct identities in symbolic interaction needs further explanation. 

My study suggests that parallel to the physiological mechanism of the human 

mind that allows individuals to construct their personal identities, the news media 

constitute a social institutional mechanism through which nations construct their 

collective national identities. Like the mind, the news media interpret a nation’s history 

and physicality as well as its symbolic interactions with other nations. In doing so, they 

produce its norms, values, and traditions as well as its position in the international order – 

in other words, its national identity. Decisions of what are its interests and what specific 

foreign policies would allow it to achieve them follow from there. Of course, these policy 

decisions – and other nations’ responses to them –become a part of the stock of social 

knowledge that the media again draw upon as they continue to reproduce national 

identity – just as the human mind reinterprets the individual’s actions and other 

individuals’ reactions to them. This process echoes Carey’s contention that the “highest 

manifestation of communication” lies in “the construction and maintenance of an 

ordered, meaningful cultural world that can serve as a control and container for human 

action” (1989, pp. 18–19). 

I need to add here that the news media – the focus of this dissertation – are not the 

only social institutions that produce such knowledge. There are other sites of meaning-

making in a nation: schools and colleges, churches, temples, and mosques, and even other 

forms of media such as novels, films, and – increasingly – social networking sites. 

Ultimately, though, all these are social institutional practices that rely on direct or 
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mediated communication to reproduce shared knowledge about a nation and its place in 

the world (see also, Epstein, 2008; Herrera, 2005; Hopf, 2002). The news media are 

perhaps especially important in this regard because (a) they perform their interpretative 

task on a daily basis, and (b) they do so on a mass scale, and thus constitute a highly 

efficient means of producing intersubjective knowledge. That is why, in Anderson’s 

(1983) historiographical account, they are the harbingers of nations as “imagined 

communities.” 

Besides drawing attention to the significance of the news media in the process of 

national identity construction, this dissertation also creates a place for the concept of 

“nationhood” in constructivist international relations theory. While recognizing national 

identities as socially constructed, constructivists typically take the concept of the nation 

itself to be a priori. They, too, thus view the world as naturally being a world of nations – 

and concentrate on “what” these nations are in terms of their identity constructions. But 

not problematizing the concept of the nation itself means they struggle to answer some 

fundamental questions in international relations: for instance, why, when every nation’s 

constructed identity is different, do they all share a common concern with national 

security? Looking at nationhood itself as a social construct, as I have done in this 

dissertation, allows constructivism to better answer such questions. The problematization 

of nationhood also adds a critical edge to constructivist theorizing and facilitates analyses 

of asymmetries of power in international relations (see also, Barnett & Duvall, 2005; 

Guzzini, 2005; Hopf, 1998). 
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Contribution to Political Sociology 

This dissertation also contributes to the exploration of two relatively new 

concerns in political sociology. One is the exploration of the reproduction of nations and 

other forms of social organization – as opposed to their emergence or decline, which have 

been the traditional areas of scholarly research. Özkirimli (2010), for instance, observes 

that “the main problem posed by the existence of social formations is not that of their 

beginning or their end, but primarily that of their reproduction” (2010, p. 171). He sees 

works such as Billig’s  (1995)“banal nationalism,” which focuses on the “flagging” of 

nations in everyday spaces and routine ways, as an example. This dissertation’s 

enunciation of the reification of nationhood and  construction of national identity in daily 

news contributes to the same body of research (see also, Balibar, 1990; Edensor, 2002). 

Yet another recent concern in political sociology is the relationship between 

nations and empires. The two have conventionally been viewed as mutually exclusive 

political forms. But scholars such as Kumar (2000, 2010) and Hall (2013) have lately 

questioned this common wisdom and identified overlaps between nations and empires. 

Kumar, for instance, suggests that “many nation-states are in effect empires in miniature” 

(2010, p. 119). Extant studies in this area have mostly offered idiosyncratic 

historiographical accounts to make their case (for a review, see Malesevic, forthcoming). 

My study provides a cross-national verification of this argument. By drawing a link 

between liberal-pluralist conceptions of nationalism and hunger for power over other 

nations, I also show what kinds of nations are likely to exhibit imperial tendencies and 
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how these tendencies influence international politics – thus expanding the theoretical 

horizons of this body of scholarship. 

Contribution to Research Methodology 

In addition to these multidisciplinary theoretical implications, this dissertation 

also makes a methodological contribution to social research by combining algorithmic 

and qualitative techniques in novel ways. Computational methods of research such as 

machine learning and natural language processing are gaining prominence in the social 

sciences, especially journalism and communication studies, because they allow scholars 

to analyze very large amounts of digital data in their entirety (Lewis et al., 2013; Shah et 

al., 2015). This capacity has obvious benefits. Such analyses are not only more reliable – 

a feature that qualitative methods and even traditional quantitative techniques can 

sometimes lack – but they can also identify trends and patterns in data that smaller 

“samples” may not be able to find. Nonetheless, algorithmic methods are themselves 

constrained by a range of epistemological and procedural concerns and the insights they 

provide can be too abstract (boyd & Crawford, 2013; Crawford et al., 2014).  

In this dissertation, I therefore combined machine learning and natural language 

processing with critical discourse analysis. The mixed-methods design incorporates the 

strengths of algorithmic and qualitative methods in a way that allows each to overcome 

the other’s weaknesses. I used Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA), a machine learning 

technique that identifies broad topics in large textual datasets as well as their different 

proportions of use, to analyze the four news corpora in their entirety. It helped me 

understand general patterns of news coverage and also pointed out which issues and 
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keywords were more salient, as detailed in Chapter 5. I then used natural language 

processing (NLP) to extract purposive samples from the four news corpora – and 

conducted critical discourse analysis (CDA) on these samples. The CDA was guided by 

the results of the LDA, enhancing the reliability of the former technique. But it led to a 

much richer understanding of the news coverage, as detailed in Chapters 6 and 7. 

Some studies employ computational and manual methods independently of each 

other, with the purpose of “triangulating” results – or coming to the same findings 

through multiple techniques to enhance confidence in those findings (e.g. Sjøvaag et al., 

2012). In contrast, I follow what Greene and colleagues (1989)  have called a 

developmental approach in their typology of mixed-methods research designs. Such an 

approach “seeks to use the results from one method to help develop or inform the other 

method, where development is broadly construed to include sampling and 

implementation” (Greene et al., 1989, p. 259). Developmental designs are better 

integrated as different methods are interdependent and come together to produce findings 

that either one may not have been able to arrive at on its own. 

Such an approach may be especially suited to study constitutive effects – as 

opposed to causal effects that are typically the focus of behaviorist “media effects” 

research. In his critique of the two-step flow theory that then dominated media research, 

Gitlin (1978) argued that behaviorist scholars “defin[end] ‘effects’ so narrowly, 

microscopically, and directly as to make it very likely that survey studies could show 

only slight effects at most” (p. 206). This led to the so-called “limited effects era” in 

media studies. Although media theory has since moved past that era, the reductionist 
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conception of “effects” as short-term, measurable in individual behavior, and attributable 

to a direct “cause” remains perhaps the only legitimate way of conducting “media 

effects” research. But instead of causal effects that such research hopes to capture, the 

media can also have long-term constitutive effects – such as the construction of national 

identities and reification of nationhood that lay down the norms which become 

constitutive of foreign policymaking. Such effects are diffuse and perhaps impossible to 

measure in short-term individual behavior, but they have a significant bearing on the 

shape of social reality. If Big Data methods can help the field reconceptualize or at least 

broaden the scope  of media effects research, they would have answered the allegation of 

“blind empiricism” they are sometimes charged with (boyd and Crawford., 2013; 

Crawford et al., 2014). 

STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The strengths of this dissertation can be understood in terms of its breadth across 

three dimensions: spatial, disciplinary, and methodological. Most research in press-state 

relations has been limited to the United States and Europe. My study spatially extends the 

field by examining press-state relations in India and Pakistan as well. As discussed 

above, this extension hasn’t simply meant the addition of new cases; it has teased out a 

link between normative conceptions of national identity (civic/ethnic) and the hunger for 

power. In addition, by showing that national identities are not exclusively national – or 

idiosyncratic – in character but follow transnational logics, the dissertation also spatially 

expands the ontology of national identity as meaning-making devices. 
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Second, the study engages extensively with scholarship across three disciplines of 

social research: journalism and media studies, international relations, and political 

sociology. While contributing to each of them individually, it also builds connections 

between theoretical concepts across disciplines and illustrates how their combination can 

lead to new avenues of social research. Finally, it also extends the methodological 

boundaries of social inquiry by integrating algorithmic and qualitative methods of 

research. Mixed-methods designs have traditionally combined conventional quantitative 

and qualitative techniques such as survey and in-depth interviews, content and textual 

analysis, and so on (Greene et al., 1989). More recently, some scholars have hybridized 

algorithmic and traditional quantitative methods like content analysis (e.g. Lewis et al., 

2013). My dissertation completes the triangle by showing how algorithmic methods such 

as machine learning and natural language processing can be combined with traditional 

qualitative methods such as critical discourse analysis to construct developmental 

research designs. 

This interdisciplinary and multi-method approach is in line with Mills’ (1959) 

conception of the intellectual craftsman (or craftswoman) who uses his “sociological 

imagination” to avoid rigid procedures of theory and method and attempts instead to craft 

his own tools of social inquiry. Of course, such craftsmanship also makes it incumbent 

upon the scholar to clearly explicate his procedures of inquiry for the benefit of the 

reader. Throughout this dissertation, I have attempted to meet this expectation by making 

my theoretical assumptions and analytical procedures transparent, even though this has 

sometimes meant erring on the side of redundancy. Mills also encouraged the intellectual 
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craftsman to not simply study one “milieu” after another but to turn his attention to their 

underlying structures and to the interplay of milieux with structures. My poststructural 

approach, which attempts to understand the production of structures themselves and how 

they circumscribe human subjectivity, is also presumably aligned with this normative 

goal of social inquiry. 

At the same time, this dissertation has a number of limitations as well. First, my 

claims about newsmaking are broad, but they come from news coverage of one subject: 

foreign aid. Although this subject was chosen partly because it was very broad and 

connected with a range of local and global issues, it was still only one context. Similarly, 

my claims about foreign policymaking are based on the political elite’s UNGA speeches. 

Again, this context was chosen in part because these speeches related to a very wide 

range of issues and approaches to policymaking. But it is still a singular context. 

Second, limitations of context also extend to my “cases.” While arguing that 

discourses of neoliberalism and unipolarity are transnational in character and global in 

scope, I have provided evidence from only four nations: United States, Britain, India, and 

Pakistan. Although these nations are different from each other in a number of ways, they 

do not begin to represent the wide variety of nations in the world. This shortcoming is 

particularly significant because the media and political elite’s ascription of comparability 

to nations despite enormous historical, structural, and physical differences among them is 

one of the key discourses reifying nationhood that I have identified in this dissertation. 

Third, I only look at English-language media in all four nations. That is partly 

because in two nations (United States and Britain), the mainstream media are almost 
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entirely English language, and in two other nations (India and Pakistan), English 

language media serve as connective “national” media across linguistically diverse states 

and provinces. However, it also means that the dissertation does not control for variations 

in discourses that might emerge from differences in language. Fourth, the breadth of 

“news media” I have examined is limited to print and television news outlets (although it 

includes online editions of these outlets). But the spurt in the dissemination of news 

through a wide range of online channels as well as through social media has drastically 

altered the global media landscape – and in media ecologies of each of the four nations I 

have studied as well.  

These limitations can serve as fruitful venues for future research. Scholars can 

examine news texts on subjects other than foreign aid, as well as policy texts from spaces 

or contexts other than the UNGA, to verify the findings of this dissertation. Research also 

needs to go beyond the four nations I have focused on. It will be especially interesting to 

examine the presence of neoliberal and unipolar discourses in the newsmaking and 

policymaking of nations such as China and Iran, which are known to challenge U.S. 

hegemony globally and regionally. Expanding the geographical scope of such research 

would also make it possible to verify if these discourses predominate in English-language 

media alone or in other languages too. Nations where the mainstream media operate in 

two or more languages would be particularly meaningful case studies in this regard.  

Finally, online and social media sites offer an entirely new domain for research 

related to national identities and nationhood. Ongoing research on phenomena such as 

“virtual nations”  and “Twitter nations” suggests the continued significance of 
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nationhood and national identities in online spaces (Cheung, 2004; Christensen, 2013). 

Studies also show that traditional media and political elite dominate conversations on 

social networking sites (Bowman, 2008; Hermida & Thurman, 2008), indicating that the 

discourses circulating in these spaces may not be all that different after all. Nonetheless, 

future research on the presence of the specific discourses of national identity and 

nationhood distinguished in this dissertation can verify if these transnational discourses 

are also transmedia (Scolari, 2009). 

IN CONCLUSION: JOURNALISM FOR GLOBAL SOCIAL JUSTICE 

To conclude, this dissertation underlines the significance of the distinction 

between structural power and productive power that Barnett and Duvall (2005) have 

drawn – and its implications for global social justice and the role of journalism in making 

it possible. Structural power is “the production and reproduction of internally related 

positions of super- and subordination, or domination, that actors occupy” (p. 55). The 

structural differentiation of the constructed national identities of the United States, 

Britain, India, and Pakistan, enabled by the reification of nationhood,  is an example of 

structural power. But productive power  “is the constitution of all social subjects with 

various social powers through systems of knowledge and discursive practices of broad 

and general social scope” (p. 55). Productive power shifts the attention from structures 

and their impact to the process of construction of those structures. It focuses on 

“networks of social forces perpetually shaping one another” and producing the structures 

as “systems of signification and meaning” (p. 55).  
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As this dissertation has illustrated, newsmaking and policymaking are such social 

forces, which perpetually shape one another by producing the discourses of neoliberalism 

and unipolarity that give meaning to the identities of nations and thus constitute a 

hegemonic international order. Such a conception of power directs us towards a different 

sociological view of the news media as a social institution and a different normative role 

for journalism as a public service. Journalists in different parts of the world variously 

view their work as being a “mirror” of society, a “public forum,” a “watchdog” of 

democracy, or even a “public mobilizer” (Skovsgaard et al., 2013). Positivist scholars 

view the news media as “setting the agenda” of the public and policymakers in terms of 

discrete issues (Protess & McCombs, 2016), while postpositivists think of the news 

media as a social institution that “inculcates and perpetuates particular views” of a nation 

and its identity (Sparrow, 2006, p. 151). The perspective developed in this dissertation 

agrees with the social institutionalist view – but also takes it forward.  

My poststructural analysis shows that perpetuating particular views of the nation 

and its identity is inherently value-laden. It imbricates nations into asymmetrical 

relationships of power that are ultimately dehumanizing and oppressive for the citizens of 

all nations – whether they occupy superior or subordinate positions in the international 

order. This happens in diffuse and implicit rather than direct and instrumentalist ways. 

Nonetheless, my analysis also suggests that a greater awareness among journalists of the 

ideological assumptions and socio-cultural implications of their work – such as the 

reification of nationhood and construction of national identities – can be a harbinger of 

global social change. Nations, as the obligatory mode of social organization for human 
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beings, constitute the structure within which journalism everywhere operates: but this 

structure is itself produced in discourses that are perpetuated through newsmaking 

(among other social practices). The awareness that nationhood and national identities are 

inherently pernicious and detrimental to social justice, coupled with a commitment to 

journalism as a public service, can lead journalists and news organizations to disengage 

from a nationally-oriented view of social reality and contribute to the possibility of 

alternate realities.	
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Appendix A. Methodological Procedures 

LIST OF NEWS OUTLETS EXAMINED 
 
From the United States: 
New York Times 
Washington Post 
Wall Street Journal 
National Public Radio 
CNN 
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 
Deseret Morning News 
Boston Globe 
 
From Britain: 
Financial Times 
Guardian 
Telegraph, 
Times 
Daily Express 
Sun 
Herald 
 
From India: 
Times of India 
Economic Times 
Hindustan Times 
Hindu 
Statesman 
Deccan Chronicle 
Kashmir Monitor 
 
From Pakistan: 
Business Recorder 
Balochistan Times 
Nation 
Frontier Star 
Pakistan Observer 
Express Tribune 
Frontier Post 
Dawn 
Daily Messenger 
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ADDITIONAL STOPWORDS REMOVED FROM NEWS CORPORA FOR LDA TOPIC 
MODELING 
 
From the U.S. corpus: 
Document 
words 
English 
Copyright 
� 
Provided by ProQuest Information and Learning 
All Rights Reserved 
New York Times Company 
Washington Post Co 
Dow Jones & Company, Inc 
Post Gazette Publishing Company 
Deseret News Publishing Co 
National Public Radio, Inc 
eMediaMillWorks, Inc  
(f/k/a Federal Document Clearing House, Inc.) 
BSTNGB 
WP 
NYTA 
PPGZ 
WSJO 
ERED 
CNSN 
No license is granted to user of this material other than for research. User may not 
reproduce or redistribute material except for user's personal or internal use and, in such 
case, only one copy may be printed, nor shall user use any material for commercial 
purposes or in any fashion that may infringe upon Cable News Network, Inc.'s copyright 
or other proprietary rights or interests in material; provided, however, that members of 
news media may redistribute limited portions (less than 250 words) of this material 
without a specific license from CNN so long as they provide conspicuous attribution to 
CNN as originator and copyright holder of such material.  This is not a legal transcript for 
purposes of litigation. 
New York Times 
Washington Post 
Wall Street Journal 
National Public Radio 
Cable News Network 
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 
Deseret News 
Boston Globe 
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From the British corpus: 
Document 
words 
English 
Copyright 
� 
(c) 
All Rights Reserved 
Telegraph Group Limited, London 
Telegraph Media Group Ltd 
Nationwide News Proprietary Ltd 
Daily Telegraph 
DAITEL 
Daily Telegraph 
DT 
Sunday Telegraph 
Sunday Telegraph 
SUNTEL 
Telegraph Online 
TELUK 
Guardian Newspapers Limited 
Guardian Unlimited 
Guardian News and Media 
guardian.co.uk 
Guardian 
GRULTD 
GRDN 
Times Newspapers Ltd 
Times 
Sunday Times 
ST 
Financial Times Limited 
Financial Times 
FT.Com 
FTCOM 
FTCMA 
News Group Newspapers Ltd 
Sun 
THESUN 
SMG Newspapers Ltd 
Not Available for Re-dissemination 
Herald 
GH 
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Western Mail and Echo Ltd 
Western Mail 
WESMAI 
Irish News Ltd 
Irish News 
IRISHN 
News Ltd 
 
From the Indian corpus: 
Document 
words 
English 
Copyright 
� 
(c) 
All Rights Reserved 
Kasturi & Sons Ltd 
Hindustan Times Ltd 
Times of India 
Times of India 
TOI 
Economic Times 
ECTIM 
Times of India Group 
Hindustan Times 
Hindustan Times 
HNTM 
Hindu 
THINDU 
Statesman 
AIWTHS 
Statesman Ltd 
Deccan Chronicle 
DECCLE 
Deccan Chronicle Holdings Ltd 
Kashmir Monitor 
Kashmir Monitor 
HTKASM 
 
From the Pakistani corpus: 
Document 
words 
English 
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Copyright 
� 
(c) 
All Rights Reserved 
News Bites Pty Ltd 
GLOBAL NEWS BITES 
SOURCED FROM CURRENT GLOBAL NEWSPAPERS AND JOURNALS 
Frontier Star 
NBFSTA 
Business Recorder 
AIWBUR 
RECORDER REPORT 
Baluchistan Times 
Balochistan Times 
NBBALU 
Nation 
AIWNAT 
Asianet-Pakistan 
Dawn 
ASDAWN 
Daily Messenger 
ASMESG 
Express Tribune News Network 
Express Tribune 
ASETRI 
Pakistan Observer 
ASPKOB 
 
PYTHON REGULAR EXPRESSION ALGORITHMS USED FOR SAMPLING NEWS TEXTS 
 
From the U.S. corpus (Jan. 2001 – Dec. 2008) 
 
import re 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\us_jan2001_dec2008.txt") 
f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("United States|America|USA|U.S.", line): print line 
 
From the  U.S. corpus (Jan. 2009 – Dec. 2015) 
 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\us_jan2009_dec2015.txt") 
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f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("United States|America|USA|U.S.", line): print line 
 
From the British corpus (Jan. 2001 – May 2010) 
 
import re 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\uk_jan2001_may2010.txt") 
f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("United Kingdom|UK|Britain|British|England", line): print line 
 
From the British corpus (Jun 2010 – Dec. 2015) 
 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\uk_jun2010_dec2015.txt") 
f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("United Kingdom|UK|Britain|British|England", line): print line 
 
From the Indian corpus (Jan. 2001 – Apr. 2004) 
 
import re 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\india_jan2001_apr2004.txt") 
f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("India|Bharat", line): print line 
 
From the Indian corpus (May 2004 – Apr. 2014) 
 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\india_may2004_apr2014.txt") 
f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("India|Bharat", line): print line 
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From the Indian corpus (May 2014 – Dec. 2015) 
 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\india_may2014_dec2015.txt") 
f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("India|Bharat", line): print line 
 
From the Pakistan corpus (Jan. 2001 – Aug. 2008) 
 
import re 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\pak_jan2001_aug2008.txt") 
f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("Pakistan", line): print line 
 
From the Pakistan corpus (Sep. 2008 – Dec. 2015) 
 
f1 = open(r"C:\Users\Mun\Desktop\pak_sep2008_dec2015.txt") 
f2 = f1.readlines() 
f3 = [l.rstrip() for l in f2] 
f1.close() 
for line in f3: 
 if re.search("Pakistan", line): print line 
 
NUMBER OF PARAGRAPHS SAMPLED 
 
United States: 2,055 
Britain: 1,597 
India: 830 
Pakistan: 1,918	
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