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Abstract

Media discourse analysis is one of the significant approaches in communication studies, providing the possibility of a deeper
understanding of how reality is represented by the media. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the media played a crucial role
in shaping public perception of this global crisis. The aim of the present study is to analyze the discourse of COVID-19-
related news in Hamshahri newspaper based on Laclau and Mouffe’s theory and to identify the discursive strategies
employed in representing this crisis. This research was conducted using a qualitative approach and the method of critical
discourse analysis, examining news articles related to COVID-19 published in Hamshahri newspaper from March 2020 to
March 2021. The findings reveal that the newspaper’s COVID-19 discourse employed a variety of strategies such as lexical
generalization, rhetorical expressions, and excessive lexicalization. These strategies contributed to the formation of the
central signifier “COVID-19 crisis management” and to the articulation of other floating signifiers around it. Consequently,
the discourse of this newspaper functioned to stabilize a particular meaning of the pandemic reality, in which the authority
of official institutions in managing the crisis is naturalized, and the individual responsibility of citizens in controlling the
disease is emphasized.

Keywords: discourse analysis, Laclau and Mouffe, COVID-19, Hamshahri newspaper, media representation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The global spread of COVID-19 generated

unprecedented discursive transformations as
governments, health organizations, and media

outlets struggled to frame an event whose
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multidimensional nature disrupted
conventional modes of meaning-making. As
discourse analysts have emphasized, media

discourse functions as a key modality through
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which crises are rendered intelligible and
socially actionable (1). The present research,
grounded in the discourse theory of Laclau
and Mouffe, interrogates how Hamshahri
newspaper articulated the pandemic within an
ideologically saturated field of meaning-
production. The theoretical perspective of
Laclau and Mouffe—rooted in post-
structuralist critiques of essentialist meaning—
positions discourse as the site in which
signifiers gain provisional stability through
hegemonic articulation (3). This study
therefore situates its investigation at the
intersection of linguistic practice, power, and
ideology, foregrounding how the newspaper’s
representational strategies reflect broader
socio-political mechanisms of meaning fixation
during crisis. Prior scholarship has shown that
pandemics often generate  competing
discourses—scientific, moral, political—each
striving to hegemonize the field of
interpretation (2, 4). Within this discursive
struggle, media serve not merely as conveyors
of information but as institutions that naturalize
certain nodal points while marginalizing
others. As previous work demonstrates, the
COVID-19 pandemic quickly became a site of
ideological contestation globally (5, 6),
prompting scholars to examine how
newspapers framed risk, responsibility,
governmental authority, and public conduct (7,
8). Against this backdrop, the present study
analyzes a full year of Hamshahri’s COVID-19
coverage to reveal how discursive strategies

such as lexical generalization, rhetorical

address, and excessive lexicalization
structured the paper’s construction of crisis
and its corresponding sociopolitical
imaginaries.

The theoretical framework guiding this
analysis draws on core concepts of discourse
theory, including floating signifiers, nodal
points, equivalential and differential chains,
antagonism, hegemony, and the ever-
contingent nature of meaning. As Laclau and
Mouffe argue, discourse emerges from the
contingent fixation of meaning around
privileged signifiers that function as nodal
points organizing entire fields of articulation
(3). In pandemic discourse, concepts such as
“virus,” “pandemic,” “risk,” and “public
responsibility” often function as these nodal
points around which chains of equivalence are
constructed. Ultimately, the discursive struggle
concerns  whose articulation  becomes
hegemonic—whose narrative of the crisis
comes to seem natural, commonsensical, and
inevitable. Meaning is never fixed, for as
discourse theorists emphasize, the excluded
or marginalized meanings remain as a
constitutive outside capable of destabilizing
hegemonic closure (12). Prior studies in Iran
and elsewhere have documented the
multiplicity of discourses that COVID-19
generated,

ranging  from biomedical

emergency  discourse to nationalist,
conspiratorial, moralizing, and security-
oriented framings (9, 13). Further, antagonistic
divisions—such as the contrast between

public health imperatives and economic
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anxieties or between scientific rationality and
misinformation—shaped the dynamics of
representation (10). This study adopts these
theoretical tools to dissect how Hamshahri
built a hegemonic narrative that foregrounded
crisis management, governmental authority,
and citizen responsibility, demonstrating how
articulatory  practices converted floating
signifiers into relatively stabilized discursive
structures that shaped public understanding of
the pandemic.

The research design follows a qualitative
critical discourse analysis methodology,
focusing on the textual, rhetorical, and
ideological mechanisms through which
meaning is produced. Purposive sampling
captured all COVID-19—-related news items
published between March 2020 and March
2021—a period identified as crucial for the
emergence and consolidation of pandemic-
related discourse in Iran. Previous studies in
Iranian media analysis have shown that the
initial months of the pandemic produced rapid
shifts in  representational  paradigms,
generating discursive heterogeneity that later
tended toward stabilization (11, 17). This study
extends that trajectory by examining how
Hamshahri’s textual strategies contributed to
the gradual construction of a dominant crisis-
management discourse. To ensure
methodological rigor, analytical coding
employed Laclau and Mouffe’'s conceptual
categories—nodal points, chains of
equivalence, antagonistic frontiers, and
closure—while

hegemonic comparative

triangulation across articles enhanced validity.
The analytic procedure also drew on insights
from earlier CDA applications in pandemic
contexts, such as Dezhkameh'’s identification
of ideological square patterns (8) and
Gholami’'s  categorization of conceptual
clusters in institutional pandemic
communication (7). In line with the
interdisciplinary methodological tradition of
discourse studies, the analysis incorporated
rhetorical devices, metaphorical framings, and
lexical patterns that signal ideological
positioning and discursive function. This
methodological integration allows the study
not merely to describe textual content but to
uncover the structural logic through which
meaning was discursively organized.

The findings demonstrate that three discursive
strategies were central to Hamshahri’s
articulation of the pandemic: lexical
generalization, rhetorical address, and
excessive lexicalization. Lexical generalization
involved transforming specific events into
universalized claims through signifiers such as

“the world,” “the country,” and “society,” which
functioned to compress social heterogeneity
into unified imaginaries, thus consolidating a
collective subject around the nodal point of
crisis (12). This technique aligned with global
media tendencies to present the pandemic as
a universal, border-transcending threat (14,
16). Rhetorical address operated through
direct and indirect forms of second-person

orientation  (“you,” “we, all  of us”),

constructing interpellated subjectivities and

NY.N
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inviting identification with the discourse of
responsibility and compliance. Such strategies
echo known mechanisms of hegemonic
interpellation described within Laclau and
Mouffe’s framework, wherein subjects are
constituted through their insertion into
discursive chains (4). Excessive lexicalization,
by contrast, centered on high-frequency,
emotionally charged, and often militarized

terminology—*“threat,”  “danger,”  “peak,”

“crisis,” “war’—which amplified the salience of
risk and framed the pandemic as an existential
confrontation. Comparable global research
has shown similar tendencies toward
dramatization and securitization across media
systems (9). Through these processes,
constructed a

Hamshahri hegemonic

discursive  formation  emphasizing the
legitimacy of official institutions, the gravity of
the threat, and the moral imperative of public
cooperation, thereby articulating a coherent
equivalential chain linking “citizen

responsibility,” “governmental authority,” and
“collective survival.”

In relation to prior scholarship, the study’s
findings demonstrate significant continuity with
both international and lranian research. The
demonstrated reliance on  ideological
dichotomies, dramatized metaphors, and
authority-granting formulations echoes global
patterns identified by Mai in the comparative
analysis of U.S. and Chinese coverage (13).
Similarly, the identification of institutionalized
authority as the primary locus of meaning-

production resonates with analyses of Iranian

digital discourse that highlight tensions
between governmental and grassroots
narrative formations (11). Additionally, the
study contributes to theory by confirming
Laclau and Mouffe’s assertion that crises
intensify hegemonic struggles, accelerating
the articulation of nodal points capable of
organizing otherwise diffuse social anxieties.
As seen in Hamshahri, the nodal point of
“COVID-19 crisis management” became the
privileged signifier around which a dense chain
of political, scientific, and moral meanings
coalesced. The articulation of this nodal point
repeatedly relied on discursive exclusions,
producing antagonistic frontiers between
responsible versus irresponsible citizens,
legitimate versus illegitimate knowledge, and
domestic security versus external threat,
thereby enacting a hegemonic project that
sought both stability and ideological
coherence (6). By situating its findings in these
scholarly lineages, the study highlights its
contribution to ongoing discussions about
crisis discourse, mediatic power, and the
political ~ construction of public health
emergencies.

Ultimately, this research demonstrates that
Hamshahri’'s COVID-19 coverage not only
reported the pandemic but actively
constructed a discursive reality in which crisis,
authority,  responsibility, —and  national
coherence were articulated into a unified
hegemonic narrative. Through strategic
deployment of rhetorical, lexical, and

ideological devices, the newspaper shaped
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interpretive possibilities available to its
readership and contributed to the broader
social imaginary of the pandemic. The study
underscores the political nature of meaning-
making in times of crisis and offers a model for
analyzing how media discourse participates in
constructing collective subjectivities and

legitimizing institutional power.
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