Representation of the JCPOA in Obama’s Foreign Policy
toward Iran in CNN News Discourse

Leila Samareh Hashemi’
Ebrahim Anooshe >
Khosrow Vafaei Sa'di’

Abstract

Foreign policy and international affairs have always been at the center of attention of
global media, and CNN, as one of the most influential international news networks,
has played a prominent role in representing political events. The central question of
this study is how CNN, in its news discourse, has represented the United States’
foreign policy toward Iran and the nuclear agreement known as the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) during the presidency of Barack Obama. The
purpose of the research is to analyze the linguistic and discursive construction of
CNN’s news coverage and to examine the extent of its alignment with the official
narrative of the U.S. government. The research data consist of a set of CNN reports
and news items on the JCPOA, analyzed through Norman Fairclough’s Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) framework. The findings reveal that CNN, by
foregrounding concepts such as “diplomatic opportunity” and “nuclear threat” and by
portraying Obama as a peace-seeking leader, contributed to the reproduction of U.S.
foreign policy. Alongside this supportive stance, some reports also highlighted the
difficulties of trusting Iran and the challenges of implementing the agreement, thereby
reflecting a more critical and cautious discourse. The conclusion is that CNN
functioned not as a neutral mirror of reality but as an active media agent in
legitimizing and shaping the representation of U.S. foreign policy toward Iran.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Foreign policy and international affairs have consistently attracted the attention of global
media as a continuum, and the CNN news network, as one of the most important
international media outlets, has played a prominent role in representing political events.
This research employs Norman Fairclough's critical discourse analysis method to
examine CNN's narrative regarding the JCPOA (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action).
In doing so, CNN has contributed to the reproduction of U.S. foreign policy by
emphasizing concepts such as "diplomatic opportunity" and "nuclear threat," and by
portraying Obama as a peace-seeking leader. Alongside this supportive approach, some
reports have also reflected a critical and cautious discourse by highlighting challenges in
trusting Iran and the difficulties of implementing the agreement. Accordingly, CNN has
not been a neutral reflector of reality but rather an active media agent in legitimizing and
representing U.S. foreign policy towards Iran.

2. Theoretical Framework

Examining the representation of U.S. foreign policy toward Iran, particularly in relation
to the nuclear agreement (JCPOA) during Barack Obama’s presidency, requires the
application of a coherent theoretical framework capable of elucidating the connections
among "media," "power," and "ideology." Within this framework, beyond the function
of transmitting news, media play an extensive role in reproducing dominant discourses,
shaping public opinion, and even influencing the policymaking process. Accordingly, the
analytical framework of the present research is based on a combination of two
approaches: first, critical discourse analysis, which enables the examination of linguistic
and semantic processes in news production and the representation of ideologies; and
second, the "CNN Effect" theory, which explains the role of transnational media in
shaping foreign policy decisions.

3. Methodology

The methodology of this inquiry is grounded in qualitative and critical analysis. In this
vein, critical discourse analysis was employed as the primary approach, as this
framework enables an understanding of the linguistic and discursive mechanisms
through which power, ideology, and social norms are reproduced in texts and media. To
this end, Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional model (text analysis, discourse
analysis, and socio-historical context analysis) serves as the foundational basis for
investigation. Data collection involved selecting media texts, historical-political
documents, as well as instances of social and political phenomena represented in
domestic and international media. The criteria for data selection were their prominence
in the production and reproduction of discourse and their direct relevance to the research
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topic. In the initial stage, using a representational approach, the reflection of concepts,
values, and identities within the discourse was examined. This phase allowed the
research to identify which elements were emphasized and which were marginalized, and
how reality was constructed through linguistic signs. Subsequently, the CNN Effect
theory was applied to explain the power of global media in shaping public opinion and
influencing policymaking and macro-level decision-making. Accordingly, this theory
functioned as a complementary tool, illustrating how media representations can directly
impact not only public perception but also political actions. The final analysis emerged
from the integration of the three aforementioned approaches, revealing a network of
meanings, power dynamics, and media influence.

4. Discussion

Globalization has significantly impacted international relations and foreign policy, while
further highlighting the role of media. This phenomenon, which began after World War
II and intensified in the 1990s, has transformed economic structures, social relations, and
cultural and ideological frameworks. Globalization has been accompanied by the
emergence of common markets, the growth of transnational corporations, and the
formation of economic regulatory mechanisms, simultaneously influencing power
dynamics and political processes. Within this context, advancements in information and
communication technologies, along with policymakers' growing reliance on media, have
established media as the fourth pillar of democracy, playing a vital role in shaping public
opinion and representing policies. Through lexical choices, agenda-setting, and the
structuring of news narratives, media have been able to influence audience perceptions,
thereby either reproducing or critiquing official government policies. The CNN news
network, as one of the most influential international media outlets, serves as a prominent
example of this media role. Leveraging cutting-edge information and communication
technologies, CNN transmits the perspectives and approaches of policymakers to a
global audience and expands its reach through republication by other media outlets. Its
coverage of major Middle Eastern events-such as the First and Second Gulf Wars, the
Syrian and Iraqi crises, the Ukraine conflict, and Israeli attacks on Gaza and Lebanon-
demonstrates the power of media in shaping audience interpretations and representing
international policies. One of the most significant international political events that
attracted widespread attention from global actors and media was the Iranian nuclear
agreement (JCPOA). This agreement, concluded between Iran and the P5+1 countries
regarding Iran's peaceful nuclear activities, gained particular importance due to the
central role of the United States as a key actor. U.S. foreign policy was directly
represented in media coverage. Examining how the JCPOA was portrayed in media
outlets such as CNN enables an analysis of the interaction between media and foreign
policy and enhances our understanding of the role of media in legitimizing international
policies.
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5. Conclusion and Suggestions

Based on the present study, the role of CNN in representing the process of negotiations
and the JCPOA agreement was not that of a neutral observer, but rather that of an active
media agent. Critical discourse analysis of four selected reports from this network, using
Fairclough's three-level framework, revealed that the network provided a specific
framework for understanding the JCPOA through particular lexical choices, news
prioritization, and the use of linguistic elements. At the description level, the use of
negatively and positively charged words, the selection of prominent news items, and the
manner of information presentation positioned the reader within a specific experiential,
relational, and expressive context-narrating Iran simultaneously as a potential threat and
an engageable country. At the interpretation level, these reports were analyzed within the
context of intertextuality and the semantic framework of dominant U.S. security-military
and political discourses. By frequently referencing statements by U.S. politicians,
neoconservative reports, and prior security-military discourses, CNN balanced audience
perspective in favor of the Obama administration’s official narrative and selectively
represented both supportive and opposing viewpoints. Furthermore, by highlighting
diplomatic achievements and legitimizing Obama, the media guided the reader toward
accepting the dominant discourse and reinforced the role of ideology in shaping public
perceptions. At the explanation level, the analysis demonstrated that CNN’s
representation reproduced the ideological hegemony of American liberalism and
legitimized U.S. foreign policy on the global stage. By emphasizing Obama’s rationality,
the legitimacy of U.S. foreign policy, and the necessity of dialogue with Iran, the media
marginalized domestic and international opponents and steered public opinion toward
accepting the agreement. This representation also had international repercussions,
reinforcing the global discourse of the United States as a guarantor of security and
stability in the Iranian nuclear crisis. Thus, mainstream media like CNN, through the use
of linguistic and visual techniques and selective representation, actively played an
effective role in shaping audience perception, legitimizing foreign policy, and
consolidating power relations.
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