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Abstract: This paper proposes an analysis of journalistic discourse in two media 
events. The current world crisis produced economic and social changes which triggered 
alterations of the priorities on the journalists’ and politicians’ agendas. Through the 
analysis of thematic structures in the political journalists’ discourses, we aim to reveal 
these alterations that we associate with the masculinization of political and journalistic 
discourse. 

 
Keywords: economic crisis; political journalism; televised presidential debates; 

debate moderators; debate management; topic control; thematic structure; salient debate 
issues; feminine discourse; masculine discourse. 
 
Introduction 
 

This study aims to reveal the way in which, during electoral campaigns, the 
media echo the social changes triggered by the present-day economic crisis. In 
recent televised electoral debates, for instance, this critical situation has been 
discursively translated into a range of recurrent topics related to the economic and 
social difficulties that have lately affected people’s lives. We equally propose a 
gendered interpretation of the thematic changes that have marked political 
journalists’ discourse.  

Like all journalists, the TV journalists’ who “conduct” televised debates 
aspire to fulfill their professional mission of serving the public, as responsibly and 
ethically as Habermas (1985) thought they ought to do. They should prove that 
they do voice the voters’ concerns, that they know the public agenda better than the 
candidates themselves and represent public interest as legitimate spokespersons 
(Boicu 2013). Electoral televised debates provide the ideal context for debate 
moderators to substantiate Charaudeau’s thesis (2005) according to which 
journalists stand for the link between the politicians and the citizens, in the societal 
triangular relation that unites these three poles.  

In practice, the TV journalists who moderate presidential debates manage 
this political show through three main professional functions, those of controlling 
the observance of the themes under discussion, of controlling the candidates’ turn 

                                                           
1 Asoociate Prof. Dr. at the Faculty of Journalism and Communication Studies of the 
University of Bucharest. 
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taking and of controlling the interaction time devoted to each candidate on each 
theme. 

For this research, we selected two famous French presidential 
confrontations, the one between Ségolène Royal and Nicolas Sarkozy that took 
place in 2007, namely, before the economic crisis, and the debate between François 
Hollande and Nicolas Sarkozy, broadcast in 2012, in times of crisis. More 
specifically, we focused on the comparison between the sets of themes announced 
by the journalists at the beginning of the debates and the time treatment of these 
themes, in the two above mentioned televised electoral debates. 

The first objective of this study is to assess the salience of each theme in the 
journalists’ agenda, in order to prove the high share of the topics that refer to the 
economic crisis and to its social consequences in the case of the 2012 debate, as 
compared to the 2007 debate.  

To this end, we used two quantitative content analyses, relying on the 
statistics of the key words used by the moderators in relation to the themes of the 
two debates. In order to check the results, we measured the respective time spans 
allotted for discussing the issues associated with these key words, out of the total 
time of the two TV shows. 

The data that resulted after these quantitative analyses showed that, in the 
2012 presidential debate, the journalists’ insisted on the tough solutions and the 
austerity measures imposed in order to cope with the critical problems that 
appeared during the crisis. This led us to the second objective of the present 
research, that consists in interpreting this thematic change in terms of 
masculinization of media discourse. 

As hypothesized, the economic crisis triggered a significant change in the 
journalists’ agenda, an emphasis on economic problems at the expense of the social 
issues and the so-called issues of society (sujets de société) such as education, 
culture, research, etc. that had a greater relevance in 2007, before the crisis and that 
are perceived as feminine issues. 
 
1. Values and functions of tv debate journalists 
 

The journalists’ mission is implied in a communication contract that 
Charaudeau explained, from various angles, in more than one works. He wrote 
about the double finality of the journalists’ communication contract, an ethical one, 
consisting in the transmission of information according to democratic values and a 
commercial one, meant to conquer the greatest audience possible in order to sell 
the media product (Charaudeau 2005: 71-73). According to Charaudeau (2006: 5), 
in an electoral debate: “les principes de distance et de neutralité sont encore plus 
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difficiles à tenir, car c’est le journaliste qui procède […] à la distribution des 
paroles et c’est lui qui par ses questions impose des cadres de questionnement”.2  

Since in the French format, unlike the classic American format, the public is 
not physically present at the debate, it is the journalists that moderate the TV show 
who ask questions on behalf of the electorate. Moreover, it is the moderators who 
create the thematic stucture to be debated, through a thorough selection of the most 
urgent problems of the moment. 

Their responsibility is all the greater as their professional competences may 
be judged by the largest possible national audiences. In the specialized literature 
published in the United States and in France, where there are long and respected 
traditions in turning the electoral/ presidential confrontations into popular TV 
shows, designed both to inform and to entertain the public, the televised 
presidential debate is unanimous considered the climax of an electoral campaign 
(Boicu 2012a).  

One of the first definitions of the televised electoral/ presidential debate was 
offered by Auer (1962: 146) apud Trent and Friedenberg (2004: 267). This 
definition may be read as a set of five features, three of them referring to the main 
professional functions of the debate moderators. Actually, the debate is: 
 

(1) a confrontation,  
(2) in equal and adequate time,  
(3) of matched contestants,  
(4) on a stated proposition,  
(5) to gain an audience decision. 

 
Firstly, by defining the debate as a confrontation (1), Auer implies that the 

politicians are invited by the moderators to speak in turns. Through turn control, 
the moderators give their guests the opportunity of taking the floor alternatively 
and of benefiting of an equal number of turns. 

Secondly, as mentioned in this definition, each candidate should have the 
same amount of time at her/ his disposal (2), which indicates that the moderator is 
also in charge of time control. If the broadcast editor/ director negotiates with the 
politicians’ teams that the answers to the questions should not exceed 2 to 5 
minutes, or more, it is the journalist’s function to interrupt the interventions that 
exceed the time limit. 

Thirdly, it devolves on the debate moderators to launch questions / issues 
about the most stringent problems in society, economy, foreign affairs, etc. In most 
cases, it it the moderators who choose the content and the form of these questions 
(Sandré 2009) and who exert topic control (3), urging all the candidates to answer 
all the questions. 

                                                           
2 “the principles of neutrality and distance are more difficult to maintain because it is the 
journalist who monitors [...] the distribution of turns and it is he who, by his questions, 
maps questioning frames”. [our translation] 
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Topic launching and control represent the essential functions in our present 
research, although they could not be studied independantly from the other two 
types of control. That is why, the management of a presidential debate is a difficult 
professional task that only reputed TV journalists are invited to do. For the two 
French debates under discussion, the moderators were chosen from among the most 
successful TV journalists: Arlette Chabot and Patrick Poivre d’Arvor in 2007; 
Laurence Ferrari and David Pujadas in 2012. 

 
2. Feminine and masculine topics 
 

In politics, feminine topics are stereotypically associated with the promotion 
of policies that address improvements of women’s life and representation in 
society. More specifically, in civic organizations as well as in politics, women 
militate for the eradication of domestic violence, for women’s safety at work, for 
equal chances to education of disabled children, etc. (Boicu 2012b). In cultural 
studies literature, as seen in Hofstede, Hofstede G. J. and Minkov (2010), the 
concern for domestic problems and the caring for children led to the notorious 
distinction between feminine and masculine national cultures, in which these 
sociologists assimilate competition, force, self-assertion and selfishness to 
masculine societies and the caring for the weak, health protection, education, social 
services, social security, environment protection, equal chances, love for nature and 
beauty to feminine cultures.  

Feminine issues are closely related to the typical left wing claims such as 
better life conditions and more respect for the retired, improved work conditions 
for the employees, etc. that come into contradiction with the neo-liberal policies 
and with the austerity measures that most governments have adopted during the 
current world crisis. The governments’ “austerity drive, which attempts to garner 
public support for the reduction or withdrawal of welfare entitlements through 
appeals to frugality, self-sufficiency and fiscal prudence [...] is argued to present a 
particular challenge to the financial security and autonomy of women, signalling 
the end of the process of modernizing the welfare system” (MacLeavy 2011: 255). 
The welfare state system that stood for the epitome of the third wave feminist 
aspirations, since “women [were] the majority of recipients of many social welfare 
benefits” (Sarvasy 1999: 329), is presently seen as a pre-crisis project. “Jane 
Jenson [1999]3 recently used "neo-liberal" [the reassertion of market forces, 
according to Larner (2000: 10)] as a general descriptor for post-welfare state 
citizenship regimes” (Larner 2000: 5). 

Analysts are aware that, more than suspending a project, the present-day 
crisis menaces to suspend the progress that women benefited from before 2008. 
“Widespread economic recessions and protracted financial crises have been 
documented as setting back gender equality and other development goals in the 
past. In the midst of the current global crisis – often referred to as “the Great 

                                                           
3 Jenson, Jane. “Who Cares? Gender And Welfare Regimes”. Social Politics 4 (2) 1997: 
182-187. Web. 13 Dec. 2011. <doi: 10.1093/sp/4.2.182> 
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Recession” – there is grave concern that progress made in poverty reduction and 
women’s equality will be reversed” (Antonopoulos 2009, Abstract).4 

Likewise, in the texts compared in this paper, we noticed that the political 
journalists’ discourses in 2012 are marked by the changes in governance priorities, 
as a consequence of the crisis. Since women are biased on a social ideology, as 
Van Dijk (2006) confirms, social issues are perceived to be feminine, while foreign 
policy, for instance, is perceived to be masculine (Murray 2008: 488).5 More 
specifically, “female politicians are described as having a special preference for the 
social domain which corresponds to an incapacity of managing the prestigious 
fields: economy and international relations” (Olivesi 2009: 75 apud Boicu 2011: 
143). Since feminine discourse is made up of soft issues, women politicians are 
assigned soft portfolios (Walsh 2001: 6). 

 
3. Corpus and methodology  
 

In order to compare the moderators’ discourse in terms of the thematic 
structures used in two electoral debates, we analyzed the transcript versions of the 
presidential debates that took place in France, in May 2007, between Ségolène 
Royal and Nicolas Sarkozy, moderated by Patrick Poivre d'Arvor (TF1) and Arlette 
Chabot (France 2) and in May 2012, between Nicolas Sarkozy and François 
Hollande, moderated by Laurence Ferrari (TF1) and David Pujadas (France 2). The 
former text has 71 pages (Source: (La Tribune.fr www.latribune.fr) and the latter 
covers 74 pages (Source:http://discours.viepublique.fr/notices/123000884.html). In 
spite of the difference of three pages, the total duration of each show was of 2 
hours and 40 minutes. 

Since our first objective was to evaluate the relative salience of each theme 
that the moderators launched for discussion, we used two statistical approaches: 

 
- we counted the occurrences of the most recurrent key words that the 

moderators uttered in relation to the themes that they announced in their 
opening interventions. In principle, we retained the first 3 most salient 
key words for further interpretation.  

- we checked the results of the first statistics through the calculation of the 
amount of time devoted to the candidates’ debating on each theme (or 
thematic area); this calculation consisted in transforming the number of 
pages that contained the discussion of one theme into minutes (taking into 
account that both the total number of the pages in the transcripts and the 
total number of minutes were known. 

                                                           
4 Antonopoulos, Rania. “The current economic and financial crisis: a gender perspective”. 
Working papers // The Levy Economics Institute, No. 562, 2009. Web. 22 Dec. 2012. 
<http://hdl.handle.net/10419/31580> 
5 Murray, Rainbow. “Is the Mere Presence of a Strong Female Candidate Enough to 
Increase the Substantive Representation of Women?”. Parliamentary Affairs 61/3, 2008: 
476-489. Print. 
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4.1. The 2007 Debated Themes 
 
4.1.1. Key words 
In keeping with the format of the French presidential debate, the moderators 

announced the topics at the beginning of the show, after greeting the candidates 
and asking them whether they felt comfortable and ready to start the confrontation. 
The candidates were supposed to discuss four thematic chapters within fairly equal 
periods of time. The first chapter concerned the candidates’ views on power and 
the institutions, the second covered the economic and social problems, the third, 
the so-called issues of society (education, family, research, culture, environment ...) 
and the fourth, the international relations, with Europe included (4).6 

Throughout their 27 interventions (out of which 8 were just reminders of the 
themes to be insisted on) that followed, the debate moderators, Chabot and Poivre 
d’ Arvor, used the following key words: institutions (4 times) and power (twice), 
on pages 2-12 and 65-67 of the debate transcript. Within the second thematic 
chapter, they used the words: taxation (twice), jobs (twice), debt (twice), 
retirement (twice), social security (once), etc., on pages 13-35. The next set of key 
words concerned the issues of society: family (twice), environment (twice), 
education (twice), culture (once), etc., on pages 36-55, while the last set included 
two key words: Europe (twice) and immigration (twice), on pages 56-69.  

 
4.1.2. Durations of the issue debates  
The time shares of the thematic groups are presented in Table 1:  

 
Table 1 

Durations of themes discussing in the 2007 debate 

No. Thematic Chapters 
Durations 

in 
minutes 

1. The candidates’ views on power and the institutions 33 
2. The economic and social problems 48 
3. The issues of society (education, family, research, 

culture , environment ...) 
42 

4. The international relations, with Europe included 31 
5. Others � 6 

  
� Others corresponds to the themes included in the opening interventions 

(welcoming) and the closing interventions (the candidates’ address to the nation 
and leave taking).  
 

                                                           
6« quatre grands chapitres de durée à peu près égale : la conception du pouvoir et des 
institutions, les problèmes économiques et sociaux, les problèmes dits de société 
(éducation, famille, recherche, culture, environnement...), les relations internationales avec 
l’Europe comprise ». (La Tribune.fr www.latribune.fr) 
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4.2. The 2012 Debated Themes 
 
4.2.1. Key words 
The moderators, Ferrari and Pujadas, decided to tackle the economic issues 

first. As they mentioned, this thematic category includes growth, employment, 
purchasing power, public accounts - that is to say, the deficit, debt, taxes. Then, 
there was the category of the major issues that had been often discussed during the 
2012 campaign, such as housing, education and immigration. The category that 
was next announced contained political issues, including the rules of democracy. 
And in the end, the two candidates, Nicolas Sarkozy and François Hollande, were 
to discuss international issues.7 

Actually, the candidates did not approach all the announced themes, because 
the moderators were not able to control the adversarial exchanges, although they 
had 127 interventions (as against 27, in the 2007 debate) meant to dictate thematic 
and turn change. What resulted is the following thematic list and the key words 
associated to the areas under debate:  
 

- economic issues: growth, employment, purchasing power, public 
accounts - that is to say, the deficit, debt, taxes (key words: economic – 
mentioned 6 times, the debt – mentioned 5 times, public accounts – 
mentioned 4 times, the Euro-zone crisis – 4 times, jobs – 3 times, deficit 
– 3 times, the stability pact – 3 times, unemployment – 2 times, taxes – 2 
times, etc.), on pages 4-39; 

- issues of society: (economic) immigration (key words: the immigrants’ 
voting rights – 3 times, flows of immigrants – 2 times, holding centers for 
the immigrants – 2 times, etc.), on pages 39-53; 

- nuclear power plants – mentioned 6 times, on pages 53-61; 
- political life, public life rules, presidential style (each mentioned twice), 

on pages 62-69; 
- foreign policy (mentioned twice) and the terrorist threat (mentioned 

twice), the hostages (mentioned twice), on pages 69-71. 
 

4.2.2. Durations of issue debates 
In Table 2, we included the durations of the themes that were discussed in 

the 2012 presidential debate. 
 
 
                                                           
7 « Nous avons décidé d’abord d’aborder les thèmes économiques : la croissance, l’emploi, 
le pouvoir d’achat, les comptes publics – c’est-à-dire le déficit, la dette, les impôts. Ensuite 
nous parlerons de quelques-uns des grands sujets qui ont été souvent débattus durant cette 
campagne, du logement à l’éducation en passant par l’immigration. Nous évoquerons 
ensuite des sujets plus politiques et notamment les règles de la vie démocratique.Et 
puisnousévoquerons les sujets internationaux ».  
(Source:http://discours.viepublique.fr/notices/123000884.html) 
 



118 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 2

,  
20

13
 

Table 2 
Durations of themes discussing in the 2012 debate 

No. Thematic Chapters 
Durations 

in 
minutes 

1. Economic issues: growth, employment, purchasing 
power, public accounts - that is to say, the deficit, 
debt, taxes 

78 

2. Immigration 31 
3. Nuclear power plants 18 
4. Political life, public life rules, presidential style 16 
5. Foreign policy 11 
6. Others � 6 

 
 � Others corresponds to the themes included in the opening interventions 

(welcoming) and the closing interventions (the candidates’ address to the nation 
and leave taking). 
 
Conclusions 
 

The first statistical analysis shows that, in the 2007 debate, the most salient 
key words correspond to the themes announced by the moderators. Institution and 
power are the exact words that defined the first thematic chapter. The number of 
occurrences of the key words associated to economic and social issues prove that 
the economic field and the social one have a balanced representation in the 
discussions (taxation, jobs, debt counterbalance retirement, social security, health 
issues). The key words in the category of issues of society are numerous and 
equally salient (2 occurrences each). They are: family, environment, education and 
culture, while in the foreign affairs category, the key words Europe and 
immigration have an even distribution too (each is mentioned twice). In relation to 
immigration, the candidates insisted on the regularization of the illegal residents (le 
reglement des sans papiers), which confirms that, before the crisis, the French 
politicians were willing to integrate the immigrants.  

In the 2012 debate, the most salient key words have an uneven distribution 
within the same thematic category or across the categories. Moreover, there is no 
distinct category of social issues. Both the moderators and the presidential 
candidates, Sarkozy and Hollande, insist on the economic issues at the expense of 
the other themes announced at the beginning of the debate. Thus, the key words: 
economic, the debt, public accounts, the Euro zone crisis, jobs, deficit, stability 
pact are mentioned at least 4 times each by the moderators; the theme of 
immigration is included in the category of issues of society, but is actually treated 
as an economic problem whose key words are: the immigrants’ voting rights and 
the holding centers, as a step before the immigrants’ expulsion. Nuclear power 
plants, the theme and the key words, stand for the unique environment issue 
proposed and discussed, and treated as an economic issue as well. In foreign policy 
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issues, all key words are mentioned twice and they show the French concern with 
terrorism and hostages. The foreign policy category is comparable to the public, 
political and presidential rules, since these words are also mentioned twice each.  

The economic issues are prevailing, there are new key words that appear in 
the moderators’ interventions that were not initially announced, such as the oil 
price, the VAT, etc.  

The results of the second statistics are categorical: while in 2007, every 
thematic group is discussed between 31 and 48 minutes, in 2012, almost half of the 
show time (78 minutes) is allotted to the debate of the economic issues. 

Considering the data supplied by both statistics, we can conclude that the 
typical feminine issues, such as the social ones, are almost inexistent in the 
discourse of the moderators of the 2012 presidential debate, in times of crisis. In 
2007, with Ségolène Royal as the first woman candidate who reached the second 
round of the presidential elections in France, women could feel that their needs 
were represented in her discourse. Likewise, influenced by the stable situation in 
2007, the debate moderators proposed and imposed a balanced approach to all the 
main thematic categories. Order and balance are perceived as feminine values. 

In exchange, the tough solutions and austerity measures proposed for 
discussion to the 2012 debaters are characteristic of masculine discourse. It marked 
both an ideological and an economic defeat for French women; the economic and 
social crisis is synonymous to the crisis of care.8 
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