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Introduction to the handbook series
Linguistics for problem solving

Karlfried Knapp and Gerd Antos

1. Science and application at the turn of the millennium

The distinction between “pure” and “applied” sciences is an old one. Accord-
ing to Meinel (2000), it was introduced by the Swedish chemist Wallerius
in 1751, as part of the dispute of that time between the scholastic disciplines
and the then emerging epistemic sciences. However, although the concept of
“Applied Science” gained currency rapidly since that time, it has remained
problematic.

Until recently, the distinction between “pure” and “applied” mirrored the
distinction between “theory and “practice”. The latter ran all the way through
Western history of science since its beginnings in antique times. At first, it was
only philosophy that was regarded as a scholarly and, hence, theoretical disci-
pline. Later it was followed by other leading disciplines, as e.g., the sciences.
However, as academic disciplines, all of them remained theoretical. In fact, the
process of achieving independence of theory was essential for the academic dis-
ciplines to become independent from political, religious or other contingencies
and to establish themselves at universities and academies. This also implied a
process of emancipation from practical concerns – an at times painful develop-
ment which manifested (and occasionally still manifests) itself in the discredit-
ing of and disdain for practice and practitioners. To some, already the very
meaning of the notion “applied” carries a negative connotation, as is suggested
by the contrast between the widely used synonym for “theoretical”, i.e. “pure”
(as used, e.g. in the distinction between “Pure” and “Applied Mathematics”)
and its natural antonym “impure”. On a different level, a lower academic status
sometimes is attributed to applied disciplines because of their alleged lack of
originality – they are perceived as simply and one-directionally applying in-
sights gained in basic research and watering them down by neglecting the limit-
ing conditions under which these insights were achieved.

Today, however, the academic system is confronted with a new understand-
ing of science. In politics, in society and, above all, in economy a new concept
of science has gained acceptance which questions traditional views. In recent
philosophy of science, this is labelled as “science under the pressure to suc-
ceed” – i.e. as science whose theoretical structure and criteria of evaluation are
increasingly conditioned by the pressure of application (Carrier, Stöltzner, and
Wette 2004):
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Whenever the public is interested in a particular subject, e.g. when a new disease de-
velops that cannot be cured by conventional medication, the public requests science
to provide new insights in this area as quickly as possible. In doing so, the public is
less interested in whether these new insights fit seamlessly into an existing theoretical
framework, but rather whether they make new methods of treatment and curing poss-
ible. (Institut für Wirtschafts- und Technikforschung 2004, our translation).

With most of the practical problems like these, sciences cannot rely on know-
ledge that is already available, simply because such knowledge does not yet
exist. Very often, the problems at hand do not fit neatly into the theoretical
framework of one particular “pure science”, and there is competition among dis-
ciplines with respect to which one provides the best theoretical and methodo-
logical resources for potential solutions. And more often than not the problems
can be tackled only by adopting an interdisciplinary approach.

As a result, the traditional “Cascade Model”, where insights were applied
top-down from basic research to practice, no longer works in many cases. In-
stead, a kind of “application oriented basic research” is needed, where disci-
plines – conditioned by the pressure of application – take up a certain still dif-
fuse practical issue, define it as a problem against the background of their
respective theoretical and methodological paradigms, study this problem and
finally develop various application oriented suggestions for solutions. In this
sense, applied science, on the one hand, has to be conceived of as a scientific
strategy for problem solving – a strategy that starts from mundane practical
problems and ultimately aims at solving them. On the other hand, despite the
dominance of application that applied sciences are subjected to, as sciences they
can do nothing but develop such solutions in a theoretically reflected and me-
thodologically well founded manner. The latter, of course, may lead to the well-
known fact that even applied sciences often tend to concentrate on “application
oriented basic research” only and thus appear to lose sight of the original prac-
tical problem. But despite such shifts in focus: Both the boundaries between
disciplines and between pure and applied research are getting more and more
blurred.

Today, after the turn of the millennium, it is obvious that sciences are re-
quested to provide more and something different than just theory, basic research
or pure knowledge. Rather, sciences are increasingly being regarded as partners
in a more comprehensive social and economic context of problem solving and
are evaluated against expectations to be practically relevant. This also implies
that sciences are expected to be critical, reflecting their impact on society. This
new “applied” type of science is confronted with the question: Which role can
the sciences play in solving individual, interpersonal, social, intercultural,
political or technical problems? This question is typical of a conception of
science that was especially developed and propagated by the influential philos-
opher Sir Karl Popper – a conception that also this handbook series is based on.
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2. “Applied Linguistics”: Concepts and controversies

The concept of “Applied Linguistics” is not as old as the notion of “Applied
Science”, but it has also been problematical in its relation to theoretical lin-
guistics since its beginning. There seems to be a widespread consensus that the
notion “Applied Linguistics” emerged in 1948 with the first issue of the journal
Language Learning which used this compound in its subtitle A Quarterly Jour-
nal of Applied Linguistics. This history of its origin certainly explains why even
today “Applied Linguistics” still tends to be predominantly associated with
foreign language teaching and learning in the Anglophone literature in particu-
lar, as can bee seen e.g. from Johnson and Johnson (1998), whose Encyclopedic
Dictionary of Applied Linguistics is explicitly subtitled A Handbook for Lan-
guage Teaching. However, this theory of origin is historically wrong. As is
pointed out by Back (1970), the concept of applying linguistics can be traced
back to the early 19th century in Europe, and the very notion “Applied Lin-
guistics” was used in the early 20th already.

2.1. Theoretically Applied vs. Practically Applied Linguistics

As with the relation between “Pure” and “Applied” sciences pointed out above,
also with “Applied Linguistics” the first question to be asked is what makes it
different from “Pure” or “Theoretical Linguistics”. It is not surprising, then, that
the terminologist Back takes this difference as the point of departure for his dis-
cussion of what constitutes “Applied Linguistics”. In the light of recent contro-
versies about this concept it is no doubt useful to remind us of his terminological
distinctions.

Back (1970) distinguishes between “Theoretical Linguistics” – which aims
at achieving knowledge for its own sake, without considering any other value –,
“Practice” – i.e. any kind of activity that serves to achieve any purpose in life in
the widest sense, apart from the striving for knowledge for its own sake – and
“Applied Linguistics”, as a being based on “Theoretical Linguistics” on the one
hand and as aiming at usability in “Practice” on the other. In addition, he makes
a difference between “Theoretical Applied Linguistics” and “Practical Applied
Linguistics”, which is of particular interest here. The former is defined as the use
of insights and methods of “Theoretical Linguistics” for gaining knowledge in
another, non-linguistic discipline, such as ethnology, sociology, law or literary
studies, the latter as the application of insights from linguistics in a practical
field related to language, such as language teaching, translation, and the like.
For Back, the contribution of applied linguistics is to be seen in the planning
of practical action. Language teaching, for example, is practical action done
by practitioners, and what applied linguistics can contribute to this is, e.g., to
provide contrastive descriptions of the languages involved as a foundation for
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teaching methods. These contrastive descriptions in turn have to be based on the
descriptive methods developed in theoretical linguistics.

However, in the light of the recent epistemological developments outlined
above, it may be useful to reinterpret Back’s notion of “Theoretically Applied
Linguistics”. As he himself points out, dealing with practical problems can have
repercussions on the development of the theoretical field. Often new ap-
proaches, new theoretical concepts and new methods are a prerequisite for deal-
ing with a particular type of practical problems, which may lead to an – at least
in the beginning – “application oriented basic research” in applied linguistics
itself, which with some justification could also be labelled “theoretically ap-
plied”, as many such problems require the transgression of disciplinary bound-
aries. It is not rare that a domain of “Theoretically Applied Linguistics” or “ap-
plication oriented basic research” takes on a life of its own, and that also
something which is labelled as “Applied Linguistics” might in fact be rather re-
mote from the mundane practical problems that originally initiated the respect-
ive subject area. But as long as a relation to the original practical problem can be
established, it may be justified to count a particular field or discussion as be-
longing to applied linguistics, even if only “theoretically applied”.

2.2. Applied linguistics as a response to structuralism and generativism

As mentioned before, in the Anglophone world in particular the view still
appears to be widespread that the primary concerns of the subject area of ap-
plied linguistics should be restricted to second language acquisition and lan-
guage instruction in the first place (see, e.g., Davies 1999 or Schmitt and Celce-
Murcia 2002). However, in other parts of the world, and above all in Europe,
there has been a development away from aspects of language learning to a wider
focus on more general issues of language and communication.

This broadening of scope was in part a reaction to the narrowing down the
focus in linguistics that resulted from self-imposed methodological constraints
which, as Ehlich (1999) points out, began with Saussurean structuralism and
culminated in generative linguistics. For almost three decades since the late
1950s, these developments made “language” in a comprehensive sense, as
related to the everyday experience of its users, vanish in favour of an idealised
and basically artificial entity. This led in “Core” or theoretical linguistics to a
neglect of almost all everyday problems with language and communication en-
countered by individuals and societies and made it necessary for those inter-
ested in socially accountable research into language and communication to draw
on a wider range of disciplines, thus giving rise to a flourishing of interdiscipli-
nary areas that have come to be referred to as hyphenated variants of linguistics,
such as sociolinguistics, ethnolinguistics, psycholinguistics, conversation
analysis, pragmatics, and so on (Davies and Elder 2004).
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That these hyphenated variants of linguistics can be said to have originated
from dealing with problems may lead to the impression that they fall completely
into the scope of applied linguistics. This the more so as their original thematic
focus is in line with a frequently quoted definition of applied linguistics as “the
theoretical and empirical investigation of real world problems in which lan-
guage is a central issue” (Brumfit 1997: 93). However, in the recent past much
of the work done in these fields has itself been rather “theoretically applied” in
the sense introduced above and ultimately even become mainstream in lin-
guistics. Also, in view of the current epistemological developments that see all
sciences under the pressure of application, one might even wonder if there is
anything distinctive about applied linguistics at all.

Indeed it would be difficult if not impossible to delimit applied linguistics
with respect to the practical problems studied and the disciplinary approaches
used: Real-world problems with language (to which, for greater clarity, should
be added: “with communication”) are unlimited in principle. Also, many prob-
lems of this kind are unique and require quite different approaches. Some
might be tackled successfully by applying already available linguistic theo-
ries and methods. Others might require for their solution the development of
new methods and even new theories. Following a frequently used distinction
first proposed by Widdowson (1980), one might label these approaches
as “Linguistics Applied” or “Applied Linguistics”. In addition, language is
a trans-disciplinary subject par excellence, with the result that problems do not
come labelled and may require for their solution the cooperation of various dis-
ciplines.

2.3. Conceptualisations and communities

The questions of what should be its reference discipline and which themes,
areas of research and sub-disciplines it should deal with, have been discussed
constantly and were also the subject of an intensive debate (e.g. Seidlhofer
2003). In the recent past, a number of edited volumes on applied linguistics have
appeared which in their respective introductory chapters attempt at giving a
definition of “Applied Linguistics”. As can be seen from the existence of the
Association Internationale de Linguistique Appliquée (AILA) and its numerous
national affiliates, from the number of congresses held or books and journals
published with the label “Applied Linguistics”, applied linguistics appears to be
a well-established and flourishing enterprise. Therefore, the collective need felt
by authors and editors to introduce their publication with a definition of the sub-
ject area it is supposed to be about is astonishing at first sight. Quite obviously,
what Ehlich (2006) has termed “the struggle for the object of inquiry” appears to
be characteristic of linguistics – both of linguistics at large and applied lin-
guistics. Its seems then, that the meaning and scope of “Applied Linguistics”
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cannot be taken for granted, and this is why a wide variety of controversial con-
ceptualisations exist.

For example, in addition to the dichotomy mentioned above with respect to
whether approaches to applied linguistics should in their theoretical foundations
and methods be autonomous from theoretical linguistics or not, and apart from
other controversies, there are diverging views on whether applied linguistics is
an independent academic discipline (e.g. Kaplan and Grabe 2000) or not (e.g.
Davies and Elder 2004), whether its scope should be mainly restricted to lan-
guage teaching related topics (e.g. Schmitt and Celce-Murcia 2002) or not (e.g.
Knapp 2006), or whether applied linguistics is a field of interdisciplinary syn-
thesis where theories with their own integrity develop in close interaction with
language users and professionals (e.g. Rampton 1997/2003) or whether this
view should be rejected, as a true interdisciplinary approach is ultimately im-
possible (e.g. Widdowson 2005).

In contrast to such controversies Candlin and Sarangi (2004) point out that
applied linguistics should be defined in the first place by the actions of those
who practically do applied linguistics:

[…] we see no especial purpose in reopening what has become a somewhat sterile
debate on what applied linguistics is, or whether it is a distinctive and coherent
discipline. […] we see applied linguistics as a many centered and interdisciplinary
endeavour whose coherence is achieved in purposeful, mediated action by its prac-
titioners. […]
What we want to ask of applied linguistics is less what it is and more what it does, or
rather what its practitioners do. (Candlin/Sarangi 2004:1–2)

Against this background, they see applied linguistics as less characterised
by its thematic scope – which indeed is hard to delimit – but rather by the
two aspects of “relevance” and “reflexivity”. Relevance refers to the purpose
applied linguistic activities have for the targeted audience and to the degree that
these activities in their collaborative practices meet the background and needs
of those addressed – which, as matter of comprehensibility, also includes taking
their conceptual and language level into account. Reflexivity means the contex-
tualisation of the intellectual principles and practices, which is at the core of
what characterises a professional community, and which is achieved by asking
leading questions like “What kinds of purposes underlie what is done?”, “Who
is involved in their determination?”, “By whom, and in what ways, is their
achievement appraised?”, “Who owns the outcomes?”.

We agree with these authors that applied linguistics in dealing with real
world problems is determined by disciplinary givens – such as e.g. theories,
methods or standards of linguistics or any other discipline – but that it is deter-
mined at least as much by the social and situational givens of the practices of
life. These do not only include the concrete practical problems themselves but
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also the theoretical and methodological standards of cooperating experts from
other disciplines, as well as the conceptual and practical standards of the prac-
titioners who are confronted with the practical problems in the first place. Thus,
as Sarangi and van Leeuwen (2003) point out, applied linguists have to become
part of the respective “community of practice”.

If, however, applied linguists have to regard themselves as part of a commu-
nity of practice, it is obvious that it is the entire community which determines
what the respective subject matter is that the applied linguist deals with and
how. In particular, it is the respective community of practice which determines
which problems of the practitioners have to be considered. The consequence of
this is that applied linguistics can be understood from very comprehensive to
very specific, depending on what kind of problems are considered relevant by
the respective community. Of course, following this participative understanding
of applied linguistics also has consequences for the Handbooks of Applied Lin-
guistics both with respect to the subjects covered and the way they are theoreti-
cally and practically treated.

3. Applied linguistics for problem solving

Against this background, it seems reasonable not to define applied linguistics as
an autonomous discipline or even only to delimit it by specifying a set of sub-
jects it is supposed to study and typical disciplinary approaches it should use.
Rather, in line with the collaborative and participatory perspective of the com-
munities of practice applied linguists are involved in, this handbook series is
based on the assumption that applied linguistics is a specific, problem-oriented
way of “doing linguistics” related to the real-life world. In other words: applied
linguistics is conceived of here as “linguistics for problem solving”.

To outline what we think is distinctive about this area of inquiry: Entirely
in line with Popper’s conception of science, we take it that applied linguistics
starts from the assumption of an imperfect world in the areas of language and
communication. This means, firstly, that linguistic and communicative compet-
ence in individuals, like other forms of human knowledge, is fragmentary and
defective – if it exists at all. To express it more pointedly: Human linguistic and
communicative behaviour is not “perfect”. And on a different level, this imper-
fection also applies to the use and status of language and communication in and
among groups or societies.

Secondly, we take it that applied linguists are convinced that the imperfec-
tion both of individual linguistic and communicative behaviour and language
based relations between groups and societies can be clarified, understood and to
some extent resolved by their intervention, e.g. by means of education, training
or consultancy.
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Thirdly, we take it that applied linguistics proceeds by a specific mode of
inquiry in that it mediates between the way language and communication is ex-
pertly studied in the linguistic disciplines and the way it is directly experienced
in different domains of use. This implies that applied linguists are able to dem-
onstrate that their findings – be they of a “Linguistics Applied” or “Applied
Linguistics” nature – are not just “application oriented basic research” but can
be made relevant to the real-life world.

Fourthly, we take it that applied linguistics is socially accountable. To the
extent that the imperfections initiating applied linguistic activity involve both
social actors and social structures, we take it that applied linguistics has to
be critical and reflexive with respect to the results of its suggestions and solu-
tions.

These assumptions yield the following questions which at the same time de-
fine objectives for applied linguistics:
1. Which linguistic problems are typical of which areas of language compet-

ence and language use?
2. How can linguistics define and describe these problems?
3. How can linguistics suggest, develop, or achieve solutions of these prob-

lems?
4. Which solutions result in which improvements in speakers’ linguistic and

communicative abilities or in the use and status of languages in and between
groups?

5. What are additional effects of the linguistic intervention?

4. Objectives of this handbook series

These questions also determine the objectives of this book series. However, in
view of the present boom in handbooks of linguistics and applied linguistics,
one should ask what is specific about this series of nine thematically different
volumes.

To begin with, it is important to emphasise what it is not aiming at:
– The handbook series does not want to take a snapshot view or even a “hit

list” of fashionable topics, theories, debates or fields of study.
– Nor does it aim at a comprehensive coverage of linguistics because some

selectivity with regard to the subject areas is both inevitable in a book series
of this kind and part of its specific profile.
Instead, the book series will try

– to show that applied linguistics can offer a comprehensive, trustworthy and
scientifically well-founded understanding of a wide range of problems,

– to show that applied linguistics can provide or develop instruments for solv-
ing new, still unpredictable problems,
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– to show that applied linguistics is not confined to a restricted number of
topics such as, e.g. foreign language learning, but that it successfully deals
with a wide range of both everyday problems and areas of linguistics,

– to provide a state-of-the-art description of applied linguistics against the
background of the ability of this area of academic inquiry to provide de-
scriptions, analyses, explanations and, if possible, solutions of everyday
problems. On the one hand, this criterion is the link to trans-disciplinary co-
operation. On the other, it is crucial in assessing to what extent linguistics
can in fact be made relevant.
In short, it is by no means the intention of this series to duplicate the present

state of knowledge about linguistics as represented in other publications with
the supposed aim of providing a comprehensive survey. Rather, the intention is
to present the knowledge available in applied linguistics today firstly from an
explicitly problem solving perspective and secondly, in a non-technical, easily
comprehensible way. Also it is intended with this publication to build bridges to
neighbouring disciplines and to critically discuss which impact the solutions
discussed do in fact have on practice. This is particularly necessary in areas like
language teaching and learning – where for years there has been a tendency to
fashionable solutions without sufficient consideration of their actual impact on
the reality in schools.

5. Criteria for the selection of topics

Based on the arguments outlined above, the handbook series has the following
structure: Findings and applications of linguistics will be presented in concen-
tric circles, as it were, starting out from the communication competence of the
individual, proceeding via aspects of interpersonal and inter-group communi-
cation to technical communication and, ultimately, to the more general level of
society. Thus, the topics of the nine volumes are as follows:

1. Handbook of Individual Communication Competence
2. Handbook of Interpersonal Communication
3. Handbook of Communication in Organisations and Professions
4. Handbook of Communication in the Public Sphere
5. Handbook of Multilingualism and Multilingual Communication
6. Handbook of Foreign Language Communication and Learning
7. Handbook of Intercultural Communication
8. Handbook of Technical Communication
9. Handbook of Language and Communication: Diversity and Change

This thematic structure can be said to follow the sequence of experience with
problems related to language and communication a human passes through in the
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course of his or her personal biographical development. This is why the topic
areas of applied linguistics are structured here in ever-increasing concentric
circles: in line with biographical development, the first circle starts with
the communicative competence of the individual and also includes interper-
sonal communication as belonging to a person’s private sphere. The second
circle proceeds to the everyday environment and includes the professional and
public sphere. The third circle extends to the experience of foreign languages
and cultures, which at least in officially monolingual societies, is not made by
everybody and if so, only later in life. Technical communication as the fourth
circle is even more exclusive and restricted to a more special professional clien-
tele. The final volume extends this process to focus on more general, supra-in-
dividual national and international issues.

For almost all of these topics, there already exist introductions, handbooks
or other types of survey literature. However, what makes the present volumes
unique is their explicit claim to focus on topics in language and communication
as areas of everyday problems and their emphasis on pointing out the relevance
of applied linguistics in dealing with them.
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Introduction: Shifting boundaries and
emergent public spheres

Veronika Koller and Ruth Wodak

1. The emergent public sphere – defining the
concept of ‘public sphere’

Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, we witnessed a growing academic inter-
est in the issue of the public sphere. Significantly fostered by the first English
translation of Jürgen Habermas’ book Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere (Habermas 1989/1996), research on the public sphere has provided a
variety of theoretical approaches which either postulated the imminent demise
of the public sphere in (late) modern democracies (Calhoun 1992; Crossley and
Roberts 2004) or related the evident crisis of the (national) public sphere(s) to
the growth of global tendencies rooted in the emergent trans-nationalisation of
media production and reception (Fraser 2003) (see Schulz-Forberg 2005 for an
extensive discussion).

What is a public sphere? The public sphere is a concept in Continental phi-
losophy and critical theory that contrasts with the private sphere, and is that part
of life in which one interacts with others and with society at large. In Civil
Society and the Political Public Sphere, Habermas (1992) defines the public
sphere as “a network for communicating information and points of view” which
eventually transforms them into a public opinion.

The contemporary debate about the public sphere is characterised by voices
claiming authority on the definition of what might constitute a/the public sphere.
For many, the public sphere is a political one, which enables citizens to partici-
pate in democratic dialogue. For others, the public sphere is found in the media.

In the field of theory, late modernists (Garnham 1986; Weintraub and Kumar
1997), postmodernists (Villa 1992; Fraser 1995), feminists (Siltanen and Stan-
worth 1984), and others have marked their terrain within the debate, which
began – as mentioned above – with Jürgen Habermas in 1962. In Strukturwandel
der Öffentlichkeit (Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere), he believed
to have found a time and space in which a true public sphere – true to his defi-
nition of it – existed and thrived. The German term Öffentlichkeit (public sphere)
encompasses a variety of meanings, implying as a spatial concept the social sites
or arenas where meanings are articulated, distributed and negotiated. “Public
sphere” also denotes the collective body constituted by this process, i.e. “the
public” (Negt and Kluge 1993).

The public sphere denotes specific institutions, agencies, practices; how-
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ever, it is also a general social horizon of experience integrating everything that
is actually or seemingly relevant for all members of society. Understood in this
sense, the public sphere is a matter for a handful of professionals (e.g., politi-
cians, editors, union officials) on the one hand, but, on the other, it is something
that concerns everyone and that realises itself only in people’s minds, in a di-
mension of their consciousness (Negt and Kluge 1993).

Viewed historically, Habermas suggests that in the late eighteenth and nine-
teenth century in Germany, France, and Britain, for a short period of time only,
an effective bourgeois public sphere had emerged. Large numbers of middle
class men (!), i.e. private individuals, came together and engaged in reasoned
argument over key issues of mutual interest and concern, creating a space in
which both new ideas and the practices and discipline of rational public debate
were cultivated (Habermas 1962). Habermas thus formulated an ideal-type
Western approach, which reconfirmed the classic construction of European his-
tory in which the Enlightenment features as a key period for the constitution of
social and moral values and practices in which many Europeans still believe
and on which they build societies even today. This interpretation of history re-
mains an ideal type, however. The values are surely partial to the discourse and
self-understanding of Europe and its population and states, not to other parts of
the world. Habermas was convinced that an independent reason almost forced
the interlocutors in the public sphere to find a consensus based on the most ac-
ceptable and logical argument: “Public debate was supposed to transform vol-
untas into a ratio that in the public competition of private arguments came into
being as the consensus about what was practically necessary in the interest of
all” (Habermas 1989/1996: 83).

Forty years after Habermas’ first contribution, the understanding of the pub-
lic sphere has changed drastically as will become visible throughout this volume
(see also Wright, this volume). Habermas developed an ideal type of a white and
male middle-class community that has no reverberations in today’s social struc-
tures and communicative behaviour. In general, “Habermas (…) seems too sat-
isfied with a narrow perspective through which to explore the public sphere,
namely that of the bourgeoisie” (Crossley and Roberts 2004: 11). Moreover,
critics have accused Habermas of having bought into the “dumbing down” ef-
fect of the media that Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer had proclaimed
in the 1950s. However, Habermas’ explanations for the disappearance of the
traditional public sphere are to a certain extent convincing when he claims that
public opinion today is more and more thought of as the result of an opinion poll
which politicians use and seek to manipulate for their own ends.

Before sketching very briefly three main developments in public sphere the-
ory, it should be mentioned that Habermas was prominent among his critics
himself (Habermas 1992). The highly idealised “rational dialogue” between
citizens, and between citizens and the state, was later replaced by systemic and
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strategic exchanges of power in his model (Ingram 1994). Legitimacy is negoti-
ated and citizens offer this legitimacy to the state in return for the benefits of the
welfare state (Habermas 1988). However, Habermas is convinced that ever
more areas of social life are bureaucratised and commodified while communi-
cative engagement and reasoning within them is undermined, open dialogue re-
placed by bureaucratic procedures and economic transactions (see also Fair-
clough’s concepts of marketisation and commodification which draw on
Habermas; Fairclough 1992). Habermas did, however, continue to disentangle
reason from discourse. That is to say that objective reasoning, i.e. critique and
reflection on the status quo, remains a positive force for him that is not a form of
rational domination by discourse as a negative force (Habermas 1988). In this
scenario, even the representative ruler of a country, in the case of the Enlighten-
ment the French king, could have theoretically joined the group of the “reason-
ing” would he have sat at the doorstep of a café and joined the world of objective
argument.

2. Three theories of the public sphere

Criticism of Habermas led to three main trends in public sphere research
(Schulz-Forberg 2005): a late-modern school, a postmodern school and a re-
lational school (Crossley and Roberts 2004). The first one builds on Habermas
by accepting Habermasian prerequisites such as general accessibility to in-
formation, eradication of privilege, the quest for truth and the quest for general
norms, along with their rational legitimisation (Koopmans and Erbe 2004).
While this public sphere rests on normative foundations, these norms do not
apply to white middle-class men exclusively. A critical division of social con-
cepts is introduced here: the “system” and the “lifeworld”, which has become
very important in sociolinguistics and critical discourse analysis (see Wodak
1996). The modern world falls into these two categories and the public sphere,
i.e. communication between people through language and representation, be-
longs to the lifeworld and not to the system.

The postmodern school, on the other hand, opens up the public sphere to
plurality. Instead of one consensus-driven public sphere, many so-called subal-
tern counter-publics exist: Parallel discursive arenas where members of sub-
ordinated social groups invent and circulate counter-discourses. Reason can
thus be broken down into a myriad of practical and habitual modes of regulating
public dialogue. Nancy Fraser (1995: 295) formulated three characteristics of a
postmodern conception of the public sphere:

1) it must acknowledge that participatory parity [is] not merely the bracketing, but
rather the elimination, of systematic social inequalities; 2) where such inequality
persists, however, a postmodern multiplicity of mutually contesting publics is pre-
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ferable to a single modern public sphere oriented solely to deliberation; 3) a post-
modern conception of the public sphere must countenance not the exclusion, but the
inclusion, of interests and issues that bourgeois masculinist ideology labels “private”
and treats as inadmissible.

For the relational or institutional school, as it is sometimes called, the public
sphere manifests itself in historical milieux and within wider social relations.
Relational and institutional settings are defined as a “patterned matrix of insti-
tutional relationships among cultural, economic, social, and political practices”
(Somers 1993). The public sphere is one of those relational or institutional are-
nas. The public sphere is furthermore “a contested participatory site in which
actors with overlapping identities as legal subjects, citizens, economic actors,
and family and community members, form a public body and emerge in negotia-
tions and contestations over political and social life.” From this point of view
the theoretical development began to yield increasingly dialogical approaches,
but not in the sense of the Habermasian rational dialogue, rather in the sense of
Bakhtin’s participatory dialogue, heteroglossia, and the semiotic understanding
of meaning creation and perception (Bakhtin 1979).

Another definition of the public against this theoretical background claims
that the public sphere represents

open-ended flows of communication that enable socially distant interlocutors to
bridge social-network positions, formulate collective orientations, and generate psy-
chical “working alliances”, in pursuit of influence over issues of common concern.
Publics are not simply spaces or worlds where politics is discussed (…), but, rather,
interstitial networks of individuals and groups acting as citizens. States, economies,
and civil societies may all be relatively “bounded” and stable complexes of institu-
tions, but publicity is emergent (Emirbayer and Sheller 1998: 738).

From this emergent, overlapping, never-ending communicative space, the no-
tion of symbolic codes, i.e. a semiotic approach, developed. The public sphere is
a special space for the articulation of symbolic codes, values and represen-
tations that help to formulate individual and political orientations (Crossley and
Roberts 2004). Recently, terms such as “fluidity”, “networks” and “dynamic”
have entered this debate which relate, of course, to the development of new
media and the change in time-space distantiation (Preston 2001; Mattelart 2003;
see Couldry, Gruber, Jones, all this volume).

Recent research has also put forward the notion of a global public sphere in
which money, people and ideas travel ever faster and in ever increasing numbers.
Changes on a global level have altered the meaning of the public sphere, some
argue, in four ways: First, new forms of leisure and consumption patterns can be
detected, associated with global events and organisations like the World Cup or
MTV. Second, global economic public spheres have emerged that revolve
around organisations like the World Bank and IMF. Third, global political pub-
lics exist that act as “states”, examples being the EU, UN and UNESCO, and
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global political publics exist in the form of NGOs such as Amnesty Inter-
national, along with global social movements. Fourth, globalisation has recon-
stituted what is meant by the term “general public”. People increasingly know
about global events and global organisations and this knowledge helps them
construct a fluid cosmopolitan identity in small but significant ways (Sheller
and Urry 2003; see Koller and van Leeuwen, both this volume).

The four points sketched above can surely be agreed upon to some extent,
but certainly not in all of their implications. The definition of the globally inte-
grating public sphere still addresses a minority of globally interested citizens.
MTV, for example, is not a channel watched by the majority of a population but
only by a very small share (Chalaby 2002). However, a growing transnational
quality of media coverage and a growing transnational interest in global events
such as the Tsunami catastrophe point towards the further integration of public
spheres not only on a European, but also on a global level.

Within Europe, a de-centralising trend in the national public spheres has
gained momentum ever since the 1980s. Satellite TV, cable TV, and the Internet
further fragmented the media while at the same time reaching a growing trans-
national audience. While transnational television existed already in the 1950s,
the individual usage of the channels only became possible with the instalment of
satellites that boosted the possibility for TV channels to utilise an ever-growing
number of frequencies. National media regulations have been softened and are
now increasingly penetrated by transnational, or non-national television pro-
duction companies (Chalaby 2002; see Triandafyllidou, Wodak, and Krzyża-
nowski, forthcoming). This implies that communication has also become deci-
sively multi-directional. On a transnational level, two forms of broadcasting
spaces and configurations of culture have emerged: global broadcasting regions
link populations of neighbouring countries on the basis of proximity, common
cultural heritage and language, while on the other hand, diasporic transnational
broadcasting spaces are established which gather different national commu-
nities scattered across the globe into a single audience. In addition to the growth
in transnational communication, a focus on local communities, marginalised
populations and civic activists can be found just as well (Busch 2004). Fur-
thermore, media formats and genres have proliferated. Today, reading the
quality newspapers only provides a partial view of the political debate, supple-
mented by infotainment, edutainment and reality soaps. Political discourse is
not confined to the information genre anymore, but has left its mark on the en-
tertainment sector as well (see Holly, this volume).

During the production process of the media, the media producer imagines an
implicit reader (Iser 1972). In the context of the public sphere, this has an impor-
tant implication: On the one hand the reader can still be understood as a member
of civil society, as a citizen of the state, and the relationship to the audience as
imagined by the media producer remains paternal and aims at transmitting



6 Veronika Koller and Ruth Wodak

values, habits and tastes. The transmission model of communication thus per-
sists, in which the ordered transfer of meaning is the intended consequence of the
communication process (Gardiner 2004; see also Bourdieu 2005 for a definition
of the journalistic field). On the other hand, however, readers/receivers that con-
stitute the audience are not citizens, but consumers. They consume media prod-
ucts and potentially also the products advertised for in the media. Unfortunately,
in this configuration of media communication, the scoop, i.e. the extraordinary
and the scandal, gains in importance since getting attention is regarded as being
more important than the transmission of content. Media production is an econ-
omic enterprise and even the public service media is dependent on quotas. Thus,
media production always walks the line between content orientation, factual rep-
resentations, and the necessity to reach and entertain as many people as possible.

3. Main dimensions throughout this volume

In terms of structure, the book is divided into four sections, drawing on and re-
lated to the developments in Social Theory briefly summarised above, with the
opening chapters laying the theoretical foundations for the study of communi-
cation in the public sphere (Part I). Subsequent contributions address the related
public spheres of business (Part II), politics (Part III) and the media (Part IV).
Cutting across these sections, the volume is organised around the three major
themes of public vs private, inclusion vs exclusion, and globalisation. Of course,
these themes also overlap and are separated here merely for analytical reasons.

The public sphere is impossible to think without demarcating it from the pri-
vate sphere. As Lazar elaborates in chapter 4, this binary opposition has tradi-
tionally been gendered, in that the private sphere was feminised while the public
sphere was co-constructed as masculine. However, the two are less of a dichot-
omy than the negative definition of “public” as “non-private” might suggest. In-
deed, the boundaries between the two are increasingly blurred, not least under
the impact of computer-mediated communication that, as Rodney Jones argues
in the final chapter of the book, blends virtual public spaces with the user’s pri-
vate space. And it is not only practices that lead to a hybrid public-private
sphere, but the ongoing informalisation, conversationalisation and “tabloidiza-
tion” (as Holly calls the trend, see chapter 14) of public discourses equally con-
tribute to an appropriation of the private by the public sphere.

Reversely, discourses originating in the private sphere cannot only influence
discourses in the public sphere, but become part of such public discourses as
well. A case in point is the grassroots activism that has impacted on corporate
policies and genres promoting corporate social and environmental responsi-
bility (see Skulstad, chapter 8). Now an established part of corporate commu-
nications, corporate environmental reports have been accused of being an
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example of “greenwashing”, i.e. incorporating activist demands into new genres
in order to manage a company’s public image. Similarly cynical attitudes can be
established for consumers’ reactions to other forms of corporate impression
management (Koller, chapter 7). As far as manipulation is an inherent element
of all public discourse to secure consumer loyalty, political majorities or media
reach, access to the public sphere is constrained by structures of inclusion and
exclusion.

Inclusion/exclusion in fact cuts across all other dimensions. As Wodak
points out in chapter 13, the public sphere consists of shifting groups, subject
positions and social identities. As these are constantly being negotiated, the pa-
rameters of inclusion and exclusion change along with them. Throughout the
following chapters, exclusion is discussed in its extreme form, as in Antho-
nissen’s study on censorship in South African newspapers (chapter 18), where
the political culture meant that silencing no longer required any legitimisation.
However, exclusion from public discourse is also shown to work more covertly,
relying on consensus-based hegemonic forms such as public debate formats
(Richardson, chapter 17).

On the other hand, groups traditionally excluded from public discourse
are striving to gain access to the public sphere through strategies referred to as
discourse design or discourse engineering. A case in point is the “professional-
isation” of the discourse of non-governmental organisations (see Mautner,
chapter 6), which have gained media attention for their agendas. Rodney Jones’
study of the impact of technology on access to (virtual) public spheres
(chapter 19) further shows how newly included groups and individuals bring
with them new genres and new subject positions. Here, emergent genres offer
new constraints and options for participants to articulate themselves. Finally, in
as far as features of communication in the private sphere impact on media dis-
course, e.g. in the case of tabloidisation (see Holly, chapter 14), we can see how
particular discourses shape the media and thereby make them more accessible.
Conversely, media also shape public discourses, making for new boundaries
that define who is included and who is excluded. One example is the “digital di-
vide” (see Gruber, chapter 16) that has broadened access for many while leaving
behind others.

As mentioned above, Parts II, III and IV in turn address the public spheres of
business, politics and the media. Despite the exclusion of many potential dis-
course participants in different localities, each of these three public spheres can
be seen as global in its outreach. In fact, Graham (chapter 2) speaks of a “glob-
ally mediated humanity” to capture this phenomenon. This quest for holding the
defining power in a potentially global discourse community is perhaps most ob-
viously the case for multi-national corporations, who metaphorically style
themselves as “global players” and seek to communicate a unified brand image
(see Koller, chapter 7).
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The sphere of politics is increasingly characterised by the decline of the
nation state and the concomitant rise of supra-national and corporate organi-
sations. Parallel to that trend, however, we are witnessing a rise in sub-national
politics, as in the “Europe of regions”. Such “glocalisation” retains historically
grown constraints on discourse participants; for example, Richardson
(chapter 17) discusses the participation by proxy that we can see in public de-
bate formats as specific to British political culture. On a related note, Oberhuber
(chapter 12) shows how political concepts, such as “sustainability”, are dissemi-
nated and implemented differently in different political cultures.

Glocalisation is also seen at work in media communication, where a
homogenising force of global media conglomerates communicating the brand
values of their different publication channels is counterbalanced by media use
and media features indebted to local histories and cultures. Examples of the
latter are Jones’ study of Hong Kong teenagers’ use of internet chat forums
(chapter 19), Lazar’s discussion of the gendered public and private spheres in
Singapore (chapter 4) and Anthonissen’s account of exclusionary practices in
South African media discourse (chapter 18). Given the tension between global
and local forces shaping public discourses, it comes as no surprise that views on
participation in the global sphere range from the pessimistic (see Graham,
chapter 2) to the cautiously optimistic (see Mautner, chapter 6), with some con-
tributions holding a balanced middle ground in their assessment (see Holly,
chapter 14).

4. Structure of the volume

The nineteen chapters of this volume unfold as follows: The book opens with
Scott Wright’s overview of definitions of both the public sphere and the various
concepts and terms which inform the debate on it. This first chapter shows how
the very idea of the public sphere is contested, and particularly addresses how
language and communication can themselves be used to construct “the” public.
Wright links the political and sociological literature on the public sphere with
discourse analytical, sociolinguistic and communication approaches and thus
grounds the subsequent chapters. More specifically, he critically discusses the
seminal approach by Jürgen Habermas on “deliberative public spheres”, which
has influenced many recent approaches. As Habermas integrates a linguistic/
pragmatic approach to communication with Critical Theory, we believe this
debate to be salient for our volume.

Taking over from Wright, Phil Graham discusses how theorists of public
space have emphasised the centrality of language to the production and main-
tenance of political, cultural, economic and social commonalities. He juxta-
poses such notions of public space with ideas of private, proprietary or other-
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wise exclusive spaces and demonstrates how such spaces have usually been
construed as existing “inside” public space. Recent trends toward globalisation,
privatisation and commercialisation have led to a “privatised” global space
emerging from the political and economic integration of nationalised public
spaces. Importantly, Graham discusses how language itself becomes a central
object of contention as evidenced, for example, by the intellectual property and
trademark battles that continue over symbols of all kinds.

Laying the theoretical foundations for many of the chapters in Part IV (lan-
guage and communication in the media), Nick Couldry turns towards media dis-
course to confront the problem of “media effects”: While we know that media
are consequential for social life, the question of how they achieve to have such
an impact is a thorny one, given that specific effects of a particular media text
are unlikely to be traceable. By way of a tentative answer to what might be the
causal link between media discourse patterns and the patterning of social prac-
tice, the chapter reworks the notion of “category” as such a linking concept
within mediated cultures. Couldry suggests that media discourse naturalises cat-
egories of social description in at least two ways: first, through general media-
related categories (such as “liveness” or “reality”) that are involved in media
institutions’ constant attempt to legitimate themselves as “central” social insti-
tutions; second, through specific categories of social description whose constant
reinforcement through media is tied to the structural conditions of media pro-
duction.

Closing the first part of the book is Michelle Lazar, whose contribution
traces how the public sphere has been a central focus in debates on gender
(in)equality: Women’s access to, and participation in, the public sphere – the
traditional stronghold of men in most societies – have been among the key in-
dicators in measuring women’s emancipation. The fact remains, however, that
in many social, cultural and geographical contexts, communities of women have
yet to achieve equality in these terms, so that entry and presence in the public
sphere continue to be a struggle and an abiding goal. At the same time, Lazar
outlines the growing public discourse of post-feminism that claims that once in-
dicators of women’s participation in public life are met, as is the case for sectors
of women in modern industrialised societies, gender discrimination ceases to
exist. According to the author, what such claims overlook is that subtle forms of
sexism have emerged, which hinder (further) successes of women in public life;
indeed in spite of all gender mainstreaming policies (for example in the Euro-
pean Union or at the level of the UN). Lazar proposes the dismantling of the
deeply gendered public/private divide and a radical re-visioning of the gender
order. To this end, critical feminist analysis of discourse is a form of analytical
resistance that contributes to socially transformative goals.

The remaining three sections address, in turn, language and communication
in the public spheres of business, politics and the media. Beginning with busi-
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ness, Guy Cook looks at public relations (PR) discourse, in which organi-
sations seek to present themselves and their activities to outsiders in a favour-
able light. The chapter shows how PR has become particularly salient and
powerful in the contemporary world of competitive corporate capitalism and
global communication, addressing PR and advertising, as its most spectacular
and ubiquitous form, from an applied linguistics perspective: Firstly, it estab-
lishes a theoretical basis for enquiry by defining PR and advertising, and show-
ing how they relate to each other. It examines their functions, and the degree to
which contemporary PR and advertising are (un)like other uses of language for
display and persuasion. Particular attention is paid to the construction of “the
public” in PR, and to the conflation of the public and private spheres in adver-
tising. Secondly, the chapter considers possible methods for the study of PR
and advertising, examining how linguistic and multimodal analyses can be in-
tegrated, what role automated corpus linguistic analysis can play, and how pub-
lic reactions to PR and advertising can be studied through surveys, interviews
and focus groups.

In another applied approach, Gerlinde Mautner outlines how organisational
communication is increasingly the subject of interventionist policies, with man-
agement regulating who communicates what to whom and how. Pursuing “inte-
grated” corporate and marketing communications, organisations attempt to ac-
quire a uniform and unique “voice” which reinforces their core brand values and
helps distinguish them from competitors. Internal homogenisation is meant to
enhance external differentiation. This chapter demonstrates that impacts of
these trends can be felt at both the macro-level of communications strategy as
well as the meso-level of genre and the micro-level of lexical choice. Design
initiatives are brought to bear on written and spoken communication, and on
verbal and visual modalities. The author places particular emphasis on the dis-
cursive fallout of communications design in the public and nonprofit sectors,
which have only fairly recently been exposed to market forces.

Corporations’ textually mediated projections of themselves into the public
sphere is also the subject of Koller’s chapter, which looks at the corporate lan-
guage used to this end and addresses the reaction of various publics to this com-
municated corporate identity (CI). It argues that CI represents a separate form of
collective identity and therefore promises valuable new insights into the pro-
duction, distribution and, most importantly, reception of self in discourse. In its
empirical part, the contribution is based on the qualitative research into a
sample mission statement. In terms of reception, systemic-functional analysis is
employed to investigate texts by customers (e.g. chatroom data providing word-
of-mouth testimonials). Results suggest that corporate impression management
is at odds with customers’ evaluation of the companies, thus pointing to a wi-
dening gap between narcissistic corporate self-promotion and grass-roots public
sentiment about corporations and their role in society.
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Still on the topic of corporate image creation, Skulstad discusses how the
growing awareness of environmental issues among individuals, companies and
governments has evoked a number of textual responses. One of these is corpor-
ate environmental reports, and the chapter looks at this genre at a relatively
early stage of emergence: reports issued by British companies between 1991
and 1993. The chapter shows that genre analysis is not a unified approach, and
that the analysis of new (emerging) genres represents specific problems. While
examining specific linguistic strategies used to achieve the communicative aim
of creating a positive corporate image in the public sphere, the chapter also
shows that the use of visuals plays an important role in achieving specific com-
municative functions. Links are drawn to other genres in the public sphere, par-
ticularly corporate annual reports and corporate documents on animal testing is-
sues.

Bridging the public spheres of business and politics, de Michelis’ contribu-
tion aims to reveal the ideological dimension underpinning the language used
by New Labour in its discourse on British national identity. De Michelis dem-
onstrates how New Labour’s agenda in projecting a more flexible, accommodat-
ing sense of “Britishness” is consistently expressed using forms of specialised
communication. In particular, its discourse of nationhood focuses on the key
metaphor of “the nation as corporation”, given currency by an enthusiastic use
of marketing techniques in politics. Empirically, the chapter draws on a variety
of different communicative forms including think-tank reports, official surveys
and British Council publications. The analysis shows that New Labour’s rheto-
ric of “nationhood” and “change” is in reality a vehicle for a fundamentally
ideological attempt to alter the very process of political culture by adapting it to
managerial and corporate discourses. As a consequence, such alignment leads to
a ritualisation of politics and political discourse along quasi-corporate lines,
which translates into a loss of power on the part of political actors.

De Michelis’ chapter shows how persuasion and discursive re-alignment op-
erates at both a micro- and a macro-level. Historically, persuasive rhetoric gave
rise to politics and was adopted wholeheartedly by companies in their public re-
lations efforts (see Cook, chapter 5). The wheel has come full circle by political
actors adapting marketing tactics, such as advertising (see Reisigl, chapter 11)
and blogging to communicate with carefully targeted markets, formerly known as
constituencies. Part II comprises contributions on what historically constituted,
and is often still equated with, the public sphere: politics. The section starts out
with Paul Chilton’s treatment of political terminology. Seeing political behaviour
as largely dependent on the human language faculty, and given that political
structures and processes vary across space and time, linguistic practices are as-
sumed to vary accordingly. Considering political terminology found in English,
in the context of British and American polities, the chapter investigates the shared
vocabulary that is required by political actors to conventionally refer to shared
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structures and processes. The contribution discusses the semantics of a number of
key political terms, including the conceptualisations that cluster around them:
Since politics involves difference and disagreement as well as coordination and
cooperation, there will be semantic and conceptual variation within political
communities. The chapter closes by raising the question if, despite variations in
polity, there could be some universals in the vocabulary of politics.

In the subsequent chapter, Reisigl extends the treatment of language and
communication in politics from the lexical level to that of genre. In his contribu-
tion, political speeches are seen as having potentially strong perlocutionary ef-
fects and sometimes even constituting important driving forces in political his-
tory. Seen as such, political speeches are socially integrative by contributing to
the formation of group solidarity. On the other hand, they can fulfil disintegrative
and destructive functions by mobilising addressees to social exclusion and, at
worst, to martial attacks against those excluded by the orator. The chapter gives
an overview of attempts to typify political speeches on the basis of thematic,
functional, rhetorical and other criteria. Sub-genres such as presidential speeches,
parliamentary speeches and commemorative speeches are included in this typo-
logical discussion. Reisigl’s contribution further shows that orally performed
political speeches, rather than being monologic, in fact realise conventionalised
activity patterns that involve different groups of participants. The chapter closes
by outlining the main constitutive conditions of political oratory, reconstructing
its genesis and delineating the distribution of modern political speeches in the
age of computer-assisted text production and multimodal mass media. With
respect to the mass-mediated distribution of political speeches, the role of public
relations and the influence of media coverage and reception will be examined.
The chapter thus links back to Cook’s contribution on PR, as well as anticipating
Part IV on media as a public sphere.

Further extending the notion of language and communication in politics,
Oberhuber’s entry on the dissemination and implementation of political concept
draws on case studies and theoretical approaches from a variety of disciplines.
In particular, this chapter reviews the literature from Anglo-American, German
and French academic traditions, discussing contributions from lexicology and
language history, as well as presenting selected studies on dissemination of
political concepts. With respect to implementation, the focus is on several ap-
proaches of theorising the mediation between the social and the linguistic, in-
cluding critical discourse analysis, cognitive metaphor theory and Foucault’s
work on “discursive formations” and “governmentality”. This part of the chapter
also reviews selected contributions from neighbouring disciplines like history
and political theory. The chapter closes by presenting recent exemplary case
studies with a view to identifying basic processes and research issues within dis-
semination and implementation of political concepts, such as social power and
discursive hegemony.
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Focusing on exclusion through discrimination, prejudice and stereotype in
political discourse, Wodak discusses some of the many rhetorical devices used
by politicians in their attempts to persuade the electorate of a specific agenda.
The author argues that one of the most important and indeed, constitutive dis-
cursive macro-strategies, positive self-presentation and negative other-presen-
tation, is crucial for the discursive construction of in- and out-groups. This divi-
sion into US and THEM furthermore serves as precondition for derogating,
debasing and discriminating against “Others” in all possible genres in public
and private spheres. Drawing on examples from recent political discourses in
European countries, the chapter demonstrates that Critical Linguistics and Criti-
cal Discourse Analysis (CDA) as well as research on multimodality allow in-
vestigating the subtle means of conveying discrimination through typical and
also newly created stereotypes, often realised through insinuations and preju-
diced discursive practices. This chapter draws on examples from recent political
discourses in European countries to illustrate the manifold ways of excluding
“Others”, specifically in the now Europe-wide rightwing populist rhetoric.

Werner Holly’s contribution on the tabloidisation of political communi-
cation in the public sphere charts the common ground between politics and
media. The author here makes a case that the public sphere has undergone fun-
damental structural changes, often referred to as a “colonisation” of the political
by the media system, or as a “mediocracy” that has replaced even democrati-
cally legitimated power. Like the major mass media, which are increasingly pur-
suing commercial aims, politics has thus become subject to a process of tabloi-
disation, re-orienting itself towards mainstream tastes and their need for
entertainment. However, as the chapter argues, “symbolic politics” does so for
persuasive rather than commercial reasons, using strategies such as visual-
isation, staging, dramatisation and aestheticisation of political communication.
Re-orientation towards aspects of entertainment and clarity does not necessarily
translate into inferior quality and more trivial, banal politics. As long as politi-
cal communication still adheres to the basic categories of information value,
truth, relevance and comprehensibility, we may be witnessing a popularisation,
even democratisation, rather than tabloidisation of political communication.

The final section of the book, language and communication in the media,
opens with van Leeuwen’s chapter on the role of genre in global media com-
munication. Introducing first a specific approach to the analysis of media
genres, it argues that, under globalisation, media genres are becoming increas-
ingly homogeneous, while media content can remain local. Genre is therefore
becoming the key ensuring cohesion in a discursively diverse world, not only in
the media. A number of media genres is considered, including newspaper pages
and magazine celebrity profiles.

Helmut Gruber complements the preceding chapter by looking specifically
at genre features of new mass media, such as e-mail and newsgroup communi-
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cation, internet relay chat, hypertext, and short text messages. He defines genres
as specific combinations of communicative factors like the direction of com-
munication (monologue vs. dialogue), communication channels (visual vs. ver-
bal, synchronous vs. asynchronous) and modes of communication (spoken vs.
written). The chapter starts by characterising the different genres on these di-
mensions, discussing commonalities and differences. Following that, the con-
tribution discusses linguistic and communicative characteristics of each of the
genres, giving special attention to interpersonal and textual characteristics.
Gruber closes by addressing the impact of different access to, and use of com-
munication in, the new media (“digital divide”), which again links to the overall
theme of “inclusion/exclusion”. Gruber argues that although the new media
initiated a “democratisation” of communication among those who have access
to them, the gap between new media users and non-users has severe social con-
sequences.

In a different angle on mass media, Kay Richardson focuses on specific de-
bate formats, principally in the broadcast media (radio and television) with
some comparative reference to print media (the newspaper letters page) and
electronic media (online chat). The chapter begins with a short discussion of
how the varying broadcast “debate” formats; including one-to-one interviews,
audience discussion programmes and phone-ins fulfil different functions in the
broadcasting schedule, concentrating on different areas of social life from high
politics to lifestyle issues, and being designed for different audiences. In the
central section of the paper she analyses extracts from two programmes chosen
for maximum contrast, namely material from Any Questions, the long-running
British radio audience participation programme, and extracts from the kind of
“lifestyle” programming represented by Jerry Springer’s American talk show.
In both cases attention is given to the different type of public which these pro-
grammes seek to establish and the discursive means they use to do this.

In her chapter on silencing and censorship, Christine Anthonissen extends
the scope from uses to abuses of the mass media. She considers two kinds of
censorship that are prevalent in media discourses, namely censorship of the
powerful, who may violate the rights of lesser subjects, and censorship of
weaker subjects, whose rights have been violated or are under threat of being vi-
olated. Her chapter investigates state censorship which relies on the legislative
and retributive powers of government and which is introduced on various
grounds such as concern for public morality, state security etc. Such state cen-
sorship may retrospectively remove already published texts, or may disallow fu-
ture publication of potentially harmful matter. The contribution also investi-
gates self-censorship of subjects who prefer to keep information from public
scrutiny in the media on various grounds such as fear of self-incrimination, fear
of state prosecution or fear of public humiliation. By way of illustration, the
chapter draws on material from recent South African media.
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The last chapter in this section, and in the book, revisits a question that is
fundamental to this book, namely participation in emergent public spheres with
their shifting boundaries. To this end, Rodney Jones outlines how computer me-
diated communication (CMC) has shifted flows of discourse and power in the
“public sphere”, opening up spaces for new discursive practices and identities
and giving people access to a myriad of “imagined communities”. He argues
that an understanding of how CMC has changed participation on the social, cul-
tural and political levels also means considering how it has changed patterns
and possibilities of participation on the more basic level of situated social ac-
tions in everyday life. This is why Jones explores the way young people in Hong
Kong use computers to strategically manage their social worlds and their rela-
tionships. Computers, for these young people and for many others, are not so
much tools for communication as they are tools for managing and navigating so-
cial networks and resisting and redrawing social boundaries imposed by par-
ents, teachers and other authorities. In closing, the author argues that under-
standing the mechanics of power and resistance in situated, everyday actions
with technology is the first step to understanding technology’s potential to affect
power relations and ideologies in larger social, institutional and cultural con-
texts.

Apart from bringing together contributors from four continents, the volume
also shows a wide interdisciplinarity range, combining various areas of lin-
guistics such as critical discourse analysis (Reisigl, Wodak), genre analysis
(Skulstad), multimodal analysis (van Leeuwen), pragmatics (Cook) and cogni-
tive semantics (Chilton, Koller). These fields within linguistics act in concert
with management studies (Mautner, Skulstad), political science (Oberhuber,
Wright) and media studies (Couldry, Richardson). What these different ap-
proaches have in common is that they link social theories and social change (see
section 1) back to concrete textual instances of a whole range of genres. As such,
each contribution can be located in the framework of Applied Linguistics.
Broadly conceived, the discipline seeks to harness the linguistic analysis of nat-
urally occurring data in the solution of real-life, often social, problems. To the
extent that communication in the public sphere is characterised by power asym-
metries, marginalisation and exclusion along different dimensions, interdisci-
plinary applied linguistic research can help to uncover the mechanisms that dis-
advantage particular groups and thus – at least – raise awareness; or even, in
a really applied way, propose new and different communicative patterns. The
problem-based research underlying the contributions means that the instruments
for linking macro-level theories back to their micro-level textual instantiations,
such as rhetorical or semantic analysis, are handed flexibly yet consistently.

On the whole, then, we hope that this volume will contribute to an inter-
disciplinary treatment of how language and communication work to shift the
boundaries of ever-emergent public spheres.
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I. Theoretical foundations





1. Language, communication and the public
sphere: Definitions

Scott Wright

The art of talking, the thing that makes
human beings what they are, has become
a refuge for recusants. Our public dis-
course has become unworthy of the name
and will remain so unless and until we
decide to change it. Maybe it is time we
talked about it. (Kettle 2005)

1. Introduction

Language and communication are two of the building blocks of any conceptual-
isation of a public sphere. If people do not communicate, or could not communi-
cate because they were linguistically incomprehensible, a public sphere cannot
be said to exist. The notion that people can and do communicate is essential,
though often left as a given and not made explicit. Moreover, it is not just the
fact that people communicate that is important, but which people are communi-
cating, exactly how they do this, and to what effect. Put simply, who is this pub-
lic, and how do they conduct themselves?

This chapter will firstly briefly define language. Secondly, two broad
schools of thought about communication – the process school and the semiotic
school – are outlined. I will argue that the two are not incompatible before pro-
viding an initial, layered, definition of communication. My analysis will begin
with Jürgen Habermas’s conceptualisation of the public sphere. I will then out-
line the various criticisms and alternative conceptualisations of this model. This
will be developed into an account of why many assume that the contemporary
public sphere is in crisis before outlining the debate between those who argue
that the internet is a potential solution to these problems and those who argue
that it will be its death knell. The chapter will conclude that there is no such
thing as “the” public sphere. Rather, there are public spheres. Any definition must
take account of this distinction, and this, combined with the growing number of
alternative approaches to public sphere theorising, necessitates a multi-defini-
tional, transdisciplinary approach.
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2. Language and the public sphere

Language, at its most basic, is a set of symbols and sounds governed by rules of
grammar for conveying information. Formal linguistics, for its part, studies the
properties of natural language (as opposed to artificial, created languages).
Early linguistics (that is, prior to Chomsky) tended to collect a corpus of data
(text), which was then collated and categorised into its “constituent” parts
(Searle 1972). This was achieved by using research methodologies derived from
theories of language construction. In essence, linguistics provided the tools to
deconstruct the text. In the behaviouralist vein, linguistics did not, however,
concern itself with the meaning of sentences.

Noam Chomsky was prominent in revising such attitudes. Chomsky (1957,
1965) showed through an analysis of syntax that structural linguistic methods
were not sufficient for analysing sentences; they struggled to cope with
the notion that, in principle, the number of sentences was infinite. Moreover,
Chomsky showed that structural linguistics struggled to determine (and, indeed,
categorise) the internal relationships of certain “ambiguous” sentences.1 The
categorising approach employed in the analysis of phonemes and morphemes,
although fine for analysing words, was often redundant when analysing whole
sentences.

Chomsky’s response was to adopt a Universalist approach to grammar “that
accommodates the creative aspect of language use and expresses the deep-
seated regularities which, being universal, are omitted from the grammar itself”
(Chomsky 1965: 6). The Universalist approach, which places Chomsky in the
rationalist philosophical tradition, argues that language is a toolset of specific
universal principles, intrinsic in the human mind, derived from human beings’
genetic structure.2 This was developed into his theory of generative grammar,
which provided a series of grammatical rules that could be used to account for
the infinite number of possible sentences. This was subsequently developed as
Chomsky (1965) attempted to explain all linguistic relations between sound and
meaning system. Grammar, for Chomsky, had three parts. The syntactical el-
ement as previously outlined, plus two interpretative elements: a phonological
component and a semantic component that describe the sound and meaning pro-
duced by the syntax.

Chomsky’s theory has generated considerable debate. Of particular impor-
tance here are the generative semanticists who argue that Chomsky did not go far
enough; for insisting that syntax should be studied independent from meaning
when meaning is thought to shape syntax. Put more strongly, generative gram-
mar is inadequate because it separates the study of language form from the study
of its communicative function (Stringer 1973). As John Searle (1972) argues,
Chomsky’s approach is eccentric because viewing language as a formal system
sidelines languages’ importance for communicating meaning. Such arguments
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have been deeply influential in the debates about language and communication,
and will be returned to later when I discuss the semiotic school. It would be use-
ful now though to express some of the more general claims that have derived (at
least implicitly) from this.

Neil Thompson (2003: 37), following Martin Montgomery (1995), argues
that “language is not simply the ability to use words”; it “refers to the complex
array of interlocking relationships which form the basis of communication and
social interaction.” They use this position to argue that language is central to so-
ciety – and we know that societal identification is central to the public sphere.
Montgomery (1995: 251) argues that: “Language informs the way we think, the
way we experience, and the way we interact with each other.” He goes further,
to argue that language is “the basis of community (…) Systematic knowledge
about language and practical awareness of how it works is fundamental to the
process of building mature communities.” Similarly, Thompson (2003: 36)
states that language is “a primary factor in terms of the make-up of society in
relation to both cultural and structural factors.” We can see this most obviously
in phatic communication, which can help to maintain the cohesiveness of a pub-
lic sphere by reinforcing bonds through confirming that the communication is
being received and understand (Jakobson 1960).3

These arguments suggest that language is central to the construction of the
public sphere because it helps to determine who is “in” and who is “out”. It also
raises important questions about communication between different languages in
the public sphere. This is most obviously problematic in transnational, multilin-
gual forums. (Wodak and Wright 2007) The (admittedly controversial) Sapir-
Whorf linguistic relativity hypothesis, for example, proposes that language
determines (and not just influences) a person’s thought. Thus, according to the
hypothesis, people with different languages actually perceive the world differ-
ently rather than perceiving it the same but expressing their perceptions in dif-
ferent languages.

Less controversially, a distinction has been made between predominantly
collectivistic cultures (for example, Japan) and individualistic cultures (Europe/
North America), and how this can affect the nature of communication. Edward
Hall (1976) argues that collectivist cultures tend to use high context communi-
cation, in which the context (relative status, for example) and visual signs are
important in determining meaning. Individualistic cultures, on the other hand,
tend to use context to a lesser degree, thus requiring more explicit use of lan-
guage.4

One can clearly see the potential confusion that could occur when communi-
cating inter-culturally. This has been highlighted in business communications
by an HSBC bank advert expounding on how important their “local knowledge”
is in ensuring effective communication/trading in the global economy (see also
Koller 2007). Although these arguments are moving more into the field of com-
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munication as opposed to language, the two are obviously linked, with various
factors such as culture helping to shape the relationship. It is, thus, necessary to
move towards a definition of communication.

3. Defining communication

Numerous chapters, articles and books are devoted to defining communication.
As John Fiske (1990: 1) notes, communication “is one of those human activities
that everyone recognizes but few can define satisfactorily.” Fiske (1990: 2) de-
scribes communication simply: “social interaction through messages”. Arthur
Asa Berger (2000: 271), adopting a media-based approach, defines communi-
cation as “a process that involved the transmission of messages from senders to
receivers.” John Corner and Jeremy Hawthorne (1993: 2), meanwhile, state that
“communication studies is about how human meanings are made through the
production and reception of various types of sign. It is about visual and verbal
sign systems and the technologies used to articulate, record and convey them.”
The problem with any definition of communication is that, in trying to be broad
enough to cover the subjects’ diversity, the explanatory power of the definition
can be lost. For example, we might say that communication is, in essence, about
how human beings interconnect with each other. But what does this actually tell
us? In an attempt to fully account for the complexities of communication, many
studies have used diagrams to visualise communication. Broadly speaking,
there are two schools of thought. I will take each in turn.

3.1. The process school

The Process School involves the transmission of messages (it is also known
widely as the transmission model or sender-receiver model, as indicated by
Berger’s definition above) from a sender to the receiver (Fiske 1990). One of the
founding contributions to the process school was published by Claude Shannon
and Warren Weaver (1949). Although it has similarities to Harold Lasswell’s
preceding formula5 (1948), the attempt to visually model communication was
distinctive (and helped to create a tradition of using diagrams as explanatory
tools). In the Process School, the sender initiates the communication by en-
coding some piece of information in the form of a message. A message is typi-
cally denoted by the intention to communicate, and thus often excludes “unin-
tended” messages. Messages are transmitted through some method (such as
face-to-face or by the media) to one or more persons. The message is then suc-
cessfully decoded, dependent on distortions (noise) within the communicative
process, by the receiver. Thus, this model emphasises the transporting of “the
message” from A to B – and is particularly useful for mediated forms of com-
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munication; the sender/medium being particularly important as they shape the
extent to which the receiver successfully decodes the message. It is in this stage
of the model that language is important. However, particularly in earlier models,
language is given an almost formulaic, neutral quality. If this school is correct,
we can imagine that communication in the public sphere would be a relatively
simple process.

Shannon and Weaver’s basic “straight-line” model has been extensively devel-
oped to take account of the obstacles that, in real life situations, may block the
“direct” path of “the message”. There are a number of (often related) impedi-
ments. These can include the relative status of the sender and receiver (be it a
gender, educational or class difference); the cognitive state of the receiver (who
may not decode the message as intended and therefore receive a different mes-
sage (Sless 1981; Streeck 1994); the fact that communication often involves a
reply, and this may alter the message and suggests a loop rather than straight line
(Dance 1967),6 and technical impediments such as loss of communicative sig-
nal. Such impediments may make it more realistic to describe the process as the
transmission of “the intended message”. Two process models stand out for their
attempts to account for communicative complexity.

George Gerbner (1956) was particularly interested in perceptions and con-
text. Gerbner believed that events and messages were perceived differently by
the communicator and receiver, and that this was influenced by the context – in a
dynamic relationship. The model also includes factors such as the availability,
access and control of (and to) the means of communication, which is particu-
larly important for mediated environments.7 In Gerbner’s model we begin to see
a cross-over between the Process School and the Semiotic School.

Gerbner’s model begins with an external event (E), which is received
(clearly or unclearly) and interpreted by a human or machine (M) and under-
stood to a greater or lesser extent (E1). It is in the complex relationship between
the event and the receiver that meaning is developed. And this is itself in-
fluenced by education, culture and various other socio-political factors. The sec-
ond stage of Gerbner’s model relates to the medium (form) by which the mes-

Figure 1. Shannon and Weaver’s (1949) Transmission Model
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sage is communicated (S), and its content (E). These are directly related: the
form of the message affects the content, and communicators make choices about
what forms to use to best communicate each message they intend to send. The
choices are limited by the available communication channels. For example,
many people fall on the wrong side of a digital divide and do not have the access
or skills to use the internet.

Gerbner’s model was followed by one from Dean C. Barnlund (1970); it was
designed (quite literally!) to take account of the complexities of communication
between humans. For Barnlund, meaning was invented, assigned or given, rather
than something which was received. The process was shaped by a variety of
cues, both internal and external (and could be transferred between internal and
external), with encoding and decoding represented by Barnlund as a continuous
spiral. Moreover, Barnlund distinguished between intrapersonal communi-
cation (relatively simple) and interpersonal communication (multiplication of
cues and the message is introduced).8 The model is arguably sophisticated
enough to withstand Ruth Finnegan’s (2002: 17) criticism of process models;
namely that they assume that there are essentially two main parties in the pro-
cess without acknowledging the “multiple overlapping interchange” that takes
place. It is in such interchanges that the Semiotic School has its roots.

Figure 2. Gerbner’s (1956) General Model of Communication
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3.2. The semiotic school

The Semiotic School is particularly interested in the production or exchange of
meanings (as opposed to the transmission of messages from A to B) and has its
roots in the works of C. S. Peirce and Ferdinand de Saussure. It is particularly
associated with fields such as Semiology, Structural Linguistics and Cultural
Studies. This grouping emphasises the signs, codes, rules and signifying sys-
tems by which meaning is constructed. According to the semiotic school we cre-
ate meaning by sending signs. Signs include words, sounds, smells and images.
For Peirce (1931–1958), an act can only be a sign if it is interpreted as such. In
this sense, anything can actually be a sign; moreover, the emphasis is placed on
the receiver as the interpreter. Peirce adopted a triadic model:

– The Representamen: the form which the sign takes (not necessarily ma-
terial)

– An Interpretant: not an interpreter but rather the sense made of the sign;
– An Object: to which the sign refers.

This is distinguished from Saussure’s dyadic model of signifier (our perception
of the physical sign) and signified (the mental concept to which the signifier
refers) by the object. Of particular interest is Saussure’s (1959) argument that
language is part of the science of signs, something which Roland Barthes (1967)
believed needed to be inverted; semiology was one part of comprehensive lin-
guistics.

From the cultural studies tradition Stuart Hall (1997: 36) argues that “since
all cultural objects convey meaning, and all cultural practices depend on mean-
ing, they must make use of signs; and in so far as they do, they must work like
language works”. Thus, for Hall, the music a person listens to, the clothes they
wear, and the car they drive all communicate meaning. This arguably has el-
ements of both the semiotic and process schools.

The semiotic school places the emphasis on the receiver, and how they in-
terpret signs. The message is typically made up of a combination of signs. We
make sense of the message; interpret it if you will, to the extent that we share the
same signs or coding systems. This places a much greater emphasis on the struc-
tured relationships which enable a message to signify something. The marks on
this page have a meaning beyond marks because the reader (and in the semiotic
school messages are read rather than received) shares a similar signifying
system. Firstly, the reader understands the letters and words – the signs – because
they share the vocabulary. These words are given further meaning because they
are organised by a code or signifying system – grammar. However, there are
further factors which shape our interpretation.

Referring back to Stuart Hall (1997) again, there are a range of socio-politi-
cal factors such as education, culture and economic conditions that shape how
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we understand and interpret messages. In the corporate world, Ronald Scollon
and Suzanne Wong Scollon (1995) argue that corporate culture influences com-
munication because of the differential power relationships that exist. They are
particularly concerned with limiting the chances of miscommunication that can
occur in inter-cultural contexts. To help limit such problems they put forward an
analytical model to enable people to interpret the context which they are in.

When thinking about such factors, and the various signs which we put to-
gether to make up a message, we can see that communication is much more than
language. Finnegan (2002) advises against narrow definitions of communi-
cation, and is particularly critical of the assumed equation between communi-
cation and language present in the works of Paul Cobley (1996) and Jürgen Ha-
bermas (1998). She takes a diverse approach, arguing that “communication
through human-made artefacts and through their facial expressions, dress or
bodily positioning form as relevant a part of their dynamic interacting as ver-
bally-articulated sentences” (Finnegan 2002: 8). This relates to Pierre Bour-
dieu’s argument about the importance of symbolic capital – and symbolic forms
more generally – for understanding both the cognitive and social function of
symbols (Bourdieu 1977: 183). Similarly, his famous account of habitus, as “a
system of durable, transposable dispositions which functions as the generative
basis of structured, objectively unified practices” (Bourdieu 1979: vii), suggests
that a person’s own knowledge and experience does not just reflect the “real”
world but has a constitutive effect (Harker, Mahar, and Wilkes 1990: 11).

Communication is not just about spoken and written interaction, but also in-
cludes forms such as art, photography, dance and facial expressions (Finnegan
2002). Moreover, media such as television, the internet and radio, themselves
the source of considerable debate, bring particular issues and possibilities in the
ways they facilitate communication. From the political perspective, communi-
cative formats such as pop and rock can be used to influence people’s beliefs and
voting behaviour (Street 1986: 2002). From the business perspective, we do not
just have verbal and visual corporate communication (Skulstad, this volume;
Koller, this volume), but logistical communications and the moving of goods
and services that are necessary in making business work.

Defining language and communication, particularly in relation to the public
sphere, depends on the theoretical and normative lenses through which you
view the public sphere: This affects their relative weighting and precisely what
the communication is intended to achieve. If you adopt a “folk” conceptual-
isation of the public sphere, that is, a public space outside of the house such as a
market or other meeting point, a public sphere can be said to have existed since
the early days of humanity. Agonistic conceptualisations of the public sphere, in
the vein of Hannah Arendt, competition the emphasise for acclaim and immor-
tality among the political elite (Benhabib 1992; Arendt 1998). Classical liberal
theory argues that the public sphere is the space between government and the
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people in which private individuals influence the state – be it formally through
elections or informally through the weight of public opinion. The liberal view of
the public sphere has similarities to Habermas’s model, but constrains free
speech with the principle of neutrality (Ackerman 1980).9 To begin this dis-
cussion I will start with Habermas’s conceptualisation of the public sphere.

4. Habermas and the public sphere

In his classic (1989) work, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere,
Habermas argued that an ideal(ised) public sphere rose during the late eight-
eenth century. The spark was the increasing separation of political from every-
day life created by the centralisation of power he associated with the rise of the
nation state, and the separation of church and state – a so-called decoupling (Ha-
bermas 1989). Combined with rising tax burdens to pay for military action, this
led, Habermas argued, to a demand for accountability that constituted itself in
agents forming into publics in an effort to control the state.

The publics were formed in the relief of a growing, privatised bourgeoisie.
A private sphere was necessary for a public sphere to be possible, for Habermas,
because the public sphere is the filter/space/mediator between private individ-
uals and the state. There was, thus, a distinction between public and private in-
dividuals. Two further factors fed the rising public sphere: developments in
printing technology increased the amount and (latterly, as censorship decreased)
variety of information available; and the rise of the salon and coffee shop as
forum for debate. These developments were important for Habermas because
they fostered a critical rationality (in the bourgeois public), and because they
were powerful enough to influence or steer the socio-political world.

As fast as the conditions that led to the evolution of a public sphere materi-
alised, Habermas highlights a range factors that led to its eventual demise. For
example, Habermas argues that the demarcation between state and society was
blurred by interventionist welfare states, creating a dependent, supplier-con-
sumer dynamic. Political debate was also gradually relegated to bartering over
who gets what from the state, and not what the state should do. Such debates
were increasingly transferred to parliaments and political parties – who pan-
dered to the floating voter rather than trying to (re)educate the electorate. Fin-
ally, Habermas felt that the commercialisation of the public sphere was deeply
worrying. Public debate was subjected to market forces, and this led to what we
now know as “dumbing down” to increase (or at least maintain) market share
(Franklin 1994, 1997; Holly, this volume).

This is combined with an historical account of the separation of economic
and political systems from the communicatively rational sphere of everyday
life. He uses this distinction as a basis to argue that the economic and political
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systems side-line, or at least distort, rational argument because they are steered
by money and political power. This is compounded by their colonisation of the
lifeworld (or everyday life), which is particularly problematic for Habermas.
Communicative reasoning is increasingly squeezed out by bureaucracy and
economics.

Habermas’s subsequent work served to strengthen and, occasionally, revise
his original argument. Of particular relevance here is Habermas’s work on dis-
course, rationality and ethics. The Theory of Communicative Action, (1984,
1987) alongside Legitimation Crisis (1975) and Communication and the Evolu-
tion of Society (1979), strengthen Habermas’s normative position by developing
a communicative conception of rationality based around dialogue, argument
and the exchange of reason. He distinguishes between communicative rational-
ity and rational (or strategic) domination. This is grounded in Habermas’s belief
that argumentative speech is unifying and consensus-building when not co-
erced.

These are the building blocks for Habermas’s discourse ethics. Discourse
ethics are founded in a procedural conception of political theory. Unlike sub-
stantive theories which are grounded in accounts of reason and human nature,
such discursive approaches develop rules (or at least procedures) that can legit-
imate social and institutional practices – when followed. In effect, a moral com-
munity can be produced because, for Habermas, publicly binding norms can
claim to be rationally legitimate only if said norms are produced from a free and
open discourse and argument between all parties affected by them. Claims to
rationality (i.e. what any “reasonable” person would do) can only be justified if
they are tested: no one person or group (such as politicians or political parties)
can claim to speak or know what another person would, or should, do. In many
instances, de facto acceptance of norms may suffice to ensure coordination
amongst actors. Where there are different normative validity claims these may
be overcome by discussants having compatible expectations: incomplete com-
municative action. (Moon 1995: 147) Nevertheless, the coordination is dis-
turbed and must (generally) be overcome through further discussion – that is, a
reflexive stance so that consensus can be restored (Moon 1995: 148).

5. Critiquing Habermas

Habermas’s work has been the subject of sustained, often critical, debate. The
practical problems identified in the literature will be briefly outlined. Firstly,
Habermas is criticised for implying that there was free and equal access to
the bourgeois public: He tends to ignore its coerciveness and susceptibility to
powerful groups. That rational communication was (at least for Habermas) the
end result does not defend it from critiques of how it was produced: Structural
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arrangements and the distribution of power are crucial if the debate is to be truly
democratic and rational (Fraser 1992: 115). For some, this may not be the case:
The public sphere “is often dominated by the most powerful interests and tends
to reflect their perspectives and exclude the most disadvantaged social groups,
limiting their capacity to contribute with their issues and concerns to the politi-
cal agenda” (Lombardo 2004: 3; see also Young 1990; Armstrong 2002) Such
fears led Emilios Christodoulidis (2003) to argue that the public sphere must re-
main disorganised and anarchic if it is to resist co-optation.

Secondly, Habermas has been criticised for over-simplifying the effects of
media colonization, if this can be said to exist at all. (Street 2001) Habermas has
been accused of elitism and cultural snobbery (Dahlgren 1995; McGuigan
1996). Studies have argued that a “dumbed down” media has positive effects:
better to give them cornflakes10 than nothing at all (Street 1996). It follows from
this that commercialisation of the media can have positive effects for public
debate rather than being the death of it. Other studies argue that there was no
media golden age as Habermas tends to assume in his account of the growth of
the printing press (Winston 1998); and that people are not passive consumers of
the media but engage critically with it (Norris 1999). Of particular importance,
as highlighted by several of the subsequent chapters, the media can actually cre-
ate new public spheres through debate programmes such as Question Time (see
Richardson, this volume).

A related concern is whether the media are a public or a private sphere. On
the one hand, Eric Hobsbawm (1983: 11–12) argues that the media (particularly
television) constitutes a private sphere because the audience is atomised and be-
cause it is primarily consumed in the home. Similarly, Mark Poster (1995) ar-
gues that “the media, especially television but also other forms of electronic
communication isolate citizens from one another and substitute themselves for
older spaces of politics.” On the other hand, Denis McQuail (1983: 33–34) ar-
gues that “the media operates almost exclusively in the public sphere.” Accord-
ing to David Chaney (1986: 120), there is “no contradiction” between these per-
spectives as mass society has become so privatised that the media often provide
the only means of publicly articulating societal concerns. James Curran has ar-
gued that beyond the public/private dichotomy, the conceptualisation of the
media’s role as mediator or “fourth estate” between government and citizens is
restrictive; the media actually perform – or should perform – this role in all re-
lations when power is exercised over others (Curran 1991: 32). Thus, the media
can, for example, bring business discourses into the public sphere and highlight
business corruption.

Thirdly, Habermas’s conceptualisation of the public sphere has been criti-
cised as unrealistic. It is thought to have rational biases (Dahlgren 2005: 155)
and ignore more informal types of communication (Finnegan 2002). Put simply,
Habermas has a rather dry, and perhaps elitist, conceptualisation of the kind of
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communication desirable for the public sphere. It promotes deliberation as the
form of communication for the public sphere. The diversity of communication
forms put forward by Finnegan (2002) is in contradiction to this. To develop a
more holistic view of communication in the public sphere, Peter Dahlgren has
put forward the notion of civic culture; it is “a way to conceptualize the factors
that can enhance or impede political participation – the enactment of citizenship
understood as forms of social agency” (Dahlgren 2005: 157). Of particular im-
portance is the notion that the quality (and kind) of debate does not necessarily
adhere to Habermas’s model.

In a similar vein, the goal of reaching consensus put forward by Habermas
(and by deliberative democracy theorists more generally) has been criticised by
Chantal Mouffe. Mouffe (1999) develops her critique from the agonistic posi-
tion, arguing that deliberative democracy cannot cope with deep differences of
opinion; the passions raised cannot, and, indeed, should not, be denied by the
force of consensus but be encouraged: agonistic pluralism. The point is not to
reach consensus – which can be forced and have hidden power imbalances
(see for example Wodak’s [1996: 96] analysis, which raises serious questions
about just how consensual apparently consensual decisions actually are) but to
be open to other points of view in a process of continued contestation and deep
respect for the adversary. The term “dissensus” is adopted (see also Ziarek’s
(2001) use of dissensus in her attempt to develop an ethical framework that
avoids prescriptive norms).

A polar opposite “critique” comes from the consociational school put for-
ward by Arend Lijphart (1977), which argues for grand coalitions to be built be-
tween the different political groups. In this model, issues are often only debated
in private amongst the different leaders – particularly in deeply divided coun-
tries where there are fears of serious political instability and violence. The pub-
lic sphere, in this model, is more or less neutered in the sense that the Haber-
masian sluice into political decision-making is missing. John Dryzek (2005)
goes so far to as to draw a medicinal analogy, calling this an analgesic form of
democracy because it suppresses deliberation.

Fourthly, Habermas is criticised for focusing on only the male, bourgeois,
white public sphere at the expense of all others (Landes 1988; Benhabib 1992;
Fraser 1992; Ryan 1994; Lazar, this volume), and for failing to develop a post-
Bourgeois model (Fraser 1992: 111). Habermas’s male-defined, liberal bourgeois
account of the public sphere was historically revised by Geoff Eley (1992). Eley
argued that it was a training ground for government amongst certain sections of
the male bourgeois public leading to hegemonic rather than repressive rule. In
fact, citing Ryan and Eley, Nancy Fraser (1992) argues that women were in-
volved in the public sphere, just not the bourgeois public sphere: there were a
host of competing counter-publics. Such counter-public spheres perform a dual
role, both separate from, and linked to, the general public sphere. We can see the
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emergence of such spheres in the use of new technologies by protest groups to
create “a temporary space of resistance, which has enabled (…) movements to
move in a new direction typified by global grassroots solidarities, multi-issue
campaigns and anti-hierarchical forms of organising” (Pickerill 2003: 170).

On an interpersonal level, Fraser (1992: 118–121) argues that it is not pos-
sible for people to bracket their different statuses and deliberate as if equal, as
required by Habermas. Instead, Fraser suggests that bracketing should be
dropped in favour of a requirement of social equality. This is to be achieved by
their elimination and the development of some “rough equality” (1992: 121).
However, Fraser does not extrapolate how this would be achieved in detail.
James Fishkin (1992, 1995), and Fishkin and Ackerman (2004) have attended
to many of these issues of representativeness in their deliberative polling ex-
periments, by using representative sampling techniques. Fraser, for her part,
does argue that a diverse range of (subaltern counter) public spheres are benefi-
cial to democracy (and not negative as Habermas originally suggested). This,
in turn, can help mitigate the problem of inequality by giving excluded groups
an alternative locus for discussion. However, evidence from an innovative
study of various institutionalised discourses (combining the theory of critical
discourse analysis with the methods employed by socio-linguistics) suggested
that there are many potential blocks to communication (Wodak 1996). Thus,
it is questionable whether people can move vertically between these different
spheres.

The idea that the contemporary public sphere operates on many levels, not
just the local or national, has broader significance beyond Fraser’s subaltern
counter-publics. Erik Eriksen (2004: 1), for example, argues that the nation-
state perspective “is rapidly becoming deficient, as the EU manifests more and
more the characteristics of a supranational polity.” Similarly, the transnationali-
sation of communication and capital flows, combined with localising concepts
such as subsidiarity, is at odds with the nation-state perspective. Alvin Toffler
(1970: 422) has characterised this as “Anticipatory Democracy”, a series of loc-
ally based democratic constituent (or social future) assemblies where everyone
would be wired. Toffler (1990: 251) has since argued that we are moving toward
“mosaic democracy” – the fracturing of “mass” democracy into highly charged
and fast-moving pieces. While obviously not taking it to this extreme, Haber-
mas has (at least partially) recognised this diversity in the public sphere as einen
wilden Komplex, “a wild complex”, similar to a common room (Habermas 1996:
307, 373).

To summarise, however we describe the contemporary public sphere, of
more importance are the alternative normative positions that underpin this. On
the one hand, diverse, multi-sectoral public spheres can be considered positive
(which would suggest a strong contemporary public sphere), while on the other
hand, this can be viewed as a negative (and thus a weak contemporary public
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sphere). It is generally held that the public sphere is in crisis. For example,
Poster (1995) argues that:

Contemporary social relations seem to be devoid of a basic level of interactive prac-
tice which, in the past, was the matrix of democratizing politics: loci such as the
agora, the New England town hall, the village Church, the coffee house, the tavern,
the public square, a convenient barn, a union hall, a park, a factory lunchroom, and
even a street corner. Many of these places remain but no longer serve as organizing
centers for political discussion and action.

6. A virtual public sphere?

That the public sphere is widely thought to be in crisis because it is increas-
ingly privatised, features an unrepresentative group of participants with mass
society largely apathetic, and because the quality of the debate has been neu-
tered or trivialised with a trenchant for the spectacular (McKee 2005). The in-
ternet and online discussion forums in particular have been posited as a solu-
tion to many of the ills that have, allegedly, infected the contemporary public
sphere. As Kees Brants (2005: 144) puts it, “the Internet is often prescribed as
the medicine for democracy in a midlife crisis.” Such forums, it is thought, can
help to create virtual Habermasian public spheres (Tsagarousianou, Tambini,
and Bryar 1998; Keane 2000; Wilhelm 2000; Sassi 2001) or an electronic com-
mons (Abramson, Arterton, and Orren 1988; Blumler and Coleman 2001),
Such arguments are typically based on three assumptions: that the internet is
free from domination, that it is interactive, and that it can facilitate consultation
(Brants 2005: 144–145).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is a distinct divide between those who believe
the internet will reinvigorate or revolutionalise the public sphere (and the politi-
cal system more generally) and those who believe the internet will be normal-
ised into existing practices. On the revolutionary side, Yoneji Masuda (1990: 83)
argues that “the technical difficulties that until now have made it impossible for
large numbers of citizens to participate in policy making have now been solved
by the revolution in computer-communications technology”. Similarly, Roza
Tsagarousianou (1999: 195–196) argues that “new technologies clearly have the
potential to sustain such spaces [public spheres] as they enable both deliberation
(citizen to citizen communication) and hearing (citizen to authority communi-
cation)”. Anthony Corrado and Charles M. Firestone (1996: 17), meanwhile,
believe that online discussion will create a “conversational democracy”.11

On the other side, Michael Margolis and David Resnick (2000: 2) argue that
the internet has been normalised:

Cyberspace has not become the locus of a new politics that spills out of the computer
screen and revitalizes citizenship and democracy. If anything, ordinary politics and
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commercial activity, in all their complexity and vitality, have invaded and captured
cyberspace. Virtual reality has grown to resemble the real world.

Others suggest that the internet might have negative effects. Christine Bellamy
and Charles Raab (1999: 169) argue that “there is a real danger that ICTs will
not only reflect but amplify the fragmentation of the public sphere, balkanising
politics into multifarious and shifting constituencies that are incapable of being
aggregated by any means”. Richard Davis and Diana Owen (1998: 124) follow
up this concern: “Discussions via the internet are more likely to be as narrow or
perhaps even narrower than those across the backyard fence. Those with differ-
ing views gravitate to their own discussion groups.”

To test such claims, the nature and quality of debate being facilitated by on-
line forums has been empirically measured. Analysis of Usenet discussion for-
ums has suggested that the internet is not providing a Habermasian public sphere.
Anthony Wilhelm (2000: 97) concludes that the debates are primarily “self-ex-
pression and monologue, without in large measure the listening, responsiveness,
and dialogue that would promote communicative action” and that “[e]merging
technologies (…) undermine severely the rhythm of democratic discourse”
(2000: 101). Further research from Richard Davis (1999: 167) leads him to con-
clude that “even the internet’s most democratic corner is not as democratic as it
appears”; “it more closely resembles the Jerry Springer show rather than National
Public Radio or CNN” (2005: 67). However, recent research now suggests that
we should not automatically be so pessimistic; government-run online discussion
forums can provide a deliberative public sphere (Wright 2007; Wright and Wodak
2007; Wodak 2007), and that the design and structuring of the forums (Wright
2005; Wright and Street 2005) and the use of moderation (Wright 2006) is crucial
to their success. Put simply, it is too soon to discount the internet as an emergent
public sphere because it is precisely that: emerging. We must be careful, however,
to analyse existing practice and learn from these experiences.

7. Conclusion

As the contemporary public sphere has become increasingly complex, so have
the debates that surround it. Language and communication are absolutely cru-
cial to our understanding of the public sphere. But this cannot be disconnected
from our normative position on what the public sphere should be like. The pub-
lic sphere is undoubtedly growing – yet it is considered to be in crisis – and this
is because theorists (as well as those using such ideas to empirically test it) have
a certain understanding of what it should look like. To paraphrase Benjamin
Barber (2004), we have a growing weak public sphere and (perhaps) a shrinking
strong public sphere.



36 Scott Wright

Notes

1 For example, “I like her cooking” contains no ambiguous words and has a simple
grammatical structure but has numerous meanings (Searle 1972).

2 As opposed to the empiricist philosophical tradition which argues that all knowledge
is derived from actual experience.

3 Phatic communication is associated with societal conventions (i.e. it is a socio-cul-
tural factor). For example, it is expected that one person will greet another. In the
West this might be by saying hello, while in Japan it might be by bowing.

4 Of course, this is not always the case: when communicating with one’s “mates” or
family the communication may be less explicit because of the greater communi-
cative understanding that exists.

5 Lasswell’s formula: Who says What, in which Channel, to Whom, with what Effect.
6 Dance (1967) developed a helical model of communication that is prefaced on the

belief that, although looped models are preferable to linear ones, they assume a
boomerang effect whereby the communication comes full-circle, which is “mani-
festly erroneous”.

7 The shortcoming in Gerbner’s model is that it takes a static view of the message; that
is, it does not account for how people derive meaning from the message, which semi-
ologists (see below) believe to be crucial. (Watson and Hill 2003: 117; see for
example, Jakobson’s [1960] model, which, although still broadly within the Process
School, was particularly concerned with meaning and the internal structure of mes-
sages.)

8 Although many would argue that in intrapersonal communication we send out many
messages and that it is, thus, not “simple”.

9 Neutrality, here, means that reasons put forward within a discourse of legitimation
can only be “good” reasons if citizens do not assert that their concept of the good
is better than other citizens’, or that they are intrinsically superior to other citizens
(Ackerman 1980: 11). Thus, where people realise they disagree about aspects of the
moral truth they should not talk about this in the public sphere (Ackerman 1980:
16–17).

10 Bob Franklin (1994) drew an analogy between dumbing down and the consumption
of processed white bread, arguing that having a fibreless product was bad for
people’s health. Street (1996), in many ways following Dahlgren and McGuigan,
argue that if people will only eat white bread then better they eat that than nothing at
all.

11 Crucial to these debates is the role of government, and whether it suppresses the radi-
cal potential (Winston 1998) and inhibits freedom (De Sola Pool 1990) or whether it
can help to promote deliberation by providing an institutional context.
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2. Public space, common goods, and private
interests: Emergent definitions in globally
mediated humanity

Phil Graham

1. A history of public spaces

In the dark ages, the public was squeezed out by the private (…) As the Roman Em-
pire slid into the depth of the Dark Ages, the private gradually squeezed out the pub-
lic until effectively the private sector swallowed everything and the public sector dis-
appeared. The intense devotion of the Romans to the Res Publica was lost. Instead
of being a citizen of Rome, every individual was attached to a feudal master who
controlled all aspects of his or her life: work, housing, reproductive rights, and jus-
tice. Almost by definition, feudalism is public power in private hands – (Thurow
1996: 264–265)

Historical investigation into the nature of human association reveals waxings
and wanings in the scale, scope, and character of what is construed as public
space and, as a corollary, what elements of existence are considered to be com-
mon goods and private interests. Conceptions of public and private goods ex-
pand and contract along the lines of the political systems that enact them. Each
different stage in the development of public spaces is marked by assumptions
about what is required for its proper functioning. Those assumptions contain
reference to dominant media forms, the correspondent perfection of appropri-
ate political forms, and their relation to deep cultural values (Graham 2005:
chapter 7). From the city-state of ancient Greece emerge the definitive state-
ments of Aristotle on the essential characteristics of public space:

Hence it is evident that the state is a creation of nature, and that man is by nature a
political animal. And he who by nature and not by mere accident is without a state, is
either a bad man or above humanity (…) Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in
vain, and man is the only animal whom she has endowed with speech. And whereas
mere voice is but an indication of pleasure or pain, and is therefore found in other
animals (…) the power of speech is intended to set forth the expedient and inexpedi-
ent; and therefore likewise the just and the unjust. And it is characteristic of man that
he alone has any sense of good and evil, of just and unjust, and the like, and the as-
sociation of living beings who have this sense makes a family and a state. (Aristotle
[1941] 2001: 1129)

Here we see a perennial tendency in political tracts written by the privileged (as
political tracts typically are): the naturalisation of existing political orders. For
Aristotle, the Greek state is a creation of nature.1 Aristotle identifies speech as a
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definitive aspect of the state, linking speech and state with a theory of politics
and ethics. To live well is to live together in a family and a state united by com-
mon speech. No explanation is necessary. Nature is aimed at the good. The state
is the highest form of political association produced by nature. Therefore the
state itself is the greatest of political goods.

When several villages are united in a single complete community, large enough to be
nearly or quite self-sufficing, the state comes into existence, originating in the bare
needs of life, and continuing for the sake of a good life. And therefore, if the earlier
forms of society are natural, so is the state, for it is the end of them, and the nature of
a thing is its end. For what each thing is when fully developed, we call its nature,
whether we are speaking of a man, a horse, or a family. Besides, the final cause and
end of a thing is the best, and to be self-sufficing is the end and the best. (Aristotle
2001: 1129)

The final cause and end seems eternally linked to the very beginnings: when
“men say that the Gods have a king (…) they imagine, not only the forms of the
Gods, but their ways of life to be like their own” (Aristotle 2001: 1129).

It seems that no political development in recorded history has managed to go
beyond these discoursal features: dominant political forms are construed as
natural, final, superordinate, ordained by one or more deities, and are totally
mediated products. They are achievements of discourse and are sustained by
founding myths and hegemonic historical narratives (Wodak and de Cillia 1999).
From Aristotle’s final cause in the Politics to Fukuyama’s (1992) End of History
and the Last Man, these features of discourse about the public sphere prevail. As
in antiquity, we find the principles of superordination, naturalism, and thorough
mediation at work during the middle ages. The King is the “image of God on
earth” because “[a]ll power is from the Lord God; the power which the prince
has is therefore from God, for the power of God, for the power of God is never
lost or severed from him, but he merely exercises it through a subordinate hand”
(John of Salisbury 1121, as cited in Dickinson 1926: 313). The King’s power is
“instituted by God for the punishment of evil-doers and for the reward of good
men” and sits “at the apex of the commonwealth by the divine governance”
(Dickinson 1926: 13). Once again the moral dimension of public goods is de-
finitive of political order. And in an era ruled by the word of God, the King “is
subject only to God and the priesthood, who represent God upon earth” (Dick-
inson 1926: 13). In this view, “the public” is incapable of influencing the King’s
behaviour. But, as Dickinson notes, there arose at the same time, a corporatist
“idea that seems to have its source among the Roman lawyers, and it consisted
in identifying the corporate or organized community with the whole member-
ship of the group – the universitas with the populus” (Dickinson 1926: 333).
Herein lie the seeds of many revolutions and many incremental changes associ-
ated with the rise of the public sphere in the 17th and 18th centuries that Haber-
mas ([1962] 1991) identifies. Rather than being an inert object of the King’s
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“stewardship”, the public sphere “becomes an active unity, bearing its own per-
sona, and capable of speaking and acting for itself, against the prince if needs
be” (Dickinson 1926: 33). For Habermas, this marks the beginning of “the pub-
lic” as an active force in the shaping of political ends and the fundamental rede-
finition of public and private goods.

By “the public sphere” we mean first of all a realm of our social life in which some-
thing approaching public opinion can be formed. Access is granted to all citizens.
A portion of the public sphere comes into being in every conversation in which pri-
vate individuals assemble to form a public body. They then behave neither like busi-
ness or professional people transacting private affairs, nor like members of a consti-
tutional order subject to the legal constraints of a state bureaucracy. Citizens behave
as a public body when they confer in an unrestricted manner – that is, with the guar-
antee of freedom to express and publish their opinions – about matters of general in-
terest. In a large public body this kind of communication requires specific means for
transmitting information and influencing those who receive it. Today newspapers
and magazines, radio and television are the media of the public sphere. We speak of
the political public sphere in contrast, for instance, to the literary one, when public
discussion deals with objects connected to the activity of the state. Although state
authority is so to speak the executor of the political sphere, it is not part of it. (Ha-
bermas, Lennox, and Lennox 1974: 50)

The modern notion of a politically active public emerges with a public space oc-
cupied by an increasingly influential, post-mercantilist, propertied citizen-class
that rose to dominance to the demise of the sacred order of Kings and Popes
(Habermas 1991). This kind of public space emerges in history when “private
people come together as a public” to freely form “public opinion” and claim
“the public sphere regulated from above against the public authorities them-
selves” (Habermas 1991: 27). Habermas’s “public sphere” is a space that firstly
arose upon a flood of printed words pumped out by “the press”, swelling the tide
of bourgeois radicalism that began in the proliferation of coffee houses and sa-
lons of Western Europe during the early eighteenth century (Habermas 1991:
24–33). It was rare, says Habermas, to find any “great writer in the eighteenth
century that would not have first submitted his essential ideas for discussion in
lectures before the academies and especially in the salons”(Habermas 1991: 34).
The moral basis of this communication revolution was enlightenment notions of
rationality: informed discussion among equal persons about matters of common
concern on a rational basis rather than automatic deterence to the ordained
authority (volantus) of church and monarchy to which the new “public” stood
opposed (Habermas 1991: 80–81). Thus “education was the one criteria [sic] for
admission – property ownership the other. De facto both criteria demarcated
largely the same circle of persons; for formal education at that time was more a
consequence than a precondition of social status, which in turn was determined
primarily by one’s title to property” (Habermas 1991: 85). For Habermas, the
emergence of a bourgeois public sphere, private property, public opinion, and
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the rise of enlightenment rationality are inextricably linked in a network of prac-
tices designed to promote common goods along a moral dimension. Conse-
quently the public sphere developed in a “tension-charged field between state
and society” (Habermas 1991: 141).

Later, as new media forms and their associated institutions emerged, and as
societies massified and industrialised, the public sphere was to be eroded, firstly
as a result of policies oriented towards “refeudalization” and “neomercantilism”
(Habermas 1991: 142). These would later result in monopolies of industrial
commodity markets on an international scale and, accordingly, in communi-
cation industries. While Habermas does not put it as such, he clearly describes
the dynamics of what Harold Innis calls “knowledge monopolies” (Innis 1951),
the rise of electronically fortified and massive “culture industries” (Horkheimer
and Adorno [1947] 1998), and the recurrent historical effects of new media in
respect of these (Graham 2000). In an ironic twist of history, the social impacts
of a diffuse press, the rise in literacy, and the liberal erosion of “faith-based”
power gave impetus to a system which, by the mid-twentieth century, had re-
verted to a top-down public space dominated by corporate interests, managed in
a large part to shape public opinion – another symptom of “the dialectic of en-
lightenment” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1998). Hence Habermas’s lament that
the “communication network of a public made up of rationally debating private
citizens has collapsed; the public opinion once emergent from it has partly de-
composed into the informal opinions of private citizens without a public and
partly become concentrated into formal opinions of publicistically effective in-
stitutions” (Habermas 1991: 247). For Habermas, whether or not a new pub-
lic space can “assume its proper function” is a matter of “whether the exercise
of domination and power persists as a negative constant (…) of history – or
whether as a historical category itself, it is open to substantive change” (Haber-
mas 1991: 250).

2. Public opinion and public goods in an age of global mediations

The proliferation of globally internetworked digital media may be a facilitating
force for the “substantive change” that Habermas stipulates. Certainly many
have argued that a new public sphere – in the sense of a politically influential
field of discussion through which a global public opinion is emerging – is a de-
sirable, if not inevitable, result of new media environments (cf. Kellner 1995;
Poster 1995; Dutton 1999; Robins and Webster 1999). Throughout the devel-
oped world, “cyberdemocracy” initiatives have been developed to promote a
form of direct democracy that was first imagined in the 1930s, just as “public
opinion” was becoming a refined, scientifically objectified focus in the conduct
of mass manipulation:
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With the development of the science of measuring public opinion, it can be stated
with but few qualifications, that this stage in our democracy is rapidly being reached.
It is now possible to ascertain, with a high degree of accuracy, the views of the people
on all national issues. (Gallup 1938: 9)

Consequently, Gallup held that “with many of our leading psychologists and so-
cial scientists” interested in the problem of measuring public opinion, “it will
not be long before the final stage in the development of our democracy (…) has
been reached – that the will of the majority of citizens can be ascertained at all
times” (Gallup 1938: 14). At about the same time Gallup was announcing that
the pinnacle of democracy was soon to be reached, Harold Lasswell (1941) had
come to the conclusion that the combined results of advanced technology, in-
creased literacy, and the widespread “ventilation of opinions and the taking of
votes” amounted to a “dictatorship of palaver” and that “the technique of dictat-
ing to the dictator is named propaganda” (Lasswell 1941: 631). Even at this
relatively early moment in electronic mass media history, the techniques of ma-
nipulating opinion had reached quite sophisticated levels, their apotheosis being
Goebbels’s aggressive campaigns waged against the German people and,
through them, the rest of the world. Goebbels displays a clear grasp of radio’s
implications as a new, instantaneous mass medium; its implications for shaping
conceptions of public and private goods; and the internal relations between
meaning making, international power, social values, and national politics:

A government that has determined to bring a nation together so that it is once more a
center of power in the scales of great world events has not only the right, but the duty,
to subordinate all aspects of the nation to its goals, or at least ensure that they are sup-
portive. That is also true for the radio. The more significant something is in influenc-
ing the will of the broad masses, the greater its responsibility to the future of the
nation.
That does not mean we want to turn the radio into a spineless servant of our partisan
political interests. The new German politics rejects any partisan limitations. It seeks
the totality of the people and nation, and the reconstructive work it plans or has al-
ready begun includes all who are of good will. Within the framework of these great
tasks, the radio, if it is to remain living, must hold to and advance its own artistic and
spiritual laws. Just as its technical methods are modern and distinct, so too are its ar-
tistic capacities. It is only distantly related to the stage and film. It is rarely possible
to bring a powerful stage or film presentation to the radio with no changes. There is a
style of speaking on the radio, a style of drama, of opera, of radio show. The radio is
in no way a branch of the stage or film, but rather an independent entity with its own
rules. (Goebbels 1938)

As with the rise of every new medium, new political, economic, and cultural
disruptions emerge (Graham 2005: chapter 9).

Similar arguments about the possibility of “direct democracy” and the rein-
vigoration of the public sphere emerged with the proliferation of globally net-
worked information and communication technologies (ICTs) (cf. Kellner 1995;
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Poster 1995; Coleman 1999; Dutton 1999; Dahlberg 2001; Gruber this vol-
ume). Poster (1995) is instructive here. He notes the difficulty of defining a
“public” cyberspace:

This difficulty is amplified considerably once newer electronically mediated com-
munications are taken into account, in particular the Internet. Now the question of
“talk,” of meeting face-to-face, of “public” discourse is confused and complicated by
the electronic form of exchange of symbols. If “public” discourse exists as pixels on
screens generated at remote locations by individuals one has never and probably will
never meet, as it is in the case of the Internet with its “virtual communities,” “elec-
tronic cafés,” bulletin boards, e-mail, computer conferencing and even video confer-
encing, then how is it to be distinguished from “private” letters, printface and so
forth? The age of the public sphere as face-to-face talk is clearly over: the question of
democracy must henceforth take into account new forms of electronically mediated
discourse. What are the conditions of democratic speech in the mode of information?
What kind of “subject” speaks or writes or communicates in these conditions? What
is its relation to machines? What complexes of subjects, bodies and machines are
required for democratic exchange and emancipatory action? For Habermas, the pub-
lic sphere is a homogeneous space of embodied subjects in symmetrical relations,
pursuing consensus through the critique of arguments and the presentation of valid-
ity claims. This model, I contend, is systematically denied in the arenas of electronic
politics. We are advised then to abandon Habermas’ concept of the public sphere in
assessing the Internet as a political domain. (Poster 1995).

The internet is populated by far-from-homogenous persons. Its current scope,
scale, and cultural diversity exceed present possibilities for a global public space
in which all persons can contribute equally to the definitions of common goods
and private interests. Apart from issues of culture and language which can often
result in a complete inability for people to communicate, strong nationalistic
and cultural tendencies have re-emerged with the global permeation of all
manner of discourses into all others. The inversions and disruptions that have
marked historical transformations in the public sphere appear to be happening
as a result. Understanding the historical implications of current circumstances
means understanding what Walter Ong (1962) calls the “synchronic present”:

The purely linear sense of time, what we have called the purely diachronic sense, the
sense that events are strung through time and no more, fails to do justice to the pres-
ent situation because one of the characteristics of the present is the way in which it
appears to have caught up into itself the entire past. Our mid-twentieth century sense
of time is synchronic – and that at least in two ways: first, it feels the present as the
front of a past which was vastly different from itself and yet which is in a multitude
of ways continuous; secondly, it feels diverse fronts of the past as existing in the
present in terms of the various cultures across the face of the earth which are vari-
ously related to the past and thus to the present, but which are now all part of us
since, with our global awareness, all cultures are more and more present to one an-
other. (Ong 1962: 250).
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I believe Ong’s conception of time here needs some modifications in light of re-
cent developments: although the entirety of our histories are converging upon
each other and are present all at once on many fronts, so to speak, it is clear that
more recent historical formations have an immediacy that is more obvious and
compelling, which is only to say that although older historical phenomena have
deep and enduring effects upon those who grow up within them, new media en-
vironments have the effect of assaulting time and memory, if only by the sheer
amount of information generated (Innis 1951; Postman 1985).

The character of an emergent global public space sprang for the most part
from the mediation practices of large corporations whose “core business” is to
shape and organise attitudes and understandings on mass scales in order to
maximise profit and control public discourse (McChesney 2000; see also Koller,
this volume). It has been widely documented how this has entailed the commo-
dification, and therefore the expropriation, of public space throughout the 20th

century (Habermas 1962/1991: chapter 7; Bourdieu 1988/1998; Chomsky 1992;
Bagdikian 1997; Schiller 1999; Graham 2000; McChesney 2000). The introduc-
tion and diffusion of globally networked digital information and communi-
cation technologies (ICTs) appeared at first to herald a new global space, cel-
ebrated in policy, education, and reactivated social movements (Kellner 1995;
Dahlberg 2001). In itself this space was to be a global commons free from cor-
porate interests (Lessig 2004). The numerous policy initiatives launched world-
wide, and which continue to be launched today, touting an unswerving faith in
the democratic benefits of ICTs, has been central in the creation of opposite,
balkanising movements (Poster 2005). The events of September 11, 2001
marked an abrupt halt to globalising discourses (Graham and Luke 2003). The
global public space has been increasingly re-militarised and balkanised ever
since (Graham and Luke 2003, 2005). This has had quite dramatic effects on the
character of the emerging public sphere, moving it from the many and various
technological enthusiasms that characterised the 1990s to the fear-ridden “us
and them” paranoia of post-9/11 intercultural aggression reminiscent of the
early crusades (Graham, Keenan, and Dowd 2004).

3. The re-emergence of private interests in public goods

The following exemplar of contemporary discourse on public opinion comes
from the United States Report of the Defense Science Board Task Force on Stra-
tegic Communication (Office of the Undersecretary of Defense for Acquisition,
Technology, and Logistics [OUD] 2004):

Interests, not public opinion, should drive policies. But opinions must be taken into
account when policy options are considered and implemented. At a minimum, we
should not be surprised by public reactions to policy choices. Policies will not suc-
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ceed unless they are communicated to global and domestic audiences in ways that
are credible and allow them to make informed, independent judgments. Words in
tone and substance should avoid offence where possible; messages should seek to re-
duce, not increase, perceptions of arrogance, opportunism, and double standards.
These objectives mean officials must take full advantage of powerful tools to
measure attitudes, understand cultures, and assess influence structures – not occa-
sionally but as an iterative process. Policies and strategic communication cannot be
separated. (OUD 2004: 3, original emphasis).

At the core of the OUD document are three assumptions identical to those of
Habermas: first that the public sphere is a product of communication; second,
that public attitudes and opinions motivate action; and third, that manipulative
mass mediation practices are definitive of contemporary public spaces. Also,
both assume that politics is in direct opposition to the public, although this is
largely implicit in the OUD text. Habermas’s view is that the public sphere is a
modern, bourgeois creation that emerged in the eighteenth century as a space of
interaction that mediated between the political and social aspects of existence,
and which was directly linked to the development of private property and public
opinion more generally:

It is no coincidence that these concepts of the public sphere and public opinion arose
for the first time only in the eighteenth century. They acquire their specific meaning
from a concrete historical situation. It was at this time that the distinction of
“opinion” from “opinion publique” and “public opinion” came about. Though mere
opinions (cultural assumptions, normative attitudes, collective prejudices and
values) seem to persist unchanged in their natural form as a kind of sediment of his-
tory, public opinion can by definition only come into existence when a reasoning
public is presupposed. (Habermas 1991: 50)

For Habermas, the public sphere emerged as “a sphere which mediates between
society and state, in which the public organizes itself as the bearer [of] public
opinion” and is based on a mass mediated “principle of public information”
(Habermas 1991: 150). Habermas sees the emergence of a public sphere as a
triumph over feudal orders of information, or what Innis (1951) calls “knowl-
edge monopolies”.

The OUD document, while theoretically in agreement with Habermas on the
character of the present public sphere, does not share Habermas’s view of the
public sphere’s role in the development of democracy. Whereas Habermas
claims the ideal public sphere shapes policy through the free development of
reasoned public opinion, the OUD sees public opinion as an object to be shaped
by means of “strategic communication”, a marketing term. This implies that a
politically derived public opinion must be “sold” to the public by every possible
means of persuasion, including “information and analysis” of how “culture,
values, and religion in shaping human behavior”, “media trends and influences
on audiences”, and the role of “information technologies” in the development of
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favourable “global public opinion” towards the United States (OUD 2004: 69).
In addition to analysis and governmental action, commercial multimedia pro-
ducers and the academic sector are to be subcontracted

for a range of products and programs that communicate strategic themes and mes-
sages to appropriate target audiences. Broad themes and messages would include
respect for human dignity and individual rights; individual education and economic
opportunity; and personal freedom, safety, and mobility. Examples of products
would be a children’s TV series (Arabic Sesame Street); video and interactive
games; support for the distribution and production of selected foreign films; and web
communications including BLOGs, chat rooms, and electronic journals. Programs
might include training and exchanges of journalists, support for selected foreign
television documentaries; maintenance of databases of third party validators and
supporters for conferences; and the design and implementation of country and re-
gional campaigns to support themes and messages and de-legitimize extremism and
terrorism (OUD 2004: 67–68).

The OUD proposal extends strategies and practices that began with George
Creel and the Committee for Public Information in 1916 and have continued
ever since (Graham and Luke 2003, 2005). It relies on centralised occupation of
a global public sphere. Its purpose is to inculcate the value system of the United
States on a global basis, a national stragey since 1916. To put it in Woodrow
Wilson’s words, American business has a mission to “go out and sell goods that
will make the world more comfortable and more happy, and convert them to the
principles of America” (Wilson 1916).

To succeed in the broadest terms, such a strategy must be insinuated into
education systems; media forums of all kinds, including games, blogs, data-
bases, chat rooms, toys, newspapers; and every form of communal interaction.
It must also be translated into every “target” language. Hence there has been a
boom in requirements for trained linguists in the US (Edwards 2000):

More than sixty-five federal departments and agencies have language requirements,
ranging from the Department of Defense to the Central Intelligence Agency to the
Peace Corps to the National Institute of Standards and Technology. (…) Including
the intelligence sector, the department is the largest federal employer of language
personnel. The end of the cold war has increased the need for more and different lan-
guages. Since 1991, United States defense personnel have been stationed in 110
nations, not counting the NATO countries and Japan. There are 140 different lan-
guages spoken in these nations. (Edwards 2000)

The computer mediated global public sphere was supposed to be a “global vil-
lage” (McLuhan 1964). It was supposed to herald an age of peace, security, in-
tercultural harmony led by unbridled markets which would bring with them a
general move towards democratic participation (Friedman 1999). Instead, it has
become a space in which language, linguistics, and communication have be-
come the “core business” of warfare, marketing, and intellectual property
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battles. Censorship and surveillance are on an exponential increase (Miller 2004;
Anthonissen, this volume). Intercultural aggression is at an historical high.

4. Commandeering discussion space in the global agora

The aims and means identified by the OUD respond to an emergent global pub-
lic sphere that is a potentially free space of rational debate which is both a threat
to established power relations and a legitimating force for the formation of new
ones. Whether consciously or otherwise, governments and other powerful in-
fluences throughout the world are responding to the challenges posed by the
emergence of a global, non-broadcast, instantaneous media environment that
permits people to write, speak, and meet in ways that are theoretically uncon-
trollable (Markoff 2005). While it is true that the majority of human beings still
do not have access to the means of participation in this sphere, more than one
billion people do. The responses of vested interests to the new global communi-
cation environment are many and varied. Most common are the many banal “e-
government” and “e-commerce” initiatives that allow people to fill in forms,
buy things, and so on via the internet, to locate community services, to provide a
point of contact, and to make legislation public. In China, censorship is a policy
solution. For example, there was much uproar about the actions of Yahoo! after
it turned over to the Chinese government the details of a journalist accused of
spreading dissent and compromising national security via email (South China
Morning Post 2005). The journalist was subsequently jailed for 10 years
(United Press 2005). In contrast to China’s strategy of censorship, we see the
Arabic world responding quite differently. Aljazeera, often seen as notorious in
the West for allegedly supporting terrorist activities, has expanded its services
to include a worldwide news service in English.2 The service includes news
from all areas of the world, from multiple viewpoints, with the explicit values of
“objectivity, accuracy, and a passion for truth” (Aljazeera 2005). Aljazeera ex-
plains the significance of its English language service as follows:

Today, as we officially break the “language barrier” with Aljazeera.net English, our
dream of bringing “people and continents together” is coming true. A new window
of opportunity to see the world through is now opening.
Aljazeera.net English goes behind the scenes to provide every visitor with “the news
they don’t see”, daringly and boldly as Aljazeera always does.
The website promises to raise traditionally sidelined questions and issues. It upholds
the same philosophy of the mother organisation: “The right to speak up”. This trans-
lates into allowing everyone to express their opinion freely, encouraging debates,
viewpoints and counter viewpoints. (Aljazeera 2005)

Ironically, this summary of a new, alternative international news service looks
more like the “freedom of speech” discourses associated with the United States.
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As Aljazeera moves outwards toward a global public sphere, with the Intelligence
Reform Bill (US Senate 2004) the US has made it a matter of national policy
to move upon broadcast media space in the Muslim world to promote a single,
centrally coordinated, clearly articulated message tailored to specific cultural
contexts:

If the United States does not act to vigorously define its message in the Islamic
world, the image of the United States will be defined by Islamic extremists who seek
to demonize the United States.
Recognizing that many Arab and Muslim audiences rely on satellite television and
radio, the United States Government has launched promising initiatives in television
and radio broadcasting to the Arab world, Iran, and Afghanistan. (US Senate 2004:
331)

The same legislation specifies the centrality of language to national security,
identifying “specific requirements for the range of linguistic skills necessary for
the intelligence community, including proficiency in scientific and technical vo-
cabularies of critical foreign languages” and “comprehensive plan” for the “the
education, recruitment, and training of linguists” (US Senate 2004: 139–140).
From electromagnetic spectrum, to broadcast media, to education systems, to
language, the Bill targets media of communication at every level as a matter of
national security.

At the same time, the global advertising industry continues to try and “tame”
the unruly new mediascape, just as its leading members have done since the web
emerged as viable advertising space in the mid-nineties (Graham 1999):

Market research firm Compete today is expected to unveil a new private-label be-
havioral marketing platform. Called Voicebox, it uses desktop applications and
Web toolbars to help marketers reach customers as they’re on the verge of decision-
making.
“Today’s consumers are more informed and more elusive than ever,” said Don
McLagan, chairman, president and CEO of Compete. “The battleground for con-
sumer attention has moved to the desktop.” (Newcomb 2005)

The aggressive tone of behavioural marketing discourse indicates its prov-
enance in the techniques of warfare (Graham and Luke 2003). Marketing and
advertising operate on a battleground. They target the attention of consumers
who, to the detriment of mass marketers, are more informed and, by extension,
more elusive. In other words, and in distinction to those who would use new
media for the revitalisation of democracy, advertising aims to overcome public
knowledge in order to persuade people to buy this or that commodity or service
by breaking into the decision-making processes of consumers. Newcomb’s text
confirms that advertising and marketing aim at overcoming rationality, knowl-
edge, questioning, and discussion by resorting to behavioural techniques that in-
tervene automatically on behalf of the advertiser at the moment a decision is
about to be made.



56 Phil Graham

This is the same technique propounded as effective close quarters combat
strategy by the marketing arm of the Blackhawk company:

you must strive to disorient your opponent. Note I did not say, out shoot, out run, out
shout, the prime directive is to disorient your opponent. Once in this state, he or she
should be overcome by events as you move smoothly on to the next phases and
around the clock again and again. The opponent’s perception of time becomes dis-
torted, incoming data is dismissed, decisions are irrational, and actions become er-
ratic and ineffective. This is an immensely powerful and often overlooked tactical
tool. (Good 2004, original emphasis)

The behavioural techniques of inciting disorientation in order to negatively affect
a person’s decision making capacity in order to control their reactions is focused
on conquest by disinformation. It involves language and communication in an
essentially negative sense: What is “said” or “meant” (by whichever means) is
explicitly directed towards dominating others’ behaviour by keeping them in a
constant state of irrational reaction rather than one of deliberative action. De-
liberative, rational action is essential for the development of a political com-
mons at any scale of human organisation. The possibility of such action is
threatened by the influence of militaristic strategies in the new media environ-
ment, whether those of advertisers, governments, or the many corporate inter-
ests at play.

It ought not to be surprising to see aggressive moves made by vested interests
faced with new media threats. History is rife with such examples. But because
every civilization “appears to have its own means of suicide”, there is certainly
no historical evidence to support the assumption that particular vested interests
will prevail in the long run (Innis 1951). The historical evidence suggests that to
understand current trends, we should understand three elements of context in
the analysis of language and communication in the public sphere: social func-
tion, entrenched cultural values, and mediation processes.

5. Implications for analysis

5.1. Social function

In the context of mass mediated societies with broad access to the internet, a
public sphere can be thought of in two very distinct ways: as a space of shared
stories and rituals or as a space of shared discussions. That is an important
(meta)functional distinction and the first, I think, that needs to be considered in
any discussion of public commons. When viewed as a discussion space, the
public sphere looks something like Habermas theorised: people gathering as
equals to discuss and decide upon matters of common concern. As a space of
shared stories and ritual, the public sphere appears as culture in the broadest
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sense (Carey 1989): that is, as a set of institutions performed in rituals, stories,
or other entertainments. These two interact in interesting ways: Stories and rit-
ual form the basis of culture, which in turn frames discussion and evaluations
(Carey 1989: chapter 1). In mass industrialised culture, as we have seen, shared
stories are also mass-industrialised, whether it is the latest news story or the ol-
dest folk tale (cf. Horkheimer and Adorno 1947/1998; Adorno 1991; Carey
1989; Wasko 2001). But there is little or no space for discussion in this view,
merely entertainmentised “performance” (Postman 1985). The billion or so
people with access to internet communication are engaged in various degrees of
discussion with varying amounts of enthusiasm and political influence, and this
appears as a public sphere in so far as it is a large discussion space. But separ-
ated by language, culture, interest, profession, age, and so on, persons engaged
in conversation with the internet do not form a singular sphere in any sense that
might add up to a public. Also, it appears that ritual story space (culture) his-
torically tends to overwhelm discussion space (public space); that culture, by
definition, tends towards stasis; and, perhaps, that ritual reproductions of stories
are simply less work and more efficient for cultural maintenance than discussion
(Malinowski 1921; Carey 1989: chapter 7). This initial functional distinction
between story and discussion is similar to the distinction between “ideational”
and “interpersonal” (because discussion requires the presence of actively en-
gaged persons, not spectator audiences) metafunctions but takes into account
the social function of discourses in respect of their role in constituting a public
space. The many “publics” that constitute the new mediascape can also be fruit-
fully considered in functional terms: whether as dominant vested interest, pro-
fessionals, intellectuals, hobbyists, activists, political parties, advertisers, or in
any functional (or dysfunctional) capacity whatsoever. The many “publics” of
the internet are investing in new discussion spaces, with elements of new and
emergent cultures evident. Just as democracy and capitalism emerged from the
hybridity of science, theocracy, feudalism, and mercantilism, the emergence of
new, hybrid cultures will entail the telling of new, hybrid stories. As far as
analysis is concerned, the development in the emergence of a coherent global
public sphere (if this is at all possible) will be indicated by the emergence of
these kinds of stories from new discussion spaces. Their establishment as cul-
ture will be an indication that a “public sphere” is emerging as a social force.

5.2. Entrenched cultural values

Entrenched cultural values are the most truculent of social forces. They are re-
produced and conserved by stories that are essentially mythological (Campbell
[1949] 2004). Two great theoretical themes that run through recorded history
have entirely opposite conceptions of the relationship between persons and
the public spheres they inhabit. The first of these is probably best recognised as
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Adamic myth in which an “original” man and woman appear as the basis of
human association. These “originals” give birth to all of humanity. It is a myth
that pervades Norse, Judaic, Japanese and Samoan civilizations, among many
others, and underlies cultural values that extol the virtues of heroic individua-
lism. The opposite pole of creation mythology emphasises the originality of the
family from which all else flows, giving each individual a socially situated
meaning and identity. These last are evident in many African and Australian
creation myths and underpin cultural values systems that privilege cooperation
and sharing. What all creation mythologies have in common is that they de-
scribe how order is brought forth from chaos according to certain principles or-
dained by one or more deities. Because of the cultural hold they have on whole
masses of people, they must be central to any discussion of public space, com-
mon goods, and private interests in a globally connected world. They provide
the most ancient and enduring influences upon what it means to be human and to
exist together as humans, as evidenced by the resurgence of deep cultural and
religious conflicts in the current period when intercultural communication is at
an all time high. Creation myths can be seen as simultaneously reflecting “the
unique contexts of their inception” and as ongoing “political practice”, with
their interpretation being the object of power plays from both inside and outside
the communities in which the myths originate (Blier 2004: 38). Contemporary
explanations of creation have clear political implications in their origins and in-
terpretation, as evidenced by the heated debate over whether theories of “intel-
ligent design” (an allegedly scientific version of Old Testament creationism)
should be taught alongside theories of evolution in classroom curricula (Moo-
ney and Nisbet 2005). This debate has significant political implications, not the
least of which is the legitimation of a Christian fundamentalist world view in
curricula throughout the US, Canada, Australia, and elsewhere. Fuller (2001)
investigates the political implications of competing perspectives on evolution-
ary theory, focusing on the “‘handicap principle’, which purports to explain al-
truism as a limited form of self-sacrifice that animals undergo to mark their
status to members of their own species and sometimes of others” (Fuller 2001).
What Fuller identifies is “contrasting genealogies of the selfishness- and al-
truism-based accounts of evolution” (Fuller 2001). He argues that once “the
Iliad replaces Genesis as the creation myth” in Western societies “it becomes
easy to see how the handicap principle may instill a spirit of ‘competitive al-
truism’ as you and I try to outdo each other in displays of superiority” (Fuller
2001). Fuller is describing the effects of a synthesis of religious and secular crea-
tionism and its impetus towards an individualist view of the world, as per the
doctrine of neoliberalism – a doctrine with its roots set firmly in the soil of crea-
tion mythology; its theology overtly Christian; its modern pedigree stemming
from a devoutly Christian Scottish moralist, Adam Smith (Noble 2005). The
deleterious effects of ultra-competitive neoliberalism in the current context
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have been thoroughly documented and debated elsewhere and I need not re-
hearse the arguments here (Saul 1997; Schiller 1999; Fairclough 2000)

Almost as important as creation myths are “re-creation” myths, or myths of
cultural, social, and political rebirth – present discourses of “reform” is its latest
manifestation. The many “renaissances” and “enlightenments”, with corre-
sponding “dark ages” against which they are set, have been deployed to propa-
gate the idea that some historical break with the past has happened. This has
been so at least since mediaeval humanists used the term to identify the pre-
Christian era; “to contrast the light, which Christ had brought into this world,
with the darkness in which the heathen had languished before his time”
(Mommsen 1942: 227). It has been a recurring device deployed to describe the
Fourteenth Century rennaisance of “arts and letters” which attained “its greatest
currency in the age of Enlightenment, and the very name of that period was a
manifest declaration of war against the era of ‘darkness’ and its scale of values”
(Mommsen 1942/227).

Re-creation myths promise new beginnings, new lives, new opportunities.
They are also political strategies that shape conceptions of public space and
public goods. Like creation mythologies, “rebirth” myths are achievements of
language, communication, and mediations of all types – discourse in the broad-
est sense. One function of re-creation myths is to signal a break with the past, a
denial of the pedagogical usefulness of history other than in a negative sense
(Graham and Hearn 2000). Here is a current example of re-creation mythology
in the formation of a new public space:

As President al-Yawar said last week, “These people who are doing these things are
the armies of the darkness.” That’s what the President said, of Iraq. These are the
enemies of the Iraqi nation. They are trying to take Iraq back to the dark ages that we
used to live in, until last year. The President and I share the same resolve – Iraq will
never return to the dark ages of tyranny. Iraq will be a free nation. (Bush 2004)

References to the armies of darkness, the dark ages of tyranny, and the future in
which Iraq will be a free nation reference typical elements of re-creation myths
since at least the 14th century (Mommsen 1926). They provide orators with an
easy means to define enemies as enemies of progress, freedom, prosperity, or
whatever values the host culture holds dear: enemies are conspirators against
the public good: a menace to the private lives of persons (Lasswell 1941). In re-
creation myths, the principal lesson of the past is that it was evil and must be
erased once and for all. In this respect, re-creation myths may be seen to be at
odds with creation myths, an integral part of the past. Typically, though, re-crea-
tion myths are intensely conservative because they are oriented towards the
values embedded in the creation myths to which they ultimately refer (see Mar-
tin and Wodak 2003). In the above example, Bush prevails upon the appeal of
an idealised natural Freedom which only the mythical Adam and Eve alone
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enjoyed. Let us leave aside here that the United States’ (US) administration has
assumed authority to define the future of foreign countries for almost a century,
other than to note the necessity of including a “mediation” perspective for
understanding our newly emerging global public sphere: that is to say, the point
of emphasising myth in analysis of the public sphere is to emphasise that an in-
comprehensibly deep past dwells in the language of the most contemporary
dreams of the future. The means of mediation for these myths are also their
means of reproduction, transformation, and subversion. In this view, the current
round of aggression can be seen as a necessary birth pain in the latest round of
rebirth and renewal.

5.3. Mediation

Tensions between individual and group in notions of the public can, in some sig-
nificant way, be understood through the lenses of creation myths that are part of
every culture, including business cultures (Wasko 2001). Cultural differences,
once brought into contact and underpinned by opposing myths, cannot be left to
rest. In defense of culture, myths are mobilised; they are propagated and inten-
sified throughout every department of a culture according to the principles of its
(re-) creation myths: in politics, economics, education, entertainment, sport,
technology, communication, and language (Graham and Luke 2003). Any pub-
lic space can extend only as far as its technologies of mediation permit. The
scale, pace, and complexity, along with the means by which it communicates,
will largely determine the character of knowledge in a given culture (Innis 1951;
Carey 1989). What that means, quite literally, is that what passes for “rational”
or “good” for the public at any given time and place is greatly affected by the
mediation processes through which public space is enacted. Just as the Greek
city-state was principally achieved and limited by oral technologies, modern
nation-states were established and held together principally through the organi-
sation and standardisation of language practices inculcated through mass edu-
cation systems, mass mediated print, and its corresponding literacies (Bourdieu
1991). The first production line was the printing press and it heralded a massive
and dominant new political economic form (Ong 1969). Similarly, the emergent
global public sphere is being achieved through meaningful practices mediated
through communication networks that can potentially reach every human being
almost instantaneously. The new media network’s first function was as a
weapons control system. Mediation is movement of meaning from context to
context, culture to culture, institution to institution, and person to person (Sil-
verstone 1999: 13). In each stage of movement, meanings change as they move
through cultural frameworks: whether professional, religious, or nationalistic,
every cultural frame changes and filters meanings that move through it. Media
are not collections of mere things. They are technological forces that extend our
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capacities for discourse through time, space, and large groups of people. As
Iedema (1999) has shown through ethnographic analysis of a major building
project, linguistic analysis of mediation processes can reveal how cultural dif-
ferences at micro-levels change meaning potentials at different levels of social
organisation, and how those changed meanings are made manifest in more en-
during and magnified forms, such as buildings. Changes in mediation processes
are changes in the ways we make and move meanings. They change who can
participate in stories and discussions. They change the scale and scope of our
existence, and size and quality of the public spaces we make and live in. Media-
tion processes are also implicated in the political economic: the mixture of public
and private, i.e., the point at which polis and oikos intersect in every person’s life.

Any linguistic analysis of public space can benefit greatly by taking these el-
ements into account when considering how common goods and private interests
are achieved through the interplays and movements of discourse through time
and space. Function, entrenched cultural values, and mediation are not language
per se, but they shape language to a significant extent and are present in every
form of human expression. Combined as categorical frameworks for linguistic
analysis, they are the most significant parts of the contextual framing in any
analysis of a network of emerging public spaces characterised by light speed,
global communication; fragmented social structures; and ephemeral forms of
association. Approaching analysis with these elements of context in mind pro-
vides essential perspectives on the character and form of existing and emergent
public spaces.

The currently emerging global public space – the space of attitude formation
and discussion – is clearly dominated by aggressive storytelling rather than dis-
cussion. It is militaristic, and its aggression is focused on meaning in general
and language in particular. The current state of the emerging global public
sphere is analogous to a world war of sorts. It is a war of raw meaning against
understanding, reaction against action, vested interest against would-be
usurpers, stories against discussions, entertainment against political engage-
ment, discourse against discourse. The result of present conflicts, at least ac-
cording to many Pentagon strategists, will in a large part be determined by war-
fare conducted between linguists, media strategists, and cultural experts. Given
this state, it becomes imperative for linguists to study the contextual factors in-
fluencing “synchronically present” dynamics in discourse with both history and
the future in view.



62 Phil Graham

Notes

1 It would not be a shock to find that Greek slaves held opposing views. But like most
subjugated people in history, their voices remain silent and we will never know.

2 See: http://english.aljazeera.net/HomePage
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3. Media discourse and the naturalisation
of categories

Nick Couldry

What is the relationship between text and social action? This question must be
asked not just of individual texts but also of the larger social practices that shape
texts (discourses). At that most general level, there is undeniably a complex dia-
lectic – as Fairclough and Wodak put it “discourse is social constitutive as well
as socially shaped” (Fairclough and Wodak 1997: 258) – but it is a dialectic
whose specific causal processes are difficult to disentangle. If however we are
interested in a particular textual source – for example, media institutions – then
such causal isolation is essential; otherwise whole areas of academic research
(media sociology and media studies) and policy formulation (media regulation,
media literacy) will lack definition.

This chapter reviews what progress has been made towards isolating the
specific contribution of media institutions to the shaping of social action; it sug-
gests that current important approaches – including versions of Critical Dis-
course Analysis (CDA) and the work within media studies identified with the
Glasgow Media Group (GMG) – can usefully be supplemented by another ap-
proach that draws on the theoretical tradition within sociology of Durkheim and
Bourdieu via the notion of social “categories”. There is no space here to offer a
comprehensive account of how within discourse analysis or media studies text
and social action have so far been related. The point instead is to tell a more se-
lective story that sharpens our understanding of the possible approaches to this
question.

1. Background

At least the difficulty of understanding the causal relationship between text and
social action for media discourse is clear. John Corner expressed it in terms of
media power when he wrote that “the conception of ‘power’ within a notion of
televisual process has now become a matter of the utmost importance and diffi-
culty” (Corner 1997: 258). More crudely: We know media outputs have causal
consequences (if they were inconsequential, why would we spend so much time
studying them?), but how exactly?

At the outset it is worth distinguishing two very different approaches to this
question. The first approach (which I do not pursue in detail here) is to take the
media text as social action. This, broadly speaking, is the principle adopted by
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those who have applied conversation analysis to media texts, and looked spe-
cifically at the talk embodied in DJ-hosted radio and television talk shows
(Scannell 1991; Tolson 2001; and for a related approach to the conversations on
which “public opinion” reported in media are based, see Myers 2004). This ap-
proach draws on Garfinkel’s famous proposal that:

The activities whereby members produce and manage settings of ordinary everyday
affairs are identical with members’ procedures for making those settings “account-
able”. (Garfinkel 1967: 1, quoted in Heritage 1984: 179)

In a particular setting, according to Garfinkel, talk that gives an account of that
setting is direct evidence of the activity that produces that setting, since it is part
of that activity. If therefore we treat a media text as evidence of a setting (a talk
show transcript as evidence of the studio setting where the talk show was pro-
duced), then the accounts of that setting recorded in that text are direct evidence
of the principles by which the setting was itself produced.

This approach to the problematic link between media texts and social action
(which resolves it by interpreting those texts as social action) is quite different
from the approach given most attention in this chapter. This latter approach is
concerned with what happens when media texts are circulated to countless set-
tings beyond the talk setting presented by a television or radio programme itself,
and so faces very different explanatory problems from the first. For, if we priori-
tise the causal implications of transmission then there is no reason to suppose
that the principles which produced the setting in a talk show studio are the same
principles which produced the setting of its interpretation, say, in the living-
room. Indeed there is every reason to suppose that settings of interpretation may
differ significantly among themselves (I may be watching the talk show alone,
with a group of friends, in a family situation of barely suppressed conflict, in an
airport among people I’ve never seen before, and so on). It is the difficulties
faced by this second approach, and how we might resolve them, on which I will
concentrate in this chapter.

The question – what do transmission and reception contribute to the rela-
tionship between media texts and social action? – is complex. It emerges at spe-
cific points of explanations of media discourse itself. For example, Norman
Fairclough interrupts his authoritative account of the structural patterning of
“media discourse” as follows:

We have then [in the TV text Crimewatch] a crossing of boundaries and a merging of
voices and practices which powerfully domesticates and so legitimizes police work.
Or at least appears to do so: it would be fascinating to know what audiences make of
this programme. (Fairclough 1995: 168, emphasis added)

We will come to the tradition of audience research shortly, but before we do so it
is important to note the explanatory challenge audience research faces. For it
tries to answer the question that “pure” textual analysis offered by media analy-
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sis in the literary tradition avoids. Justin Lewis formulated the issue of text and
social action in a particularly pointed way:

The question that should be put to textual analysis that purports to tell us how a cul-
tural product “works” in contemporary culture is almost embarrassingly simple:
where’s the evidence? Without evidence, everything is pure speculation. (Lewis
1991: 49)

It was precisely the search for “hard” evidence of the link between media texts
and social action that generated the controversial US tradition of Cultivation
Analysis headed by George Gerbner from the 1960s onwards (see a useful re-
view in Morgan and Signorielli 1990). This approach moved away from the “ef-
fects” of individual texts and sought to show on the basis of statistical analysis
how people’s higher exposure to media was associated with a greater likelihood
of possessing certain “conceptions of social reality” reflected in media outputs
(Morgan and Signorielli 1990: 19–20). At a statistical level, however, the attempt
to isolate heavy media consumption as a variable separate from its possible
causes (lack of social status, education, and so on) proved inconclusive. While
the explanatory intent of Cultivation Analysis should be admired, this disap-
pointing outcome was perhaps inevitable given the causal complexity of how
media (or indeed any major textual source) work in large societies with multiple
flows of discourse.

A very different approach to this issue, using small-scale qualitative analy-
sis, emerged from the British school of audience research started at the Birming-
ham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Research in the 1970s. But this tradition
too encountered key difficulties. David Morley’s early work (1980) on the audi-
ence for the BBC TV current affairs programme Nationwide was original not so
much in studying audiences (already part of American mass communications
research), but in connecting viewing as a complex cultural practice to issues of
power and ideology. Morley, drawing on Stuart Hall’s (1980) encoding-de-
coding model, insisted that the audience’s “decoding” of the media text was
connected with the wider “complex field of communications” (work, school,
family, and so on) to which viewers belong (Morley 1992: 77). Morley aimed to
relate the moment of audience interpretation to that more widely structured
field.

Hall’s model had famously simplified this relation through two key assump-
tions: first, that each media text is encoded in analysable ways, which determine
a “preferred meaning” for that text, related to dominant ideology; second, that
there are basically three interpretative positions for an audience to adopt – a de-
coding that uses the same codes with which the programme was encoded to pro-
duce the dominant reading, one which adjusts the programme’s codes to pro-
duce a negotiated reading, and one which uses a quite different code, to produce
an oppositional reading. An example would be the reading of a news bulletin:
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We might (1) take it as direct evidence of the storyline it contains (reproducing
the “dominant reading”), or (2) broadly accept its status as factual, but contest
certain interpretations contained within it (a “negotiated” reading), or (3) con-
test its status as fact and offer a quite different interpretation of what we believe
are the facts (an “oppositional reading”). Morley then, using focus groups where
people were shown programme episodes and asked to interpret them, attempted
to connect such decoding possibilities to sociological variables such as class
and occupation, an ambitious move that promised to unlock in precise ways the
connections between text-as-interpreted and social action.

Since then, the limitations of this model (even though it retains influence)
have been extensively discussed, not least by Morley himself (1992). First, the
term “decoding” – basically, a literary model of textual interpretation derived
from semiotics – distorts what audiences actually do with media texts. People
may have multiple levels of engagements which cannot be mapped onto forms
of decoding (Corner and Richardson 1986; Buckingham 1987; Liebes and Katz
1990). What, for example, about irony, scepticism and willing suspension of dis-
belief, not to mention the ways in which media texts, like all texts, may invite
various types of engagement (for example, ritual engagement: Dayan and Katz
1992)? These arguments derived from the specific complexity of the text/reader
relationship can be supplemented by others with a wider focus. If we accept that
we are simply saturated with media contents, then the impact of any particular
media text is impossible to establish (see, for example, Ang 1996: 41, 67). As
we have already seen, cultivation analysis had acknowledged this point, but
Ang pushes it towards a more radical conclusion: “if television is an ‘ideologi-
cal apparatus’ (…) then this is not so much because its texts transmit certain
‘messages’, but because it is a cultural form through which (…) constraints are
negotiated” (Ang 1996: 51). Ang invites us to look away from the details of
media texts and towards wider questions of media form.

There is also the argument from inattention: many television analysts, for
example, claim that viewing is generally a “low involvement” activity (Barwise
and Ehrenberg 1988) which fills non-work time at the lowest cost (Lodziak
1987), is often performed “parergically” in a state of distraction (Bausinger
1984), and amounts to little more than “routine reality maintenance” (Kubey
and Csikszentmihalyi 1990). What if most media material (for example news
stories) is simply forgotten (Graber 1988)? Certainly some media consumption
continues to involve close attention (Caldwell 1996: 25–27), but that does not
make a model of text/social action influence dependent on a presumed moment
of active textual reading any easier to sustain.

At this point there has been a historical bifurcation. Whereas some of the
leading members of the audience studies tradition (Morley 1980, 1986, 1992;
Ang 1996) moved, in the early or mid 1990s, away from detailed empirical work
into audiences, a new version of the audience research tradition has retained the
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momentum of the (predominantly textual) early work of the Glasgow Media
Group (see Philo 1999a, for a useful overview). The next section will cover some
of the detailed insights from this work, but for now it is worth noting the Glas-
gow Media Group’s systematic attempt to do empirical analysis across a wide
range of news types (from AIDS coverage to foreign political news), and their
combination of well-targeted qualitative research (focus groups created to dis-
cuss particular news themes) with exhaustive analysis of relevant media coverage.

We must also note the quite independent tradition of research into the rela-
tionship between media discourse and social action that developed out of dis-
course analysis and linguistics in the 1990s (Fairclough 1995; van Dijk 1991;
Meinhof and Richardson 1994; and for a review Wodak and Busch 2004). Again,
we will defer detailed consideration, particularly of van Dijk’s work, till later,
but for now note two points: First, the Discourse Analysis tradition is bolder
than the Glasgow Media Group in raising theoretical questions about how texts
influence social practice, for example van Dijk’s socio-cognitive model (van
Dijk 1991); second, the versions of Discourse Analysis in which I am interested
here, namely Critical Discourse Analysis, are quite open to working with com-
plementary approaches from disciplines outside linguistics (Fairclough and
Wodak 1997: 278). This is linked to a crucial similarity between Critical Dis-
course Analysis and the sociological approach that informs this chapter: Both
are based on an explicit and unapologetic foregrounding of questions of power
(compare Fairclough and Wodak 1997; Couldry 2000: 196). If the aim is to
unmask operations of power (not merely to further academic debate) then it
matters all the more to get the causal analysis right (by acknowledging, not hid-
ing, causal complexity),1 and it matters less what exact location in the disciplin-
ary terrain we are working from.

2. Text and social action: Analysing interpretation

In this section I want to look in more detail at approaches which prioritise the
analysis of how media texts are interpreted, as a route to understanding how the
circulation of media texts influences social action. As just noted, there has since
the early classic audience research been a considerable amount of work within
media studies and discourse analysis that contributes to this question. My ac-
count will be necessarily brief, and aimed specifically at bringing out a point
central to the argument of this chapter: namely, how the explanatory logic of
these recent accounts has emphasised most the moment of individual interpre-
tations of a media text (often recorded in a focus group setting), and so given
less attention to the wider processes which might pre-structure contexts of in-
terpretation. My point will be that, while the emphasis on the moment of inter-
pretation (and how individual and group interpretations vary) is valid and im-
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portant, it is in tension with a different emphasis at least implied in such
writings, on the wider social context of interpretation and the possibility that
media also influence that wider social context. It is this latter possibility that is
developed in the alternative approach offered later in the chapter.

2.1. Explaining media influence through interpretation: Some tensions

One approach to understanding the complexity of how, and to what extent,
media texts influence social action has been to offer ever more precise accounts
of how particular audience members interpret particular texts in particular con-
texts, and of the different resources, skills, habits and preferences that they
bring to the act of interpretation.

2.1.1. Studying the language of interpretation (Richardson; Meinhof)

A number of writers in the late 1980s and early 1990s aimed to take account of
the uncertainties and complications noted in the last section, while still advanc-
ing David Morley’s attempt to understand how the interpretation of media texts
is socially embedded; for example Buckingham (1987); Corner, Richardson, and
Fenton (1990); Livingstone (1990). Corner, Richardson and Fenton showed how
particular groups (differentiated by political persuasion, class, age) “privilege[d]
different frames of interpretation” (Corner, Richardson, and Fenton 1990: 92)
when interpreting a TV programme about the nuclear industry, concluding that
we must understand media influence not as a “top-down process” but instead
grasp “the active and differentiated processes of interpretation” (Corner, Richard-
son, and Fenton 1990: 106). In a study of how people understood broadcasts on
poverty, Kay Richardson (1994) explored both differences and convergences in
interpretation between various groups, suggesting a complex overlap between
the “discursive repertoires” which individuals brought to a programme (Mein-
hof and Richardson 1994: 23). Meinhof and van Leeuwen (2000) applied a simi-
lar approach to interpretations of media texts that were themselves particularly
complex both in generic status and intertextual reference. Their comment at the
end of a study of viewers of the TV series The Rock’n’Roll Years is striking:

There is (…) a tension between the complex viewing habit presupposed in the
viewers – an ability simultaneously and instantaneously to process information (…) –
and at the same time a general resolution of these into myth, in Barthes’ sense. Un-
surprisingly viewers responded to the programme in highly divergent ways which
were partly the result of differences in world knowledge, but more significantly a re-
sult of the divergent social attitudes, political beliefs and aesthetic preferences of
each individual viewer. (Meinhof and van Leeuwen 2000: 74)

There is an explicit tension here between a supposed generalising effect
(“myth”) and the irreducibly individual process of interpretation; this tension is
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not, I suggest, resolvable because of the tendency towards a certain methodo-
logical individualism built into approaches that place most emphasis on the im-
mediate process of interpretation. This tension is not resolved by Meinhof and
Van Leeuwen in spite of their clear interest in addressing broader questions of
social influence through the concept of discourse (Meinhof and Richardson
1994: 22). The way to resolve this tension, I suggest, is to develop a supplemen-
tary account of less direct forms of media influence that operates not just
through the moment of interpretation.

2.1.2. Retelling the news: The Glasgow Media Group’s research

Let us now turn to the work of the Glasgow Media Group which sought to avoid
the risk of methodological individualism in an interesting way. While sharing
some obvious starting-points with earlier audience research (viz. the use of de-
mographically differentiated focus groups to comment on specific media out-
puts: compare Philo 1990 and Morley 1980), the Glasgow Media Group has in
recent years sought to overcome the difficulty of isolating media outputs as a
causal factor in what it readily acknowledges is a complex intertextual environ-
ment (Kitzinger 1999: 10–11). A bold Glasgow Media Group innovation has
been to ask focus group participants to retell news stories, for example from a
television news still or a press photo presented to them (Kitzinger 1999: 5). If
conducted in tandem with detailed background analysis of news coverage of the
same issues, this method provides insights into how ready-made formulas of
story-telling (their regular inclusions and exclusions) may be shared between
focus group participants and media texts.

While not proving, of course, that such formulas have been absorbed by
audiences directly (and only) from media – sometimes, clearly, there may be
common and pre-existing social and historical sources (cf. Kitzinger 1999: 5) –
this technique can, in some cases, yield persuasive evidence of a significant
causal connection. This approach works well, for example, when audiences, in
their retelling of something far removed from their personal experience (a sex-
ual abuse scandal), are found to reproduce the key features of the corresponding
narrative in media coverage a few weeks before (Kitzinger 1999: 9). This ac-
count of how media texts influence social action becomes even more compel-
ling when combined with an account of how alternatives to media narratives are
excluded. There are certainly important cases where people’s personal experi-
ence of events, or event-types, covered by media allows them to doubt those
media narratives (Philo 1990). However, audiences may discount their personal
experience, even if prima facie relevant, and the basis for a counter-narrative to
dominant media stories (Kitzinger 1999: 16–17), where they lack a broader nar-
rative which can make sense of personal experience being drawn upon in that
way.
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What emerges from the Glasgow Media Group’s work in the 1990s, along-
side a clear confirmation that media audiences are very capable interpreters of
media, is a strong scepticism about some cultural studies’ belief in the positive
consequences of audiences’ interpretative freedoms. We have to recognise,
Jenny Kitzinger notes, that how people read media (even when they are active
readers and decoders) may “reinforce, rather than undermine, broad media in-
fluence over public understandings” (Kitzinger 1999: 19).

The Glasgow Media Group also suggest other forms of influence. Media
narratives may resonate because they play into and help reproduce particular
ways of thinking or arguing, or because they help reproduce particular cultural
affinities and value systems (Philo 1999b: 284–285). Media influence, here, is
clearly seen to span cognitive and evaluative dimensions. In addition, Philo
suggests that media may influence key categories that organise cognition and
emotion:

It seems likely that media portrayals can shape audience understandings of what is
legitimate or desirable, and of which characters are likely to be seen as ‘cool’, ‘amaz-
ing’ or the sort of person who ‘everyone’ would wish to be like. (Philo 1999b: 285)

This, I suggest, is exactly right, but it cannot be accounted for simply through an
account of how people read and understand news stories. We need a wider ex-
planatory focus and it is therefore important to separate out here distinct and
complementary models of how text/ social action relationship might work. The
Glasgow Media Group however has been less concerned with developing ab-
stract theoretical models: its aim has been more to intervene across the policy
terrain of news production.

2.1.3. Van Dijk and Critical Discourse Analysis

At this point it is useful to turn to van Dijk’s more formal approach to how texts
might influence social action, as perhaps the most detailed account within Criti-
cal Discourse Analysis of how media texts have consequences for social action.
Van Dijk (2001: 353) is careful to distinguish various levels on which texts
might have causal consequences, for example at an organizational level (moti-
vating or summoning groups to act in certain ways or requiring social actors to
follow instructions) or, quite differently, by influencing processes of personal
and social cognition. The latter involves a mixture of positive and negative fac-
tors (van Dijk 2001: 357–358): not just a readiness to accept particular beliefs
but also the lack of knowledge with which to challenge them or the discourse
with which to articulate alternatives. Van Dijk’s account of personal and social
cognition in relation to news reports is particularly rich. Drawing on a detailed
model of how textual comprehension involves various levels of long-term, per-
sonal and short-term memory (van Dijk and Kintsch 1983), van Dijk (1991:
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chapter 9) shows how, given their limited recall of the details of news items,
news audiences need, in retelling stories about the world, to draw on a variety of
schemas acquired over a longer period; in doing so, they tend to be confined,
whatever their detailed differences of opinion, within an overall ideological
framework that matches the framework of media’s own coverage, unless of
course they have been exposed consistently to alternative ideological frame-
works. If van Dijk’s model of how exactly this works is more detailed than the
Glasgow Media Group’s, the main outcome is similar, that when people use the
news, they “are engaged in the active construction of their ‘own’ interpretations
of news reports” (van Dijk 1991: 228) – not just incidentally but, as van Dijk
suggests, necessarily. The schemas and patterns through which they do so are
therefore of vital importance in deepening our understanding of how media in-
fluence works.2 Indeed, if there were more space it would be important to sketch
in other approaches within communications research to how media texts in-
fluence social action that overlap with this analysis (for example, research on
agenda-setting and news “framing”).3

2.2. Towards a resolution

So far in this section, I have tried to show that, for all their virtues, there has
been a tension in earlier accounts of how circulated media texts influence social
action between (1) emphasising the moment of individual interpretation and (2)
the desire to explain more broadly how interpretation is socially shaped. To
clarify how to resolve this tension, it is helpful to look at work by the Viennese
School of Critical Discourse Analysis.

Wodak et al.’s (1999) account of the discursive construction of Austrian
national identity is not primarily concerned with the influence of media texts on
groups or individuals, but rather with how to explain a wider set of relations be-
tween different forms of elite discourse (of which media are only one) and life-
world discourse (Wodak et al. 1999: 3). Very useful, however, is their charac-
terisation of the explanatory gap they aim to fill: “the aim of the present study is
to throw light on the largely contingent and imaginary character of nation and to
sharpen awareness of dogmatic, essentialist and naturalising conceptions of
nation and national identity” (Wodak et al. 1999: 9, emphasis added). In under-
standing more precisely how “naturalising conceptions” might be effective,
Wodak and her collaborators draw broadly on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, as
a way of understanding how the identities of those who in everyday life reinter-
pret and reuse elite discourses of the nation are themselves shaped. They are in-
terested in how the state “shapes those forms of perception, of categorisation, of
interpretation, and of memory which serve as the basis for more or less immedi-
ate orchestration of the habitus which forms the basis for a kind of ‘national
common sense’, through the school and the educational system” (Wodak et al.
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1999: 29). Clearly there is no reason to limit our account of the mechanisms
through which this orchestration of habitus works to the educational system:
what about media themselves?

The formulation of Wodak and her collaborators opens up a much wider
range of causal influences on how we might come to interpret a media text in a
particular context. Common sense forms of categorisation are, after all, in-
volved in (1) how we make sense of the types of things we do or do not do every
day (our general practice), (2) how we make sense of choosing to watch, let
alone pay attention to, a particular programme (our viewing practice), (3) how
we interpret particular contexts of interpretation (interpretation contexts), and
(4) how we interpret and generate uses to which we can put what we learn from
a programme in the future (practices of reuse or adaptation). The difference be-
tween this formulation of how media texts might influence social action and the
approaches discussed earlier in the section can be summarised diagrammati-
cally.

Approaches discussed earlier were concerned with the largely closed causal
circuit that explains the individual act of interpretation or story retelling; they
therefore understand media’s social influence through media’s direct influence
on that circuit (see Figure 1a).

Figure 1a. Explaining media influence through individual interpretation
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As a result, various other causal influences (structuring the practices of
the interpreter, and those around them, and processes of social amplification)
are not explicitly considered (these are indicated by the question-marks in
Figure 1a): what of media’s influence on these processes? In so far as, for
example, the Glasgow Media Group’s analysis does point to such wider expla-
nations, they cannot be fitted into the causal circuit around the act of interpre-
tation.

By contrast Wodak et al. suggest a broader explanatory canvas in which
media influences on the overall practice of viewers/audiences can be under-
stood: see Figure 1b.

Note in particular the additional dotted lines indicating how media influence
might explain why individuals interpret a programme a particular way, beyond
the brute fact of individual variability.

In the next section, I want to explore how an approach analogous to Wodak
et al.’s might be developed in more detail, as a supplement to approaches more
closely focussed on the moment of interpretation. In doing so, I will attempt to
fill in the explanatory space suggested by the dotted lines in Figure 1b, drawing
on my previous work (Couldry 2000, 2003a and 2003b).

Figure 1b. Expanded explanatory field
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3. An alternative approach: media and social categories

This alternative approach aims to supplement the approaches to the text/ social
action link considered so far by considering certain feedback loops (in media
discourse and in the use of media outputs in everyday practice) that are not con-
sidered, explicitly at least, by those other approaches. One such feedback loop is
internal to media discourse (Couldry 2000: 42–52), the other ranges far beyond
media discourse (or even its interpretations) and encompasses the whole range
of practices oriented to media (Couldry 2000: 52–57, 2003a).

An example of the first type of feedback loop is media’s habit of continually
referring back to themselves as the assumed privileged reference-point for ac-
cessing social “reality” (cf. Zelizer 1993). While this feedback loop is not cru-
cial to an individual’s interpretative resources, it is a context for these resources
to develop. It is also crucial in the construction of types of media consumption
as socially legitimate (or even necessary), and in the construction of audiences
as just audiences (i.e. people that are in the process of making sense of social
reality) rather than valid social interpreters (Couldry 2000: 44–50; cf. Hall
1973; Fairclough 1995: 40; van Dijk 2001: 355–356). This feedback loop there-
fore begins to explain influences (1) on individual practice, (2) on the practices
of other interpreters as well as (3) the wider interpretative situation (see points
where question-marks are located in Figure 1a).

An example of the second feedback loop would be the huge range of every-
day practices that reproduce media-oriented values in contemporary societies.
For example, the values of celebrity reproduced through various acts, from the
banal act of flicking through a celebrity magazine while we wait to have our hair
cut, or (at the other extreme of organisation) the ritually orchestrated final min-
utes of a reality TV game-show, such as Big Brother, when the crowd cheer the
exit of the winner (and new-found celebrity) from the Big Brother house mark-
ing, in spectacular fashion, her or his return to the “everyday world”. In this
latter type of the feedback loop, we see an influence on the process of social am-
plification (see Figure 1a, bottom right).

To foreground such feedback processes is to think in a distinctive way about
how regular patterns of media discourse structure social action, emphasising
not the factual content of media (as remembered by audiences or registered in
their persistent patterns of story-telling, important though that is), but rather a
longer process of naturalisation whereby elements and categories of media dis-
course, and its overall forms, become embedded in everyday practice and so be-
come self-reproducing simply by being taken-for-granted as “natural”. In a
sense this approach extends van Dijk’s insight that we need to understand better
the consequences of media representations for “action and interaction” (van
Dijk 1991: 225), but emphasises action well beyond the immediate context of
reception or even the retelling of news. Action – for example, how people be-
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have when they go on TV or when they meet a celebrity – can condense patterns
of thinking or evaluation and so reproduce them as “natural” even without (in
fact precisely when not) articulating them: a reproduction “below” the level of
consciousness as Bourdieu puts it (1990). This is one reason why ritualised ac-
tion (cf. Rappoport 1999; for discussion see Couldry 2003a: 22–24) matters in
this approach.

This approach towards understanding the “effects” of media discourse is
concerned with “habitus” in the broadest sense of Bourdieu’s term (that is, “his-
tory turned into nature”: Bourdieu 1977: 78), and so with “effects” that work
over a long time and only by saturating whole territories with their patterns:
such “effects” therefore far exceed in temporal duration or spatial extension
those generally foregrounded by Critical Discourse Analysis and the Glasgow
Media Group, while at the same time illuminating some of the broader effects
implied by those approaches. I am not claiming this alternative approach is
better, merely different in emphasis from those other approaches. It is interested
in consequences of media institutions (both of their very existence – cf. Lazars-
feld and Merton 1969 – and of the structuring of their outputs). This might seem
inordinately ambitious if it were not that we can see on a regular basis both the
outcomes and the everyday traces of such influences. We see the outcomes in,
for example, taken-for-granted beliefs (acted out in daily routines) in the privi-
leged position of media institutions as our access-point to what is “going on” in
our world; we see traces of the mechanisms that reproduce such wider outcomes
when we notice fragments of ritualised practice, as when everyone turns around
if a major media celebrity enters the room.

Most importantly – the last point to be made in introducing this alternative
approach – an important mechanism that links language and action on this large
scale is the category, that is, a reproducible principle for organising thought and
action on the basis of which both can be organised in self-replicating ways. The
concept of “category”, while it can be adapted in any theoretical framework,
was introduced into sociology and anthropology in the early 20th century by
Emile Durkheim (1995; cf. Durkheim and Mauss 1963), and drawn upon in the
late 20th century by Pierre Bourdieu (1990). A “category” (in Durkheim’s sense)
is not just any distinction in language thought or action; it is an organising dis-
tinction which serves as a principle for organising thought and action more
widely. Durkheim and Mauss were concerned with fundamental logical cat-
egories and certain other very pervasive categories such as left and right, man
and woman, sacred and profane. There is, however, no limit to what type of dis-
tinction can be a social category in Durkheim’s sense and, as we see in the next
section, one key feature of the approach to media discourse offered here is to
suggest that media institutions are associated with the gradual emergence of
new categories which help organise everyday action and thought: for example,
the categories of “celebrity” and “liveness”.
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If the general principle of (organising) social categories is accepted, it is im-
portant to realise that we do not need to import with it Durkheim and Mauss’s
(1963) curious theory about the origins of categories of thought in so-called
“primitive” societies. This is just as well; for that theory – of how all thought-
categories in “primitive” societies derive from the actual spatial organisation of
social life (for example, the division of people into tribes) – is not only implaus-
ible (Needham 1963) but also inapplicable to complex societies as Durkheim
and Mauss (1963: 86) themselves realised. However, the broader principle of
social categories is not at all strange; in fact it addresses the recent call of one
cultural sociologist (Swidler 2001) for ways of understanding how in practice
the maelstrom of cultural practices is hierarchized and so how their implicit
order can be grasped (Swidler draws here on ritual, a term which, for Durkheim
at least, is closely linked to the concept of categories). What I am proposing is
that media discourse and practices oriented to media are organised through spe-
cific media-related categories whose pervasive work helps explain some of the
consequences that media discourse has well beyond contexts of textual interpre-
tation or textual consumption.

4. The long-term consequences of media discourse

In this section I want to explain in more detail why this alternative approach to
the social consequences of media texts usefully supplements other approaches.
Clearly, any hypothesis on the scale just indicated requires a large number of
studies to become convincing. In the space of this chapter, I can at best provide
it with some initial plausibility, as well as sketch how the different elements of
this approach fit together.

This application of Durkheim’s notion of social category to media discourse
makes, as just explained, no claims about the current relevance of the specific
categories that Durkheim and Mauss discussed a century ago, and for so-called
“primitive” societies. The question instead is whether in contemporary me-
diated societies we can see the emergence of one or more new category distinc-
tions in terms of which language and practice oriented to media are organised,
deserving the description of “category” in Durkheim and Mauss’s sense. My
claim is that there are such category distinctions based on an underlying distinc-
tion between what is in/on/related to “media” and what is not (that is, what is
“non-media” or “ordinary”). This underlying distinction implies a hierarchy,
marking off anything (whether object, person, world) that is “in” or “on” media
from anything that is not.4 Let’s take some examples of the media/ ordinary dis-
tinction being used in everyday language and media discourse.

First an example of the cliché (but as Michael Billig has argued it is pre-
cisely banal language that works with least explicit resistance: Billig 1995,
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1997) that “ordinary” people can only get into media if they do something
“extraordinary” (cf. Langer 1998: 41). Take this excerpt from a television com-
pany’s bid to run a major new current affairs programme, leaked to the Guard-
ian’s media section:

Profiles could involve a celebrity (…) alternatively it could be a politician (…) Or,
we could even focus on an ordinary person in an extraordinary situation, e.g. a day in
the life of a Lottery jackpot winner, or the parents caring for a teenage daughter with
CJD (…) (Guardian 19 January 1999, Media Section)

This quote is interesting because it reproduces exactly, even while appearing to
invert it, the media/ordinary boundary; ordinary people must be non-ordinary
(extraordinary) if they are to be “in” the media, whereas media people – those
usually in media – need just be themselves; which implies that it is extraordi-
nary, and therefore also worthy of media comment, when media people such as
celebrities are caught doing something “ordinary”. The latter, after all, is one
appeal of celebrity magazines and many recent television shows about celeb-
rities in their “ordinary” “real life”.

Or take this description from a fan’s description of what distinguishes pop
stars from others: “you think of them as being wonderful people (…) everybody
that everybody ordinary isn’t” (cited in Vermorel and Vermorel 1985: 175). The
contentlessness of the distinction confirms it as a more fundamental category
distinction that, like the “sacred/profane” distinction in Durkheim’s account of
the social bases of religion, is absolute and so can mark literally anything off
from anything else (Durkheim 1995: 35). Yet this contentless distinction can
still be glossed so that it appears less arbitrary, as in this TV producer’s “expla-
nation” of what he does when he selects people for TV: “I wouldn’t pick some-
one to be a [game-show] contestant who wanted to be a star. I want nice ordinary
people who just come along for a bit of fun: some of them are so ordinary that
they are surprised to be chosen” (cited in Root 1986: 98). Notice how the term
“ordinary” only appears to explain here; its content is never unpacked as such.

What of the “world” that the media/ ordinary distinction marks off from the
(apparently separate) world outside media? It is a world that appears to be auto-
matically different: “to be transposed into television is to be elevated out of the
banal realm of the off-screen and repositioned in the privileged on-screen
world” (Tichi 1991: 40, emphasis added). Sometimes the transition is more
seamless as when cameras come into your life, but no less dramatic: “you feel
everything you do is imbued with significance because there is a camera crew
there pointing a lens in your face” (as one early participant in MTV’s pro-
gramme The Real World put it).5

Examples could be multiplied, but note that none of the examples quoted
come from media texts themselves and all are from wider discourse around the
process of making media. The point is that texts are not the only place where we
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can, or should, look for the more general patterns of naturalisation at work in
and around media discourse. Yet this wider discourse is surely relevant both to
the contexts of interpreting media and to people’s practices oriented to media.

The media/ordinary distinction is however only one part of an interlocking
structure of naturalised distinctions and discursive patterns relating to media.
The centralisation of media resources underlies, I suggest, a whole series of
naturalised patterns of thinking that are pervasively reproduced in and around
media. Let me set these out abstractly first:

1. The assumption that media provide a privileged access-point to what is con-
structed as a social “centre”.

2. A set of categorical distinctions and hierarchies between worlds, agents, and
things, based on the assumption (linked to 1) that everything associated with
media is “higher” than everything which isn’t (for example the privilege
given to “liveness”, that is in current and “direct” connection to a mediated
social “centre”: cf. Feuer 1983).

3. A set of practices which encode those hierarchies and categories (for
example, “magic” of mediated locations embodied in tourist “pilgrimages”).

4. Formalisations of action that further reinforce the naturalness of 1, 2 and 3
through ritual (Couldry 2003a) (including here more or less formalised
media genres such as talk shows and “reality TV”: Here we might come
closer to approaches drawing on Garfinkel in analysing the talk of those
shows).

What I am attempting, through this list, is to capture how an increasingly com-
plex set of practices can be linked by, and serve to naturalise further, the con-
centration of symbolic resources in media institutions that characterise contem-
porary societies. Crucially, the media/non-media distinction works not just on
its own, but by being mappable onto other category distinctions, just as in Bour-
dieu’s well-known account of the Kabyle house (1990) a key category distinc-
tion (male/female) is reproduced by being transposed onto other distinctions
(right/left, high/low). The assumption (point 1) that media are not just a power-
ful but a privileged (that is, legitimately powerful) source of representations of
the social world would be weak, if it were only a single assumption, uncon-
nected to daily practice. But it is condensed in category distinctions which natu-
ralise the difference between things “in” media and those not, including distinc-
tions that on the face of it are not about the quality of media, but about the
quality of events themselves (the quality of “live” events to which media give us
“direct” access: point 2). These categories are more effectively naturalised if
they come to organise whole practices, whether organising your routine around
the watching of live news or organising leisure time around visits to places in
the media (as in the “pilgrimages” to media locations: point 3). The naturalness
of such organisation is further enhanced when media practices linked to them
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are incorporated in formalised activities with a ritualised quality (point 4),
whether at media locations (as explored in my work on visits to Granada Studios
Tour: Couldry 2000, Part Two; cf. Couldry 2003a: chapter 5) or in new forms of
media output such as reality TV (once again, recall the staged return to “ordi-
nary reality” of the winning contestant on the final night of Big Brother). “Real-
ity television” presents perhaps the most interesting reproduction of all, since it
purports on one level to undermine media’s privileged status and present “ordi-
nary reality”. The naturalisation of media’s representative power works here not
through people’s credulity in these programme’s claims to “reality” (people
may well be quite sceptical: cf. Hill 2004), but through the embedding of the
paradoxical category “reality television” in practices of television production,
and everyday talk and consumption.

In addition, of course, there are feedback loops that work within media dis-
course itself. Media institutions occupy a position quite distinct, say, from other
major concentrations of symbolic power (such as religious institutions) since
they do not so much provide the authoritative source for particular beliefs (a
credo about media, as it were), but instead a constant source of often banal facts
about the world. The result is a self-reinforcing process of legitimation across at
least three “dimensions” which elsewhere (Couldry 2000: chapter 3) I have ex-
pressed formally as “naming” (the identification of what counts as significant in
the world), “framing” (acting as the taken-for-granted access-point or “window”
to whatever, whether general or specific, is significant in the world) and “order-
ing” (the hierarchy of “media” versions of the world over others). Let me quote
from my earlier account of this point:

The media’s status as reporter of “the facts” about social reality (Naming) helps natu-
ralise their status more generally as the “frame” through which we obtain access to
social reality (Framing). This helps reinforce the symbolic hierarchy between
“media” and “ordinary” “worlds” (Ordering), which in turn helps reinforce the status
of media material (whether fact or fiction) as social “reality” or “actuality” (Naming
again). A largely closed cycle of reproduction whose overall result constitutes what
I call the “symbolic hierarchy of the media frame”. (Couldry 2000: 52)

At this point, you might have some questions. First, I have referred throughout
to “media” or “the media” without differentiation between specific media: why?
This is not because there are no distinctions between media (on the contrary,
there are many important distinctions); the point instead is that the pattern of
naturalisation we are trying to capture precisely overrides those differences in
favour of a broader and wholly constructed sense that the specific, and histori-
cally contingent, media institutions installed in particular societies are them-
selves a “natural” and privileged access-point to our social “reality”.

Second, does the naturalised structure that I have argued is somehow em-
bedded within media discourse appear in the same way in every society? The
answer is that we don’t know without further research; indeed we may be able to
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use the general account of this chapter as the basis for investigating how “media
cultures” differ from territory to territory; there is a palpable difference in
“media culture” between, say, Britain and the USA and maybe this has some
basis in differences in how the structure of naturalisation sketched above is
worked out across those societies and in relation to their different institutional
structures. No claim however is made here that the structure just sketched is uni-
versal. What I do claim however is that, because the notion of social category
spans talk, text and action, it can link the organising patterns in both media text
and the huge range of practices oriented towards media; this breadth of appli-
cation gives the term “category” its advantage in helping grasp the pervasive-
ness of media influences on the social world, whatever the term’s odd historical
provenance.

5. Conclusion

This chapter has reviewed a range of approaches to a fundamental question:
how do media texts shape social action? At the outset, we put to one side ap-
proaches influenced by Conversation Analysis that treat media texts as social
action, and concentrated on a range of approaches that address media influence
through an analysis of the factors that shape people’s variable interpretations of
media texts. While those approaches (including the work of the Glasgow Media
Group and approaches linked to Critical Discourse Analysis, such as van Dijk’s
and Meinhof’s) offer valuable insights, I have argued that there remains a ten-
sion between (1) the tendency of accounts of textual interpretation to reduce to
the variability of individual interpretation and (2) the desire in all such accounts
to find broader social explanations of media influence, which however are not
easily contained within an account of the dynamics of textual interpretation
itself.

As a way of resolving that tension, I have in the second half of the
chapter sketched a different approach to explaining media influence that con-
nects with an insight from Wodak et al.’s (1999) study of Austrian nationalism
into the classificatory and naturalising power of certain discourses. This alter-
native approach thinks about media influences not just directly on the resources
with which individuals are able to interpret media texts, but more broadly on the
whole social context and pattern of social organisation in which media-oriented
practices are situated, agents are formed, and particular contexts of interpre-
tation come to seem natural. Inevitably, to suggest this broader canvas is to start
on a very long explanatory journey which cannot be completed here. The
chapter’s aim however has been to show how this broader canvas provides a
useful context for evaluating and supplementing more familiar approaches to
the relation between media texts and social action.
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Notes

1. Here there is also a clear similarity with the Glasgow Media Group’s explicit concern
with questions of power (Philo 1999).

2. Cf. van Dijk’s criticisms of what he sees as the superficiality of earlier approaches to
media influence (1991: 225–227).

3. See on agenda-setting Iyengar and Kinder (1987); McCombs and Shaw (1972); and on
framing Pan and Kosicki (2001).

4. There is of course a larger question about how this distinction acquired such force.
I have argued elsewhere (2000: 14–16, 2003a: 5–9) that it is the long-term historical
result of the gradual organization of everyday practice on the basis that media repre-
sentations are central to them (cf. Couldry 2003b which relates this analysis to Bour-
dieu’s field theory). I cannot expand on such broader explanations here, nor is this
necessary to understand the account offered here of how media-oriented language and
social action are related.

5. Quoted in Independent on Sunday, 16 July 1995.
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4. Language, communication and the public
sphere: A perspective from feminist critical
discourse analysis

Michelle M. Lazar

1. Introduction

The public sphere has occupied a central focus in debates on gender (in)equal-
ity. The insistence by feminists in the 1960s and 70s that “the personal is politi-
cal” highlighted the importance of public dialogue and consciousness of op-
pressive social conditions experienced routinely by many women as merely
personal in the private and intimate spheres. This remains a pertinent issue
today in the light of resistive, regressive government policies and social prac-
tices in some societies, as well as an abiding concern especially for gay and les-
bian people within hetero-patriarchal structures.

Further, women’s access and participation in the public sphere – the tradi-
tional stronghold of men in most societies – have come to be accepted as key in-
dicators in “measuring” women’s emancipation. Undeniably, this has been his-
torically important for women and other politically disadvantaged groups for
whom access to sectors of employment, literacy and education, and legal and
citizenship rights have been systematically denied. Yet, equality and freedom,
defined in liberal terms, have proven to be limited. For in spite of growing vis-
ibility of women in the public sphere, including some occupying senior posi-
tions in companies and governments, gender discrimination in the public sphere
continues. In modern industrialised societies, general awareness of feminism
and women’s growing presence in the public sphere may have displaced, to
some extent, overt forms of sexism. However, it continues to persist covertly
through naturalised, deep-seated androcentric assumptions (Lazar 2000, 2005a).

In liberal states, discussions about the “public” have tended to be premised
upon a dichotomous division and separation from the “private”, instead of view-
ing them as interconnected. As a result, misguided public policies and percep-
tions that women’s ability to succeed in the public sphere largely depends upon
women’s personal resources have prevailed, without taking into account the
double (sometimes triple) shift work shouldered by many women across the pub-
lic and private spheres.

This chapter focuses on how language and communication, which are imbri-
cated in the social (Kress 1985; Fairclough and Wodak 1997), constitute, reflect,
and challenge gendered power asymmetries which underscore participation in
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the public and private spheres. The perspective adopted here is from “feminist
critical discourse analysis” (FCDA),1 which critiques from a feminist perspec-
tive hierarchically ordered gender structures sustained in/through language and
other forms of communication, as part of a radical emancipatory project (Lazar
2005a). In what follows, the key principles of FCDA are outlined, which then
are collectively used as the critical feminist lens in discussing the three sets of
issues: (i) the private in need of public expression, (ii) the gendered public
sphere, and (iii) the public/private dualism. The issues will be discussed in re-
lation to selected examples and case studies on language, communication and
gender. The FCDA lens is used both to critique the persistent and prevailing
patriarchal social order at the heart of the public and private debate, as well as
the liberal reformist perspective (even though embraced by some feminists), as
inadequate for a radical emancipatory politics of gender.

2. Principles of Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis

Below is an outline of five interrelated principles of FCDA, which will form the
basis for the following discussion on issues of language and communication in
terms of the public and private spheres:

2.1. Analytical activism

FCDA is a radical discursive critique of prevailing unequal social arrangements.
Because the imbrication of power and ideology in discourse is sometimes not
apparent to participants involved in particular social practices, discursive
critique from the point of view of critical feminist theorisation and analysis of
their interrelation is necessary. The goal of critique is to contest the social status
quo in favour of radical emancipation and change, based upon a feminist vision
of social justice that opens up possibilities for both women and men as human
beings, instead of having gender predetermine and constrain our relationships
with others, and our sense of who we are or might become. As a radical eman-
cipatory discourse politics, FCDA is a form of analytical activism.

2.2. Gender as an ideological structure

In patriarchal societies, gender is an ideological structure that divides people
into two classes. Based upon sexual difference, the gender structure imposes
a social dichotomy of labour and human traits for women and men. Although
variable for particular communities and individuals across time and place, the
ideological structure of gender systematically privileges men as a social group –
accruing to them a “patriarchal dividend” (Connell 1995) – and disadvantaging,
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excluding and disempowering women as a social group. The prevailing social
arrangement is hegemonic in that it appears natural and complementary, and in-
nocuous and consensual, mystifying the hierarchical relations of power at work.
Gender permeates social practices and institutions in the public and private
spheres both as an interpretive category that enables participants in a commu-
nity to make sense of and structure their social activities, and as a social relation
that enters into and partially constitutes all other social relations and activities
(Connell 1987; Flax 1990). Based on the specific asymmetrical meanings of
“man” and “woman”, and the consequences being assigned to one or the other
within actual social practices, such an allocation becomes a constraint on further
practices.

2.3. Complexity of gender and power relations

Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis aims to provide contextualised analyses of
gender and sexism in contemporary societies in their complex and multiple
forms. Complexity refers to current feminist appreciation that the gender struc-
ture does not function in isolation, but intersects with other structures of power
such as those based on sexuality, ethnicity, age, (dis)ability, social class and
position, and geography (notably, the global north, or the “west”, in relation to
the rest of the world). This means that gender asymmetry is neither materially
experienced nor discursively enacted in the same way by (and for) women
everywhere. Patriarchy as an ideological system also interrelates with, for
example, corporatist and consumerist ideologies.

Multiplicity refers to the variety of modalities, extents, and degrees of ex-
plicitness through which power relations are exercised, reflected, maintained
and resisted. Along with overt forms of sexism (such as blatant exclusionary
gate-keeping practices, physical violence, and verbal harassment/denigration)
are subtle and seemingly innocuous forms of power pervasive in modern so-
cieties, which are substantively discursive in nature. This form of power is em-
bedded and dispersed throughout networks of relations, is self-regulating, and
produces subjects in both senses of the word (Foucault 1977) – although differ-
entially affecting gendered subjects, as well as crystallizing in hegemonic re-
lations of dominance. The effectiveness of modern power (as with hegemony) is
that it is mostly cognitive (van Dijk 1998), based on an internalisation of gen-
dered norms and acted out routinely and “naturally” in the texts and talk of
everyday life. Relations of power and dominance, however, can be discursively
resisted as well as co-opted in a dynamic struggle over securing and challenging
the interests at stake.
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2.4. Discursive de/construction of gender

Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis takes the view of discourse as one element
of the social (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999). It takes as the object of analysis
those aspects of social practices that are discursive in character: talking and writ-
ing, for instance, are part of (and constitutive of) many social practices and
events; also, social practices are discursively represented (through texts and
talk) in particular ideological ways. The relationship between discourse and the
social is dialectical, in which discourse constitutes as well as is constituted by
social situations, institutions and structures (Fairclough 1992, passim). The no-
tion of constitution both applies in the sense that every act of meaning-making
through (spoken and written) language and other forms of semiosis contributes
to the reproduction and maintenance of the social order, and also in the sense of
resisting and transforming that order. Relatedly, the concepts of “accomplish-
ment” and “performance”, although from different theoretical traditions (from
ethnomethodology and poststructualism, respectively), can be used fruitfully in
Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (see Lazar 2005b; West and Zimmerman
1987), where the active production of social identities and relationships in/
through discourse is emphasised, cognizant though of the particular material
conditions and constraints of these discursive actions. Underlying a critical fem-
inist analysis of discourse is also the principle of “gender relationality”, which is
cued explicitly or implicitly in studies. It refers to the discursive co-construc-
tions of ways of doing and being a “woman” and a “man”, vis-à-vis each other,
in particular communities of practice, as well as interrelations between forms of
masculinity and between forms of femininity within existing gender orders.

2.5. Critical feminist reflexivity

Just as Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis is concerned to raise awareness on
how taken-for-granted gender norms and asymmetrical power relations are dis-
cursively produced (and can therefore be challenged), critical reflexivity on the
take-up of emancipatory knowledge and practice is important. There are two as-
pects to this. The first concerns institutional reflexivity, both in regard to pro-
gressive practices such as the implementation of gender-parity programmes in
organisations and schools, as well as in regard to recuperative practices that use
feminist values strategically for non- or anti-feminist ends. The second aspect
switches the focus to feminist analysts and the need for feminists to be critically
reflexive of our own theoretical positions and practices lest these inadvertently
contribute to the perpetuation, rather than the eradication, of hierarchically dif-
ferential treatment of groups of women. At its core is the issue of what we mean
by “emancipation”. This is because from a critical feminist perspective, where a
radical transformation of existing dualistic gender structures is the goal (Grant
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1993), a liberal reformist position, even when embraced by some feminists, is
inadequate. Indeed, it may be quite easily co-opted by the dominant structures.
Also, required is critical distance from our own feminist academic practices in
terms of whom we include and exclude through a range of gate-keeping activ-
ities.

3. Issues and analyses of the public and private from the perspective
of Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis

3.1. The personal is political

“The personal is political” encapsulated second-wave feminist critique of the
social dichotomisation between the private and the public, which has resulted in
asymmetrical power relations between women and men in the private sphere to
be naturalised and obscured from public, political scrutiny. The critique does
not intend to jettison a distinction between the private and the public, for self-
determination of privacy is an abiding feminist concern, but seeks a balance be-
tween the dangers of loss of privacy and the political uses of publicity, which are
viewed as necessary for the emancipation and empowerment of subordinate
groups (Fraser 1998; Young 1998). Politicising the personal means that any and
all matters should be brought into the open for critical, democratic dialogue, in-
stead of predefining the nature of the issues as public versus private, and
thence excluding those considered private from public discussion and ex-
pression (Benhabib 1998). Among the many private practices that feminists
have made into public issues, which will be dealt with in this section in terms
of their relatedness to language and communication practices, include nam-
ing, and representations of sexual assault against women as well as the sexual
division of labour in the intimate sphere. The politicisation of sexist and an-
drocentric assumptions in private practices needs to be considered alongside
the appropriation and/or subversion by mainstream patriarchal discourses in
the public domain as well.

In the 1970s and 1980s, feminists highlighted linguistic sexism, for in-
stance, in the meaning of pronouns, naming practices and lexical gaps in lan-
guage. In the case of English, for example, the masculine pronoun that was in-
stituted ever since the eighteenth century to be the “correct” form for gender-
indefinite referents is not at all generic as it is purported to be, but refers quite
specifically to men. Such a usage, it is found, encodes the “male as norm”, as
universal, and renders women invisible (Martyna 1983; Bodine 1990). Gender
inclusive alternatives (such as “they” or “he or she”) have been suggested instead
by feminists for contemporary usage. Awareness of the gender bias and the take-
up of alternative usages, however, have been greatly variable across commu-
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nities and individuals using English – from dogged insistence on “conventional”
usage that maintains the status quo, to reflection and change in pronoun (and
other language) choices, and to the adoption of half measures. The latter is in-
dicated in the following example from West, Lazar and Kramarae (1997), which
was taken from the preface of a compendium of protocol for diplomats among
the British white upper classes.

We have been conscious that in the twentieth century for the first time in known his-
tory, diplomacy has become in many countries a profession open to both sexes. The
English language has not yet provided a grammatically elegant way of dealing with
this change. We have, therefore, used the compromise of occasionally employing the
“he or (she)” formula to show our absence of prejudice; but its constant repetition
would be intolerably tedious, and for this edition, the male pronoun has had, once
again, to serve both sexes.

By using the rhetorical strategy of disclaimer (“our absence of prejudice, but …”)
(cf. van Dijk 1998), the authors of the compendium here demonstrate what may
be called “strategic reflexivity”. On the one hand, through representations of
positive agency attributed to themselves (“we have been conscious”; “we have
used the compromise … to show”), the authors portray themselves as socially
aware and progressive. Yet, on the other hand, through negative agency at-
tributed to “the English language”, the latter is blamed for not keeping up with
changed social realities (“has not provided a grammatically elegant way”). Rep-
resented thus, it is not the language users’ fault for reverting to the “generic” male
pronoun for the sake of convenience – as if language users and the language they
use do not mutually influence each other. By opting for the disclaimer strategy,
therefore, the authors of the compendium remain complicit with the sexist con-
ventions, although manifestly distancing themselves from sexism.

Address terms also reflect sexism at work. Unlike men, women in many cul-
tures are denied an autonomous existence through titles that distinguish them on
the basis of marital status – for example Mrs/Miss (English), Madame/Mad-
emoiselle (French), Puan/Cik (Malay), Senora/Senorita (Spanish), and Thiru-
mathi/Kumari (Tamil). In the case of the English language, American feminists
coined “Ms” as a neutral equivalent to “Mr” so that in both cases one’s sexual
(un)availability is not by default public knowledge. As mentioned, the take-up
of this has been variable. In mainstream public discourse in Singapore, for in-
stance, although “Ms” is in circulation in some contexts, it is devoid of its in-
tended feminist signification. Either it signifies divorced status for women or is
used as a contracted form for “Miss” in the written mode. Out of twelve appli-
cation and feedback forms I randomly collected in 2005 at banks, hospitals, uni-
versities, theatres and public transportation booths, ten had the options printed
thus: “Mr/Mrs/Ms”, where “Ms” evidently stands for “Miss”. (The remaining
two forms had this in full: “Mr/Mrs/Miss”).2 Therefore, although the intended
neutral title is in use, there is no concomitant change in meaning or mindsets –
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a point that has been raised by feminist linguists on the issue of reforming sexism
in languages – instead, the title has been co-opted into mainstream discourse
and maintains the status quo.

Giving a name to experiences regularly encountered by women as a social
group has been one of feminists’ achievements in going ‘public’ on matters con-
sidered ‘private’. In her study of white, middle class women living in the Ameri-
can suburbia in the 1960s, Friedan (1962) had noted the pervasiveness of a
“problem without a name” experienced by many of these women. The notion of
the “problem without a name”, however, can be extended to describe a range of
other practices routinely experienced by women in other social and historical
contexts as well. Because of their namelessness, the experiences are either dis-
missed as imaginary by men (and some women), or endured by women as part
of life. Terms such as “chauvinism”, “sexism”, “sexual harassment”, “domestic
violence”, “date/acquaintance rape” and “marital rape” were coined by feminists
over the years to give expression to some of these experiences, and render them
open to public scrutiny and redress. Across cultural and national contexts, social
and legal penalties for such acts have become, in varying extents, possible as a
consequence.

Naming an oppressive practice and highlighting issues of linguistic sexism
constitute an important first step. However, unless accompanied by a radical
dismantling of dominant institutionalised gender ideologies, social justice for
women will continue to be elusive. Studies on representations of sexual assault
of women in judiciary settings as well as in the media have shown that although
women are the victims (or survivors), the attacks get recontextualised in these
institutions by prevailing androcentric assumptions that mitigate the perpetra-
tor’s blame and/or question the victim’s credibility. Ehrlich’s (2001) study of
adjudication processes involving a case of acquaintance rape in a university
tribunal and a criminal court in Canada, on the one hand, attests to the success in
seeking legal/disciplinary action on a ‘private’, and until quite recently un-
named, problem. Yet, on the other hand, as her analysis shows, the adjudication
proceedings deny women justice by diminishing the severity of the action com-
mitted by their male perpetrators. Consider the following excerpt (emphasis as
in original):

SC: And how did that all take place?
MA: Well, my shirt came off (…)
Q: And when you say your shirt came off, how did your shirt come off?
MA: I mean, I gather that I took it off (…)

Ehrlich argues that the non-personal agency in the unaccussative construction
of the perpetrator’s (MA) initial response distances him from his actions. It is
compounded by his later response (“I gather …”), which represents him as not
having directly experienced the event, thereby reducing his responsibility for it.
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The diminished culpability resonates culturally with deep-seated androcentric
assumptions of men’s naturally uncontrollable sex drive. At the same time, di-
rected at the complainant are such questions as “Did it occur to you that you
could lock the door so that they may not return to your room?” and “Why didn’t
you ask him to leave? … Why did you let ah what you say happened happen?”,
which presuppose a legal definition of “active resistance”. Ehrlich explains that
based upon a theory of “the universal, rational individual”, active resistance dis-
counts other forms of resistance exercised by women as passive, and as amount-
ing to consensual activity.

In a separate earlier study on the representation of rape in a British tabloid
press, Clark (1992) suggests an implicit patriarchal framework that underlies the
newspaper’s reports of sexual assault. The conceptual framework distinguishes
between “fiend” and “non-fiend” attackers, and between “genuine” and “non-
genuine” victims. A fiend is one who attacks a sexually unavailable, “respect-
able” woman, named by the newspaper as “wife”, “mother”, “young woman”,
and “daughter”, and a stranger to the attacker. However, a perpetrator is not la-
belled a fiend when the act is committed against a “sexually available” woman,
who is named “blonde”, “blonde divorcee” or “unmarried woman”. Moreover,
when husbands are attackers they are never fully culpable. For example, in a
headline such as “hubby kicked no-sex wife out of bed”, the attacker is sympa-
thetically represented through affectionate naming, and the blame mitigated. The
representations shown in the study not only present women stereotypically in
terms of their sexual availability to men, and thus appallingly imply that some
women ask to be raped, but also perpetuate the dangerous myth that violent at-
tacks against women are quite rare and only committed by lurking strangers.

The politicisation of the personal has included also the sexual division of la-
bour in the intimate private sphere. Power relations in this realm is often treated
as non-existent (Benhabib 1998), which makes natural and unexamined the un-
remunerated work that women do in the private sphere such as caring for the
family, maintaining relationships and running the household. In a set of pro-na-
talist government advertisements in Singapore, I undertook to show how natu-
ralisation of women’s emotional labour in personal relationships was accom-
plished multimodally through systematic cultivation of intense devotedness to
men (boyfriends and husbands) and children, which I termed “other-centred-
ness” (Lazar 2002). This was developed in various ways across a heterosex-
ually-staged narrative life course, so that central in courtship, marriage and
motherhood was a normative, other-focused subject position offered to edu-
cated Singaporean women as an authentically feminine identity. In courtship,
other-centredness was cultivated by getting women invested in romantic love.
The following example from an ad addressed to women, for instance, shows
how through a series of elaborating clauses, the focus on the romantic other is
gradually built up:



Language, communication and the public sphere 97

“Falling in love.
Having someone to love and care for us.
Someone who shares our hopes and dreams (…)
Someone special who’ll make our life more complete.”

According to the copy, a romantic relationship is in women’s interest, and this
entails an emotional reliance upon “someone special” (men, in this context),
needed to complete women’s lives. (Note that the comparative in “more com-
plete” implies that a woman is actually less complete without a partner). In mar-
riage, an accommodating, enduring love that overlooks the husband’s shortcom-
ings is emphasised, as seen in the contrastive sentence pairs such as “Maybe
he’s no Romeo. But he’s my loving one-man show”. Finally, on becoming a par-
ent, other-centredness is honed into a self-effacing and sacrificial maternal love.
Through narrative sequences in the ads, the ‘good’ wife and mother is repre-
sented as someone who prioritises her husband’s or child’s desire for a baby.
Consider the text in an ad titled “Lonely Child”:

“You may give your child the best things that money can buy.
But the most precious gift of all is a brother or a sister.”

The presence of the adversative conjunction indicates that the mother’s care for
her child’s welfare is wanting until she provides a sibling. Working along with
the copy are visual sequences of a boy looking sad and positioned out of frame
in a pose that Goffman (1979: 57) would call “licensed withdrawal”, but who
visibly cheers up when his mother – fulfilling her ex-centric maternal obli-
gations – returns home with a new-born baby in her arms, whom she gives over
to the delighted boy. Ideologically, the cultivation of other-centredness in these
representations stands to benefit the state, men and children, but seemingly at
the expense of women’s own needs and life choices. Furthermore, it is sug-
gested that the ideological potency of this kind of heterosexual feminine iden-
tity is that women’s discontent (experienced in the domestic sphere, and in their
negotiations between the private and the public) becomes difficult to articulate
and challenge when at the same time they are bound to others in a labour of love.

3.2. The myth of the neutral public sphere

The ideals of liberalism have long promised women formal equality and eman-
cipation through provision of civil and political rights, and their participation in
public and political life. In many industrialised societies today, these rights and
access to public and political life have been achieved, to a large extent, and even
taken as a given. Yet after many decades, the full emancipation of women re-
mains elusive, and the reason for this is that equality and liberty extended to
women have been granted on the same terms as men. That is, the yardstick used
for women is one that is already set by men, thereby requiring women to play by
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the rules set by a group with the power to define the norms of practice. Hence,
the critical feminist aphorism: ‘women who want to be equal to men have no
ambition’.

Androcentrism in the public sphere, however, frequently assumes the status
of universality, rationality and impartiality, all of which generally contribute to
the ethos of professionalism in the public sphere. Yet, as feminists have noted,
such claims often belie a totalising perspective that is intolerant of divergent
points of view of different groups. The proverbial playing field in the public, in
other words, is still not a level one.

Recent studies on language and communication in professional organi-
sations have indicated that with growing numbers of women entering the public
sphere of work, some organisations have responded by implementing gender
equity programs that would not unfairly discriminate against women. Wodak
(2005) reports on a “gender mainstreaming” program adopted in the European
Union, which aims to promote comprehensive changes in gender roles and or-
ganisational practices. This has enabled women politicians in the European Par-
liament to negotiate their multiple identities in a range of ways, not usually
possible in more rigidly structured institutions. In fact, one of the Members of
the European Parliament (MEP) interviewed in Wodak’s study reveals how very
different she is from a typical MEP:

“I’m (…) a very special bird in this (…) you don’t feel like you fit into sort of a typi-
cal MEP (…) I’m not. I’m left I’m a woman I’m Swedish and I’m also everything –
everything’s wrong (laughs)”.

Through self-irony, self-reflection and assertiveness, as Wodak notes, this
woman has been able to discursively re-define as positive traditionally negative
and marginalising social attributes.

Other instances of gender related initiatives in response to the growing pres-
ence of women in the public workforce include changing management models
and affirmative action policies in institutions. Martín-Rojo and Esteban (2005)
report on an emerging relational management model in Spanish companies,
which is different from traditional hierarchical models associated with mascu-
line management styles. The implication of the shift is that it will potentially
benefit women, as the relational styles of interaction are culturally associated
with female sociality. McElhinny’s (1998) study indicates that as a result of af-
firmative action measures implemented in an American city (Pittsburgh) there
has been a steady increase in numbers of women police officers in an otherwise
male-dominated profession.

However, in spite of these various overtly progressive institutional measures
to equitably integrate women into public organisations, androcentrism tacitly
(and manifestly) prevails in the cultural norms and social interactions within
these workplaces. Wodak’s quantitative findings reveal that in the EU, represen-
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tation of women “at the top” is uneven across member states and that women are
grossly underrepresented at the highest levels of decision-making. In the Span-
ish context, regardless of a changing trend in corporate management models,
Martín Rojo and Gómez-Esteban find that the accepted communicative style of
power and authority is still definitively masculine in terms of tone of voice, in-
tonation in giving orders and a preference for direct speech acts. Accordingly
women managers are criticised for not getting their communicative styles
“right”. Either they are caricatured as too “soft” or “hard” as revealed in the fol-
lowing assessment by a group of male employees of female bosses:

“Well there is, for example, the typical conservative and shit-scared one, who’s just
not up to it, poor thing. And then there’s the super-aggressive one, who steps on your
foot as she walks by you, and screams at you, to boot” [emphasis as in original]

As a result, it is a challenge for women managers in Spanish companies, whose
authority is undermined by peers and subordinates alike, who do not respect or
take them seriously.

In the case of the Pittsburgh police force, McElhinny (1998) shows that fe-
male police officers learn to integrate into their workplace by adopting interac-
tional styles that are culturally masculine, although not viewed as such but
rather as part of professional police conduct. The approved interactional con-
duct includes “objective” non-involvement and emotional reserve. As one fe-
male police officer puts it:

“When I’m at work I I always feel like I have to be so (.) so like gruff you know.
(umhm) And normally I’m not like that (…). Sometimes I try to be like such a hard
ass. I I don’t smile as much” [emphasis as in original, ellipsis added].

Women officers’ adoption of interactional behaviour of this nature, augmented
by the rejection of traditional practices of femininity at work (e.g. attention to
one’s physical appearance), according to McElhinny, redefine and resist hegem-
onic interpretations of gender. One could argue, however, that instead of consti-
tuting a radical reinterpretation of gender, women officers in this hegemonic
social order seem obliged to adapt to normatively masculine styles, albeit
misrecognised as “doing professionalism” in this context, or else risk disap-
proval by their male (and female) peers (“as being unable to work the job”, as
McElhinny puts it).

The public sphere, of course, refers not only to actual, but also virtual spaces
of general access. In recent decades, the internet has ushered in a new medium
for public expression and exchange (see also Jones, this volume). In the absence
of non-verbal status cues and the preclusion of verbal markers of dominance
such as interruptions, the internet represents a potentially democratic public
sphere, as envisaged by Habermas, for unfettered public dialogue and debate on
issues of common interest. The reality at present, however, is that cyberspace,
too, appears to have become generally a male stronghold, with boys and men



100 Michelle M. Lazar

overwhelmingly using, controlling and administering its rules of conduct (West,
Lazar, and Kramarae 1997). Even in contexts where women are the purported
authorities, for example, in electronic discussion groups focused on issues of
concern to women, men appear to be in control. West, Lazar and Kramarae
(1997) found that in one such discussion list, 63 per cent of the participants
comprised of men, their messages received more responses than women’s, and
their interests dominated discussions. Similarly, another study by Herring,
Johnson, and DiBenedetto (1998) reported that in a women-friendly academic
list, women’s overall contributions came up to only 30 per cent of the total post-
ings. Yet on one occasion when, for two days, women’s contributions on a fem-
inist topic exceeded men’s, this became perceived as a threat. The discussion
got disrupted by complaints from some of the men, who threatened to unsub-
scribe from the list, claiming that they were being “silenced”, and that the
women’s tones were “vituperative” and “unreasonable”. Herring, Johnson, and
DiBenedetto (1998: 202) found this to be unsubstantiated. If anything, they
found that the only message indisputably negative in tone was posted by one of
the men, who

accused women on the list of “posting without thinking [their contributions] through
carefully first”, of levelling “charges” [rather than questions] at the men, and in gen-
eral, of “bashing”, “guilt-tripping”, and “bullying” men who didn’t toe the strict fem-
inist line.

The study supports Spender’s (1979, 1980) earlier observations based on face-
to-face interactions that, in general, even 30 per cent of talk by women is con-
sidered as speaking “too much”, and that, in particular, when women express
feminist views in public, no matter how rationally and calmly, they tend to be
perceived by some men as hostile and emotional.

While critique of androcentric bias in the public sphere is rightfully a major
feminist concern, feminist self-reflexivity of our own public practices ought to
also merit critical attention, if our goal is radical emancipation for all women.
I shall refer here to a discussion thread on a gender and language list, which
offers a good example, both of feminists’ critique of the male dominated public
sphere – in this case, in the academic linguistic sub-field of sociolinguistics – as
well as feminists’ self-critique of exclusionary practices among women in the
academic public sphere. The discussion, titled “female sociolinguists”, ran from
24 May 2005 until 2 June 2005, and comprised a total of 27 posts (twenty-four
by women, two by men, and one an anonymous forward). The thread began as a
critique on the substantial bias towards “white, Anglophone (or European) male
academics” noticed in the entries of a newly released sociolinguistics diction-
ary. The initiator of the thread commented that “[i]t’s not like there aren’t excel-
lent female and/or non-white researchers out there” and ended by asking fellow
List members “How do you feel about this? If you support my view, who would
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you like to see included?” Except for the first respondent, who overtly agreed
with the dearth of female representation in sociolinguistics references before
she proceeded to offer a list of women’s names for inclusion, others simply sup-
plied a name or a list of names without commenting further on the male bias.
Clearly for this group of feminist-conscious subscribers, the issue was undis-
puted.

Although the fact of androcentrism in sociolinguistics references was not in
contest, the subsequent exercise of nominating female sociolinguists for inclu-
sion in the coveted reference list was critiqued by four of the women on the dis-
cussion forum, who pointed out that neither the criteria for the nominations nor
the definition(s) of sociolinguistics were made evident in the contributions.
Their use of metaphorical and analogical expressions in their posts highlighted
the profoundly exclusionary practice at work in the feminist naming [italics
mine]:

“some kind of weird popularity contest, the rules of which never seem to be clearly
articulated by anyone involved”

“now we know who happens to be in some people’s radar today, and the more names
that pile up the more glaring the omissions”

“the naming (…) has been hilarious, as if it was some party invitation list”

Indeed, what had emerged from most of the initial posts were names of female
sociolinguists from the English-speaking North. Consequently, a few posts
asked for the inclusion of scholars working on languages other than English and
one appealed that female sociolinguists from the South not be forgotten. Signal-
ling a discourse of critical awareness, therefore, the critics called the exercise of
feminist naming itself “a nice object lesson in academic politics”, and as indica-
tive of the “operative disciplinary hegemony”. In fact, one of the four women
pointed out the ironically masculinist and elitist practice that underlay this par-
ticular exercise. She wrote

The name request is at the heart of the old boys system – Harvard uses it to initiate
searches, CASBS uses it to develop a list of potential fellows – and we know how
badly (or how well, depending on your perspective) it works in those kinds of cases.

The critical reflexivity demonstrated in these posts point to the deeply exclu-
sionary practices in the academic public sphere, misrecognised and perpetuated
as normal and self-evident professional activities. There are no easy solutions to
this dilemma, but the first step, as shown by this case, lies in recognising that
professional practices are not neutral and objective and that their biases need to
be called into question. As feminists struggle to break hierarchical relations of
power between men and women, critical self-reflexivity of this kind must be a
safeguard against inadvertently re-producing hierarchical relations among groups
of women in the public sphere.
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3.3. The imbrication of the public and the private

Any theory of the public sphere and public dialogue must presuppose some dis-
tinction between the public and the private (Benhabib 1998). The patriarchal
ideological structure based upon the gendered opposition between men and
women has been mapped onto the public and private spheres, such that these too
have been historically conceptualised as binary opposites. Whereas the public
sphere, traditionally associated with men, has been characterised as rational,
impartial and universal, the private sphere, conventionally associated with “fe-
male activities” like housework, childbearing and care for the young and the
elderly, has been characterised as emotional, personal and particular. Conse-
quently, as Benhabib (1998) has noted, matters of the private sphere have been
cut off and kept from the public agenda in the liberal state (see my discussion
above).

The gendered division of public and private life has carried into gender-
typed occupational sectors in the public domain. In Singapore, construction
work, operating public transportation, and working as engineers and doctors
are largely considered “men’s jobs” either because of the physical strength
required, or the outdoor nature of the job, or the long, irregular hours spent at
work outside the home. The latter got cited as the main reason in the govern-
ment’s discourse and practice of maintaining a reduced quota (that was only
recently rescinded) on the numbers of female students admitted into the me-
dical faculty in Singapore’s national university. According to the discourse,
women, especially after marriage and motherhood, could not possibly be as
dedicated to the requirements of the profession as men and, therefore, it would
be wasteful of the state’s resources to invest in the education and training of
female doctors. Instead of working towards eradicating the distinction be-
tween public and private responsibilities along gender lines, the government
opted to react to the conflict between women’s domestic duties and medical
practice by reinforcing traditional gender roles.

Production line factory work, domestic help, teaching and nursing, however,
are all ‘women’s jobs’, for repetitive tasks and jobs that require care-giving and
nurturance are considered natural extensions of work that women do at home.
The commercially successful ‘Singapore Girl’ (the global marketing icon for
Singapore Airlines SIA) is a case in point, where women’s domesticity is made
saleable for public consumption. As the lyrics for one of SIA’s television com-
mercials sung in a male voice (and from a mate perspective) goes:

“Let me share your gentle smile. Give me all your caring. Singapore Girl. You’re a
great way to fly”.

Clad in a batik print sarong kebaya uniform, created by French designer Pierre
Balmain, the “Singapore Girl” also indexes an orientalist fantasy of a stereotypi-
cal “Asian femininity”. Female flight attendants selected, among other things,
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for their appearance (height, complexion, youth and slenderness) have been ex-
pected, since the 1970s, to uniformly perform the represented stereotype of the
petite and demure, warm and attentive Asian woman, who is always willing to
serve with a smile.

A significant implication of the division between public and private life is
that the domains have been kept separate and unrelated, whereas critical fem-
inists would argue for the need to view the two as mutually imbricated. Liberal
theorists have steadfastly believed that social provision of equal opportunities
to gain literacy and education is key for women’s liberty and empowerment
in societies. However, without attending to the relationship between the provi-
sion of opportunities in the public and the lived, material realities of women’s
lives in the private, the emancipatory goal is seriously misguided. Rockhill’s
(1994) study, based on life history interviews with working class Hispanic
adults learning English in Los Angeles, illustrates this point well. The main-
stream official American discourse equates communicative literacy in English
with liberty, and holds the view that because literacy programs are provided, it
is up to “rational” individuals to avail themselves of these opportunities and
rights. Conversely, non-participation or absence from sustained participation
is a reflection of individuals’ lack of motivation and unwillingness to learn,
and represent a threat to the American tradition of liberty and development.
Such a universalistic liberal view fails to recognise its own ethnocentrism, and
overlooks the situated differences of gender, ethnicity and culture. Rockhill’s
(1994) findings reveal that contrary to the official discourse, the Hispanic
adults are willing to learn English; women especially yearn to do so: “God
willing, I will learn one day” is a common refrain she found in her interviews
with them. At play, though, is a gendered politics of literacy, whereby the
extent of women’s literacy practices, including participation in schools, is
hampered by family relationships. Whereas the Hispanic men are said to “own
the public”, Hispanic women’s access to the public is constrained by the men
in their lives, who control their movements and prevent them from attending
classes for fear that an (English) educated woman would challenge their
authority or leave them. A vicious cycle for women thus is set in motion. Be-
cause women have limited access to mainstream public life, they have fewer
opportunities to acquire English, which limits the types of jobs available to
them; jobs which, in turn, do not provide opportunities to learn and use the lan-
guage confidently. For these women, the liberal concept of “right”, which
underlies the public official discourse, is alien. Instead, they experience the
learning of English as a desire which offers the promise of a way out of
their working-class lives. However, often the desire must be put aside because
the family’s needs come first. In the following excerpt, the woman reframes
the experience of success in terms of the achievements and desires of others,
and not her own:



104 Michelle M. Lazar

“I consider myself to be a successful woman because I went to the school and they
told me that my son was the best and he likes to study. That is a triumph for me. And
then, my husband says to me, ‘My work is going better and better.’ This is also a suc-
cess for me.”

The treatment of the public sphere as divorced from the private also has differen-
tial entailments for the way women may negotiate those dual spaces compared to
men. The differences were documented in another study related to the Singapo-
rean government advertising campaign that I earlier discussed (Lazar 2002). Al-
though the public and private spheres are separate, the representations show that
the negotiation between them is fairly smooth and unproblematic for men. They
could concentrate their energies full-time on their careers, without at the same
time having to assume responsibilities full-time at home as well. As shown in the
advertisements, fathers can decide on the type and the extent of their involvement
at home, which characteristically are fun and leisurely type activities with chil-
dren.3 Because the cultural assumption is that Singapore men are the primary
breadwinners, their absenteeism from home on account of their professional ca-
reers is represented as normal and expected. Note, for instance, how this is pre-
supposed by the concessive adjunct and the abstract agency in “even though my
work takes me away, my children are my hope and joy supreme”. The represen-
tations indicate the positive effect children have on fathers, but not the effect of
fathers’ absence on children. In fact, the central message is that men stand to per-
sonally and professionally benefit from having a family, as portrayed in the clauses
where through the selection of active material processes and causative construc-
tions, “family life” is the helping, enabling agent and men are the recipients:

“Family life has made my life really good.”
“It also provides stability, encouragement and support (…) Isn’t that what you need
for a successful career?”

“It’s broadened my horizon.”
“It gives you a direction, a purpose. And most of all it gives you a future.”

The negotiation between domains, however, is remarkably different for women.
Whereas for men the relationship is relatively harmonious, the analysis shows
that for women it is fraught with tension. Consider the following clauses:

“I’m really excited about parenthood, but I also love my job.”
“How will you divide your time between the kids, housework and the office?”

In the first example, the presence of the adversative conjunction cues the pre-
supposition that the two interests are mutually conflicting. In the second case,
such a question may be asked of women (but not men) because of the gendered
cultural presupposition that women are primarily responsible for the home. As
these examples show, women who work full-time outside the home also have
full-time domestic commitments, and must learn to “balance” the two (some-
thing never broached in the ads for men):
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“One of my major concerns right now is balancing family and career”.
“(…) I’m sure you’ll do very well, Lin. But do balance your career with a family.”

The representations further show that mothering (unlike fathering) requires care
work that is intensive and mundane, and neglect of the home on account of their
professional careers carries the sanction of being labelled a ‘bad’ mother. The
analysis, therefore, shows not only that the public and private spheres are gen-
dered, but that their dichotomisation is not as challenging for men (for they can
maintain and experience the public and private separately), as it is for women
(for whom the separation, and thus the balance, of the two is complex).

It is no wonder that the double-shift undertaken by women in many parts of
the world, therefore, often results in conflicts of interest and exhaustion for
them. In October 2003, the New York Magazine ran an article titled “The Opt-
Out Revolution”, in which the writer, Belkin, reported on how some profes-
sional career women in the USA were leaving the public sphere of work as a
consequence. The introduction to the article read:

Many high-powered women today don’t ever hit the glass ceiling, choosing to leave
the workplace for motherhood. Is this the failure of one movement or the beginning
of another?

The question points to the shortcomings of liberal feminism, as I have discussed,
reflected in the article of women’s dissatisfaction with public work life once they
have got there. The latter part of the question entertains the possibility that pro-
fessionally accomplished women’s rejection of the workplace, by “opting out”
of it, is the start of a new “revolution”. However, by presenting the public sphere
per se as problematic, Belkin overlooks the rigid dichotomisation between pub-
lic and private life; a separation that does not fit the lived experiences of many
women, especially mothers. In other words, that women are leaving the public
workplace is symptomatic of a structural failure, and is not simply a ‘failure’ of
(liberal) feminism that had enabled women’s entry into a domain previously de-
nied to them. Therefore, women’s exit from the public workforce does nothing
to challenge the gendered, dualistic structures of social life; indeed, it perpetu-
ates the normativeness of those structures. This then can hardly be considered a
revolution. By way of substantiating this viewpoint, I shall offer a short critique
of the “opt-out” discourse in the article. First, an analysis of the narratives of the
women whom Belkin interviewed shows that the women’s career pursuits hit a
snag in their life trajectories when they became mothers. The “resolution” in
their life stories (following Labov and Waletsky’s [1967] narrative categories) is
represented by them leaving their full-time professional careers. For example,

One night she and her husband sat down, and he asked, “What is the ultimate goal?”
“In theory”, she answered, “the goal is to become a partner” [in her law firm]
“Does your life get better or worse if you become a partner?”
“Well, financially it gets better, but in terms of my actual life, it gets worse.”
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And that is when Brokaw quit. She now cares full time for that eldest daughter, as
well the other two children who followed. “I wish it had been possible to be the kind
of parent I want to be and continue with my legal career”, she says, “but I wore my-
self out trying to do both jobs well.”

Second, the decision to leave the workforce is emphasised throughout the article
as a personal “choice”:

“This play group is the reason I feel so happy with my choice.”
“Talk to any professional woman who has made this choice”
“This is not a trap. This is a choice.”

Although having options and being able to make self-determined choices are
unarguably positive (indeed, a goal of feminism), there needs to be recognition
that structural constraints make this a limited choice, and the decision to quit un-
surprising. More importantly, from these statements as well as in the women’s
narratives, what is not questioned is that this is a choice that primarily women
make. Also unchallenged is the underlying assumption that the family is pri-
marily women’s concern. Third, the phrase “opt-out revolution” masks the fact
that not all women can choose to leave as a result of work and life conflict. All
the women interviewed were of privileged backgrounds: highly educated and
professionally successful middle-class women, with husbands earning substan-
tial incomes. Clearly the same cannot be said about women from low income
households, and who are the main or sole providers. Finally, although the women
interviewed recognised that the relationship between work and home life is dif-
ferent for women than for men (cf. Lazar 2000), their explanations were based
on essentialist arguments of biology and evolution, and a simple transference
from biological to sociological imperatives. Belkin reports on one woman’s
viewpoint:

“‘It’s all in the M.R.I.’ – of studies that show the brains of men and women ‘light up’
differently when they think and feel. And those different brains, [Sarah Amsbary] ar-
gues, inevitably make different choices”.

This goes to show the powerful hold of dominant gender ideology, which
through people’s internalisation (women and men alike), keeps entrenched the
normalcy of the gendered public/private split. Further, through such media re-
ports, the gender assumptions and stereotypes are unwittingly kept in constant
circulation, and thus are perpetuated.

4. Conclusion

Pertinent to this chapter were two interrelated social dichotomies that have been
central to issues of language and communication: the oppositional division be-
tween the public and private, and the dualistic gender organisation and entail-
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ments of that divide. Underlining the dichotomisation of the social structures
and practices, as we have seen, are asymmetrical relations of power between
women and men that are often obscured discursively as natural, commonsensi-
cal and innocuous. Yet the lived, material implications, as discussed, are very
real and profound for different groups of women. For example, in terms of
possibilities for access to and participation in literacy and educational opportun-
ities (which could enable women to achieve some measure of self-determi-
nation); having to fit into androcentrically-defined professional work-styles that
require women to accommodate their interactional behaviour accordingly;
shouldering a largely unacknowledged double-shift in the workplace and in the
home; having their experiences and unremunerated work at home made invis-
ible; and being denied an autonomous existence as a result of keeping private is-
sues off the public agenda.

As discussed, the dominant gender ideologies are enshrined institutionally
in that they are systematically regulated, but not in the sense that they are im-
posed from “out there”. Rather, the potency is in their internalisation and ac-
ceptance by both women and men in their everyday communities of practice. An
emancipatory discourse politics, therefore, is important for mobilising theory to
create critical awareness for resistance and change of existing social structures
and practices within different communities and contexts. This must be an eman-
cipatory politics that is not only alert to co-optations by dominant structures, but
also exercises critical self-reflexivity on its practices.

Notes

1 The focus of this chapter is on Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis, a perspective
at the nexus of feminist studies and Critical Discourse Analysis, which is used here
to discuss and interrogate issues of language, communication and the public/private.
It is neither the aim nor within the scope of this chapter to provide an overview
or development of the gender and language field. The reader is referred to other
sources for this, for example, West, Lazar, and Kramsrae 1997; Wodak 1997, and
Holmes and Meyerhoff 2003.

2 Additionally, “Dr” was sometimes included in the list. So, too, “Mdm”, short for
“Madam”, a title conventionally used in Singapore for and by married women who do
no adopt their husbands’ surname.

3 The association of fathering with fun and leisure has been similarly observed by Lup-
ton and Barclay (1997) and Sunderland (2002) in the British context.
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II. Language and communication in
business





5. Advertisements and Public Relations

Guy Cook

1. Definitions

Advertisements (ads) and public relations communications (PR) are difficult to
define, and the relation between them is complex and changing.

1.1. Ads

As a starting point, we might say that a prototypical ad has the following fea-
tures. It is a brief high-budget, carefully-designed, multi-modal act of com-
munication and widely-distributed through TV, posters or print. It is initiated by
a big business, and attempts to sell a product or service by associating it with de-
sirable outcomes for the purchaser, through the presentation of some positive
image, person, or fictional vignette.

Such prototypical ads are characterised by maximum exploitation of the lin-
guistic code and its interaction with other modes. The form of the linguistic
message – distinctive letter shapes, rhythm, innovative lexis and grammar, puns
and memorable phrases – is integral to the effect of the whole. A recent British
television chocolate-bar ad displayed some of these typical characteristics.
A young couple are shown sitting side by side on a beach. The woman is unwrap-
ping a Mars Bar. The man edges tentatively closer as though shy about a first
kiss. Then he suddenly leans forward and bites off the end of the Mars Bar. Up
come the punning words (written in the product’s distinctive calligraphy)

Love Bite

and then the product’s latest slogan:

Mars. Pleasure you can’t measure

Such uses of rhythm and rhyme are almost as old as advertising itself. An earlier
product slogan was

A Mars a day
Helps you work, rest and play.

And the very name “Mars Bar” has internal rhyme. This earlier slogan illus-
trates another common advertising technique, allusion to another text: in this
case the proverb

An apple a day
keeps the doctor away
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The echo is achieved both through the repeated structure (An x a day) of the first
line, and the identical rhythm of the whole.

It is ads of this kind which most readily come to mind, on which the greatest
amount of money is spent (AA 2005), and which are the subject of the majority
of academic studies of advertising language (to be discussed in detail below).

Such ads are of particular interest to applied linguistics, as we shall see. Yet
the term “advertisement” embraces acts of communication which depart from
this initial description in a variety of ways. Firstly, there is a distinction to be
made between “big ads” and “small ads”1 – numerically the largest category. In
the latter it is typically individuals rather than businesses who are selling some-
thing. Small ads are not so widely distributed, nor so often repeated as big ads,
and usually their focus is upon factual information, couched in prosaic and for-
mulaic terms, without artistic embellishment (Bruthiaux 1996) – though a no-
table sub-category is the “lonely hearts ad”, seeking a relationship, and prone to
more creative uses of language (Thorne and Coupland 1998). Secondly, among
big ads, there is a distinction to be made between those selling products or ser-
vices, and those which exhort their recipients to do something other than spend
money, such as: vote Republican, drive safely, use condoms, stop smoking, join
the army and so forth. A further departure from our initial characterisation is
that not all ads use positive images. Several high-profile campaigns, notably by
Benetton (Falk 1997), have contained very negative images: a teenage mercen-
ary soldier holding a human bone, an AIDS death, the electric chair. Then, not
all big ads occur in print or TV. They are found in all the major media, notably
including the internet and in the mail, but also, in “ambient advertising”, in un-
predictable places too. There have been ads on the side of cows, in vapour trails
in the sky, on scraps of paper looking like banknotes dropped in the back of
taxis. Lastly, it is hard to draw a line between ads and other promotional genres:
information leaflets, packaging, labels, instructions, shop signs, logos on cloth-
ing etc. There is even a sense in which any object (such as a can of Coca Cola) or
activity (playing a song) is an ad for itself.

Such broad definitions of ads raise the problematic distinction between ad-
vertising, branding and marketing, which varies depending on how these three
terms are defined. In a narrow sense, a brand is

a name, sign or symbol used to identify items or services of the seller(s) and to dif-
ferentiate them from goods of competitors.2

and famous examples would be the McDonalds golden arches or the loopy let-
tered Coca Cola.3 These logos (if that is all a brand is taken to be) appear within
adverts. But in a broader sense the brand is the whole identity of the product or
company:

A set of assets (or liabilities) linked to a brand’s name and symbol that adds to (or
subtracts from) the value provided by a product or service (Aaker 1996: 7–8)
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In this larger sense, advertising is only a constituent of the much larger activity
of branding. The relationship of advertising to marketing on the other hand is
more straightforward.

Marketing is the process of planning and executing the conception, pricing, promo-
tion, and distribution of ideas, goods, services, organizations, and events to create
and maintain relationships that will satisfy individual and organizational objectives.
(Boone and Kurtz 1998)

If we accept this definition, then advertising is a constituent of it, albeit the most
glamorous and high-profile one.

Thus ads are a particularly diverse and various genre with complicated re-
lations to other promotional activities. Any attempt to define ads precisely is
likely to be easily refuted. The principle of surprise and unpredictability which
guides their design, together with their tendency to imitate or attach themselves
to other genres, creates many problematic cases. For these reasons it is prefer-
able to talk of prototype definitions (Rosch 1977) of the kind with which I began,
rather than any checklist of defining features.4

1.2. Public Relations

PR presents similar problems for definition, and has a similar tendency to merge
with other genres. We might say for example that PR is “mostly a category of
persuasive communications done by interests in the political economy to ad-
vance themselves materially and ideologically through markets and public poli-
cy making” (Moloney 2000: 60). Yet, as Moloney also points out, any such
characterisation is inevitably fuzzy at the edges as almost any organisational
communication might come under such a heading. In addition, there is some
overlap between PR and propaganda, though the connection is either vigorously
denied or simply ignored by PR practitioners (Moloney 2000: 85–86).

Yet despite this inherent fuzziness, PR is readily recognisable, and per-
ceived as a genre. There are PR departments within organisations. It has a grow-
ing workforce, its own institutions,5 rapidly expanding university degrees, its
own journals,6 and a growing literature – both laudatory (e.g. Grunig et al. 1992)
and condemnatory (e.g. Stauber and Rampton 1995).

Given its scope and variety, it may be best to begin with a prototype as we
did with ads, and to specify certain typical – but not necessary – features. Proto-
typical PR emanates from a large business and is primarily intended to present
that organisation in a favourable light. It may do this either by talking directly
(“About Us” or “Our Mission” etc.)7 or by using some event or development
described in a press release (“McDonald’s launches new low fat Salad dress-
ings”) as a hook on which to hang positive comments (“These new choices re-
flect a wider culture of change at McDonald’s”).8 There is emphasis on the cul-
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ture of the organisation, its trustworthiness and moral responsibility, on social,
health, and environmental issues, and on responsiveness to shareholders, cus-
tomers and society in general (“the community”, “communities”) with emphasis
on listening and dialogue. The tone is conversational and familiar, though tread-
ing very carefully where there are legal implications. These emphases lead to
certain lexical and linguistic characteristics. The organisation is “we”, though it
is unclear who is included in this term (owners, managers, employees) or who is
the actual author of the PR (presumably the corporation’s PR department though
there may be quotations from the Chief Executive Officer or other company of-
ficials); the addressee is either vaguely “you” or indeterminate (see Koller, this
volume). There is frequent use of evaluative terms with positive connotations but
imprecise denotation (‘high-quality products (…) beneficial to our customers
and to the environment (…) sound and innovative science (…) thoughtful and ef-
fective stewardship’);9 intensifiers (‘we place strong emphasis on personal ac-
countability’);10 measures, comparatives and superlatives without reference
points (lower fat dressings, fewer calorie dressings); mitigators of numerals
(‘Some 10 million people shop with us each week in over 375 stores’),11 a pen-
chant for innovation (‘we aim to deliver best-in-class financial results’) and cat-
chy metaphors (contemporary university PR talks of ‘enterprise hubs, incubators
for ideas, pump-priming funding, drilling down assessments’, and ‘seed-corn re-
search’).12 Many of these favoured “PR words and constructions” can be omitted
without altering propositional content. Consider the adverb “simply” in
simply+imperative as in, for example ‘Simply tell us where you want to go.
We’ll search for the lowest fares offered (…)’.13 (Emphases added throughout.)

2. Ads and Public Relations compared

While in ads, expensive limited space and time motivate both an economical use
of language and maximum exploitation of multimodal communication, PR is in
contrast typically more verbose while less witty and creative. Its purpose is also
more general than ads, to the point of vagueness. Though the overall perlocution
is clear (to persuade the receiver to view the organisation favourably) there is
often no clear illocution in PR as there is in ads (“Buy this”, “Do that”).

Nevertheless, the boundary between the two genres is by no means always
clear, nor their relation to other related activities and genres such as sponsoring,
marketing, branding, and – more controversially – propaganda. Big ads, as they
imply a favourable view of the manufacturer, might seem in a sense to be simply
a sub-category of PR. Such a simple relation, however, belies the reality. Proto-
typical advertising is markedly different from prototypical PR: more precise,
concise, and more creative. This makes it the higher profile and probably the
more respected of the two discourses (Moloney 2000: 28) with PR following
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and learning from advertising rather than vice versa. Recently however, as many
commentators have observed, the distinction between ads and PR is shifting,
with the latter increasingly seen as a more effective part of marketing than ads,
especially when it successfully disguises its partisan nature (Moloney 2000: 100).

3. Ads and Public Relations in Applied Linguistics

Yet however we define them, two aspects of ads and PR make them of particular
interest to Applied Linguistics. First is their increasing social influence and ubi-
quity in a world where corporations are becoming ever more powerful, and
communications technology ever more sophisticated. Ads permeate all of the
mass media. PR is used extensively, not only by governments, governmental or-
ganisations and political parties (Franklin 2003) and non-governmental organi-
sations including pressure groups (Deacon 2003), but also by a vast range of or-
ganisations and individuals including monarchies, churches, universities,
schools, trade unions, celebrities and people accused of crimes (Moloney 2000:
17–18). While ads, with the exception of the “advertorial”,14 remain generally
distinct from the genres they inhabit, PR exploits the blurring of its boundary
with news and politics. News is increasingly derived from PR press releases
(Cottle 2003), and political policy increasingly dictated by PR advisers (Gold-
man 1992). Second is the fact that both advertising and PR rely heavily, though
not exclusively, upon language in order to persuade. Analysis of them is likely
to shed light on the relationship of language use and social power.

Yet an AL analysis needs to do more than describe the language of ads and
PR, and the social relations they embody. In a problem-oriented AL (Brumfit
1995: 27) of the kind adopted in this handbook, we need to specify both what the
problems are, and how solutions to them might be framed. With ads and PR,
there are in theory two possible and conflicting directions, one seeking to in-
fluence the producers, the other the receivers. A first direction would be for AL
analysis to form the basis of advice to producers on how to achieve their ends
more effectively. Two factors however mitigate strongly against this. One is the
anti-capitalist political commitment of many applied linguists which would lead
them to reject such a course of action. The other is that producers of advertising
and PR have their own research base – largely in psychology and survey tech-
niques rather than linguistic analysis (Myers 1999: 151–169) and are resistant to
outsider academic influence which they regard with some reason as generally
antagonistic. The second and more likely possible direction for AL analysis
would be to establish if and how ads and PR are persuading their audiences to
perceive organisations and products more favourably than they deserve, to re-
veal their ideological content and their effects on social and economic relations.
Having established this, AL might then contribute both to public awareness of
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this manipulation and resistance to it. In either case, AL analysis needs to be as-
sessed for its capacity to contribute to changes, either in the production of ads
and PR or their reception.

4. Ads and Public Relations research

There are broadly speaking two types of publications on ads and PR, which we
might characterise as insider and outsider. The former category, written by pres-
ent or former practitioners, comprises work aimed both at students and practi-
tioners (often of the “How to become a successful” variety) (e.g. on PR: Grunig
et al. 1992; Gregory 2000; Heath and Vasquez 2001; Oliver 2001; e.g. on ads:
Butterfield 1999; White 2000). This insider literature is marked by an implicit
approval of ads and PR, and an absence of any criticism of their manipulative
and deceptive characteristics, or of the market economy of which they are an in-
tegral part. Though there is some limited reference by this insider literature to
social and political theory (see for example Botan and Hazleton 1989), there is,
extraordinarily, very little reference to language. The outsider literature, on the
other hand, questions, to a greater or lesser degree, the ethics and politics of ads
and PR. With some exceptions,15 neither literature makes much reference to the
other. This mutual mirror-image cold-shouldering is regrettable: firstly because,
irrespective of their opposed ideological positions, both contain valuable in-
sights and descriptions; and secondly because the arguments of both might be
sharpened by an encounter with opposition (see Mautner, this volume). Both are
open to the charge of preaching only to the converted.

4.1. Research on the language of advertising

The outsider academic literature on the language of advertising may be charac-
terised as focusing to differing degrees upon one or more of the following, and
the interaction between them:

– the language of ads in itself, e.g. prosody, grammatical innovation, word-
coinage, puns and other word play, literariness, metaphor.

– the use of other semiotic systems: the paralanguage of speech (such as uses
of voice, face and body); the paralanguage of writing (such as letter and/or
character shapes, colour, size, animation and layout (see Walker 2001); non-
linguistic modes such as pictures and music; the use of different media, sub-
stances and locations (see Scollon and Scollon 2003)

– the micro social (i.e. the pragmatics of ads as acts of communication be-
tween individuals)

– the macro social (i.e. the political and ideological significance of ads).
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Research on the language of ads was initiated by Leech (1966). Drawing upon
techniques from literary stylistics and descriptive linguistics, he concentrated
upon linguistic innovation, patterning and deviation in advertising language.
His analysis, though seminal, implicitly adopts the mainstream-linguistics tenet
of the time that language, whether studied as a system or in use, can be separated
from other communicative resources. While such analysis undoubtedly pro-
vides insights into language, it is of limited value to the analysis of most adverts
as adverts (as opposed to as instances of language) as it ignores the interaction
of language choices with other semiotic systems. Arguably essential to the
analysis of any language use (Finnegan 2002; Norris 2004 Kress and van
Leeuwen 2001, 2006) the integration of text with other modes is particularly im-
portant in the analysis of ads, given that the specific semiotic choices and their
combinations are so particular to their identity, and that the visual is particularly
powerful in enticing receivers into the illusion of belonging to a credible “con-
sumption community” (Fairclough 1989: 208).

Realisation of this limitation has been a prime motive in the development of a
second approach, analysing the language in ads16 in interaction with other modes,
considered in a social and communicative context. From the 1980s onwards, there
has been a growing tendency for work on advertising language to draw to a greater
or lesser extent upon analyses from traditions outside linguistics: notably general
semiotic analyses of ads (e.g. Williamson 1978; Umiker-Sebeok 1987) and prag-
matics. But there is also recognition that these techniques for elucidating how ads
signify on a micro-social level need to be complemented by a more macro-socio-
logical analysis which sees ads as players in a larger political arena. Analyses of
the language of ads have thus increasingly drawn upon a further tradition of a
political and social critique of ads which goes back to the work of Marshall McLu-
han (1964), Erving Goffman (1979), Raymond Williams (1980) and continues
more recently in such works as Goldman (1992), Nava et al. (1997), and Cronin
(2000). Nevertheless, while the major books on advertising language which fol-
lowed Leech’s lead may be said to draw to some extent on all of these traditions,
each one is also all distinguished by a particular emphasis of its own. Geis (1982)
examines the pragmatics and propositional truth of television advertising; Vester-
gaard and Shrøder (1985) are concerned particularly with the targeting of specific
consumer groups in print ads; Cook (2001) considers the creativity, poetics and
literariness of ads; Myers (1994) deals with word choices in ads; Tanaka (1994)
uses a relevance-theoretical pragmatics approach to Japanese and British print
ads; Forceville (1996) examines how pictures and words interact to create “visual
metaphors”; Goddard (1998) presents techniques of language analysis in print ads
for school students, and Myers (1999) considers the meanings of ads in the con-
text of their production, distribution and reception.

Political analyses of advertising language can be found in works of Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) taking their cue from comments on advertising and
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consumerism in Fairclough’s seminal book Language and Power (1989:
199–211). Fairclough regards the influence of advertising as primarily ideologi-
cal, reflecting and advancing the values of late capitalism (e.g. efficiency as an
aspiration transferred from industrial to personal life), flourishing in a consu-
merist culture with increased mass communication, and “colonising” society
with “consumption communities” in which identity is defined more by what one
consumes than by other more traditional allegiances. He notes how ads are char-
acterised, like many other instances of contemporary institutional discourse, by
“synthetic personalisation”, a tendency “to give the impression of handling each
of the people handled en masse as an individual” (Fairclough 1989: 62). These
themes are taken up and amplified in later CDA analyses of ads such as Good-
man (1996: 150–16), Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999: 10–15), and Goatly
(2000: 183–213).

Though most of the work listed here (with some exceptions such as Tanaka
1994) draws its examples almost exclusively from advertising in English aimed
at English speaking countries, there is also a growing body of literature looking
at ads across languages and cultures, both in the outsider literature (e.g. Bhatia
1992; Wang 2000) and in the insider literature (e.g. Usunier 1999).

4.1.1. Public and private

The merger of public and private is taken up from a different angle in Cook
(2001) and Cook (2000), who observes how ads, like several other powerful
genres, not only mix the language of intimacy and power, but also make pri-
vate subject matter public, and are delivered in both the most public and private
places. Through selling such commodities as medicines, condoms, toilet clean-
ers, sanitary towels, deodorants, diet aids and underwear, ads are able to talk
openly about otherwise potentially taboo topics: health, contraception, sani-
tation, menstruation, food, sexual relationships, and personal self-image. Typi-
cally, in tackling such topics, they adopt the linguistic and paralinguistic features
of casual conversation. In sanpro ads, for example, almost without exception,
another woman addresses the receiver as though she were a close friend and con-
fidante in close physical proximity, using eye-contact, smiles, personal pronouns
(Freitas 2003: chapter 7). Yet while ads are encountered in private situations,
such as watching TV at home or flicking through the pages of a magazine, they
are also very public, both in the sense that they occur on other people’s TV
screens at the same time, and that they are also shown in public places (poster
ads etc.). This combination of public and private is one which ads have in com-
mon with some of the most valued discourses. Thus prayer and religious worship
also deal with intimate subjects (birth, marriage, ill health and death), and occur
also in the most private and public places (at the bedside or in the cathedral). Lit-
erature and song depict intimate events and emotions and are encountered either
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in the most intimate circumstances (the private reading of a book, the singing of
a song in solitude) or public places (the theatre, the concert stadium). The pre-
rogative of ads to enter this élite class of discourses,17 in which, through ritual,
society enables the public discussion of the most private matters, imbued with
strong evaluation and explicit or implicit behavioural guidance by the sender,
signals the degree to which ads have achieved a very high status in contemporary
society. Yet on the other hand, unlike religious and literary discourse, ads’ so-
lutions to personal problems are material. While a religious discourse might tell
us for example that our personal relationships would be enriched by faith and
prayer, or a literary discourse make us reflect more deeply upon them, so an ad
might imply that they will be enhanced by the purchase of a particular product.

Ironically this brings us full circle back to Leech’s emphasis on the linguis-
tically creative features of advertising language, for the high status of such ritual
discourses is marked by poetic uses of language (rhythm, sound patterning, rep-
etition, linguistic innovation, marked register, specialised vocabulary), obscur-
ity of meaning, discussion of vital subject matter, and the presentation of alter-
native realities. These formal characteristics are ones which advertising shares
with much literary and religious language (Cook 2000: 86–91).

4.2. Research on Public Relations language

Despite a prolific and growing insider literature on PR, reflecting its clear iden-
tity as an area of enquiry for practitioners, there are relatively few outsider ana-
lyses making specific use of the term “PR” – in marked contrast to the many
specifically about “advertising”. The absence reflects not only difficulties of
definition, which exist also for advertising, but also some contestation over
whether PR is a genuinely distinct and discrete area at all. The term “public re-
lations” may itself be viewed by critics as a PR euphemism, reifying the concept
of “public” and treating largely one-way communication as “relations”. This
imbalance between studies of ads and PR is particularly marked in the area of
language analysis, reflecting perhaps the fact that PR, being verbose, less multi-
modal, and tamer in its subject matter, is understandably less attractive to lin-
guists as an object of analysis.

There are however linguistic analyses of areas of language use which are
relevant to PR: for example Nash (1993) on Jargon, Shuy (1998) on Bureau-
cratic Language in Government and Business, Koller (2004) on Metaphor and
Gender in Business Media English, and a chapter by Goodman (1996) entitled
“Market Forces Speak English”. In addition there are more specific analyses of
aspects of PR, such as Swales and Rogers (1995) on the mission statement as a
genre, Lemke (1999) on institutional web pages, Cook (2004: 62–74) on the
presentations of genetically modified food by supermarkets and biotech com-
panies, and Mautner (2005) on “buzz-words” in higher education. Yet while
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current analyses are often only implicitly about PR, outsider research may be in-
creasing, reflecting the growing power and profile of PR itself. Even within
business studies we can find reference to “critical public relations research”
(Motion and Weaver 2005) and the theme of creativity in PR (Green 2002).
Similar themes are developed in other fields concerned with the interaction of
institutions and the public, such as health studies (Traynor 1996). Perhaps in the
future we shall see a growth of studies which do make explicit use of the term.

A key work of language analysis is Deborah Cameron’s (2000) Good to
Talk? Living and Working in a Communication Culture which examines “sty-
ling”: the training of workers in service industries, especially retail outlets and
call centres, to speak and act in designated ways, no matter how badly the cus-
tomer treats them, and no matter what their own personalities or feelings at the
time. Thus, for example, employees at Wal-Mart supermarkets swear an “oath”
that “every time a customer comes within ten feet of me, I will smile, look him
in the eye and greet him”, and McDonald’s trainees were told to answer the
question “how are you feeling today?” by saying “outstanding”, raising the
pitch of their voices and punching the air with their hands (Cameron 2000:
53–54). Cameron uses her analysis to make points of much broad relevance
to language use in contemporary society. She criticises the widespread belief,
frequently implied in PR, that “good communication” and more dialogue will
somehow heal disagreements; she shows how the growth of “language work”
and “emotional labour” has affected the roles of males and females; she argues
that communication is debased if language becomes a controlled commodity
rather than a medium for the speakers themselves.

A key work from the public relations literature is Kevin Moloney’s (2000)
Rethinking Public Relations, an informative and well argued critique arguing
for reform of PR, and highlighting a number of problems. One is the unclear
boundary between PR, news and political policy

The concerns about PR come alive when it reduces, or is perceived to reduce,
through manipulative communications popular access to three institutions which are
nearly universally viewed as important public goods. Those three institutions are
free markets which claim to give public choice and value, a political system which
claims to be democratic and representative, and a media which calls itself indepen-
dent. (Moloney 2000: 88)

A second is the lack of transparency in the sources and motives of PR statements

modern PR lends itself to debased forms because its sources are often undeclared,
making it difficult to establish the motives and intent which produce it. (Moloney
2000: 87)

and a third is the nature of the persuasion itself

The data in its messages is asserted rather than argued; reasoned persuasion is down-
played and emotional appeal is strong. (Moloney 2000: 87)



Advertisements and Public Relations 123

5. Ads and Public Relations as persuasion

Both ads and PR favour an emotional over a rational approach to persuasion,
placing – in functional linguistic terms – a greater emphasis upon the interper-
sonal than the ideational (Halliday 1973: 22–46, 1976: 19–27). Linguistically,
this is evident in a predilection for emotive and evaluative language, and, par-
ticularly in advertising, in the foregrounding of poetic effects which deflect at-
tention from the propositional content of the message. It is also evident in the
strong reliance on paralanguage (the friendly eye contact, reliable voice) and
non-linguistic modes such as music and pictures. A critical view of these em-
phases might remark that they derive from the poverty of the propositional con-
tent. There is often no particular factual case to be made for the benefits of one
product over another18 and business PR often seeks to distract from, rather than
explore, factual details about the company.

Within the PR insider literature, not surprisingly, a rather different view per-
tains, either denying the primacy of persuasion as the main function of ads and
PR, or seeing its nature in contemporary society as distinctive from earlier eras.
Yet while there are aspects of ads and PR which are specific to a consumerist,
pluralist, capitalist society with high-tech mass communication, it is debatable
whether there is anything profoundly new in the techniques (as opposed to the
content) of either as persuasive discourse. Effective persuasion has always de-
ployed similar techniques, however different the causes they espouse. Evangel-
ists and political rhetoricians have used the paralanguage of voice and body, and
rhythmic, emotional language. Ceremonies of power – such as coronations,
military parades – are thoroughly multimodal, integrating linguistic, musical,
visual, spatial, and tactile communication. Mottos (Per Ardua Ad Astra, Who
Dares Wins)19 and political slogans (Power to the People) achieve support by
their vagueness, and uncannily echo the modern slogan or strapline (Pursuing
Excellence in Education, Putting the Community First, Britain Forward Not
Back etc.).20 In all these cases, the function of the communicative event is less to
convey new information, or move social relationships forward, as to indulge in
what Goffman (drawing on Darwin) characterises as equivalent to “display” in
the animal kingdom:

the capacity and inclination of individuals to portray a version of themselves and
their relationships at strategic moments – a working agreement to present each other
with, and facilitate the other’s presentation of, gestural pictures of the claimed reality
of their relationship and the claimed character of human nature. (Goffman 1979: 7)

This raises the issue of the whether ads and PR are a substantially new phenom-
enon or merely a recent manifestation of propaganda – a term which since the
mid-20th century has had very negative connotations, largely through its associ-
ation with fascism, National Socialism and Stalinism. The insider post-war lit-
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erature on PR has inevitably argued energetically that they are not. Both have
been presented instead as an important constituent of liberal pluralist democ-
racy, and as a form of dialogue rather than one-way acts of manipulative per-
suasion: as “the planned and sustained effort to establish goodwill and mutual
understanding between and organisation and its publics” (Institute of Public
Relations, quoted in Moloney 2000: 59, emphasis added). To many this may
seem to be simply PR for PR. While ads may merit some credit for artistic
merit (Cook 2001) PR in many ways reflects the worst aspects of propaganda
with its

bias, intent to influence, high-pressure advocacy, simplification and exaggeration,
avoidance of argumentative exchange, and reluctance to give and take views. (Mo-
loney 2000: 84)

6. Conclusion

Ads and PR are both promotional activities, most prominently so for corpor-
ations and their products and services. Yet, despite many overlaps between
them, they are also different in character, and the relationship between them is
changing. Whereas in the past it was advertising which was the higher profile of
the two, and arguably the more powerful, that situation has now to a degree re-
versed. One reason for this may be that ads, being now (in most parts of the
world) a long-established genre, can be easily identified. They have lost some of
their persuasive edge, and are treated with a degree of scepticism by an increas-
ingly sophisticated and advert-literate audience.

PR on the other hand is both more recent and less distinct. Like ads it per-
meates all media, and has taken full advantage of new modes of electronic com-
munication. But being produced by its originators rather than bought out of
other outlets, it is less regulated than advertising, and less constrained by cost
and space limitations. Taking advantage of this freedom, it has become deeply
implicated in news reporting, political persuasion, to such an extent that the de-
gree of power which it exercises in the social sphere should give cause for con-
cern in supposedly democratic societies.

AL needs to respond to this situation. As noted above, while there is a
wealth of literature on advertising, there is relatively little on contemporary PR
as such. Let us hope that in the near future, applied linguists will meet this chal-
lenge by subjecting PR to an ongoing detailed and critical analysis.



Advertisements and Public Relations 125

Notes

1 This distinction relates to, but does not equate with, numerous other dichotomous
classifications such as those between “hard” and “soft sell” (Bernstein 1974: 18),
“sudden burst” and “slow drip”, “reason” and “tickle” (Brierley 1995: 116).

2 Quoted on http://www.articlehub.com/Marketing/What-Is-A-Brand.html. Accessed
19 December 2005.

3 For an outstanding critique of the power and influence of brands and logos, see Klein
2001.

4 Though see Cook (2001: 219–221) for a list and discussion of 26 features typifying
contemporary advertisements (see Appendix).

5 Such as the Institute of Public Relations in Britain and the Public Relations Society
of America in the USA.

6 Such as Public Relations Quarterly and Public Relations Review and Journal of Pub-
lic Relations Research.

7 Both very common tabs on corporate websites.
8 Both quotations in this sentence from http://www.mcdonalds.co.uk/pages/global/

dressing.html. Accessed 20 September 2007.
9 Monsanto Pledge http://www.monsanto.com/monsanto/layout/our_pledge/living_

the_pledge/creating/default.asp. Accessed 21 April 2005.
10 http://www.imperial-tobacco.com/index.asp?pageid=65. Accessed 26 April 2005.
11 http://www2.marksandspencer.com/thecompany/whoweare/index.shtml. Accessed

26 April 2005.
12 The unifying metaphor here seems to be UNIVERSITY IS FARMYARD.
13 http://svc.travelocity.com/info/info_main/0,,BUSINESSTRAVEL:EN%7CSITE_

GUIDE,00.html?source=BT&BIZTRACK=bizbottom_guide. Accessed 28 April 2005.
14 An advert which poses as a news report or article.
15 e.g. among insiders, White (2000) and, among outsiders, Cook (2001) and Myers

(1999).
16 Conversely this analysis of ads has contributed to a general trend in discourse analy-

sis away from monomodal analysis, just as ads themselves have contributed to a gen-
eral trend towards more multimodal communication in general.

17 Another candidate for this group of discourses is legal proceedings where for
example intimate sexual details are discussed in public forum.

18 In the case of formula milk powder for babies in the EU for example, the contents
of different brands is identical due to very tight regulation (Cook and O’Halloran
1999).

19 The mottos of respectively The British Royal Air Force (Latin for Through Adver-
sity to the Stars) and Special Air Service.

20 The slogans of respectively: The London University Institute of Education, Barnet
Council in London, the British Labour Party.
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Appendix

From Cook (2001: 219–221)
features which are characteristic of the materials, language and participants of ads (…)

1. ads use a variety of substances, including some which are not used in communication
elsewhere (e.g. soap, vapour)

2. ads are embedded in an accompanying discourse
3. ads are presented in short bursts
4. ads are multi-modal, and can use pictures, music and language, either singly or in

combination, as the medium permits
5. ads, in their use of language, are multi-submodal, and can use writing, speech and

song, either singly or in combination, as the medium permits
6. ads contain and foreground extensive and innovative use of paralanguage
7. ads foreground connotational, indeterminate and metaphorical meaning, thus effect-

ing fusion between disparate spheres
8. ads make dense use of parallelisms, both between modes (e.g. the pictures and music

have elements in common), and within modes (e.g. the words rhyme)
9. ads involve many voices, though they tend to be dominated by one

10. ads are parasitic: appropriating the voices of other genres, and having no indepen-
dent existence

11. ads are often heard in many contradictory ways simultaneously
12. ads merge the features of public and private discourse, and the voices of authority

and intimacy, exploiting the features which are common to these poles
13. ads make extensive use of intertextual allusion, both to other ads and to other genres
14. ads provoke social, moral and aesthetic judgements ranging from the most positive

to the most negative (they are “harmful” or “beneficial”, “bad” or “good”, “not ar-
tistic” or “artistic”). (…)

15. ads provoke controversy. (…)
16. ads have the typical restless instability of a new genre
17. ads are a discourse on the periphery of attention
18. ads constantly change
19. ads follow a principle of reversal, causing them to change many features, as soon as

they become established, to their opposite
20. ads seek to alter addressees’ behaviour but this is understood by default, and need not

occupy space or time
21. ads are identified by their position in an accompanying discourse, and need not use

space or time to establish their identity as an ad
22. ads use their space and time in an attempt to give pleasure
23. ads use code-play
24. ads answer a need for display and repetitive language
25. ads are unsolicited by their receivers
26. ads, as verbal art, are detrimentally constrained by the need to obey the orders of

their clients



6. Language and communication design in
the marketplace

Gerlinde Mautner

1. Introduction

In industrialised economies, “designed” communication is ubiquitous. The let-
terhead on your Air Miles account statement has the same colour as the flight at-
tendants’ shirts; phone the airline to book a seat and the operator will steer the
conversation along the prescribed path laid down in the Call Centre’s interac-
tional guidelines – including, you may be disillusioned to hear, a seemingly
spontaneous, rapport-building comment on what a “lovely place” you have
chosen to fly to (Thompson, Callaghan, and van den Broek 2004: 139); signage
you see in the airline’s airport lounge will be in the same font as the letterhead of
your account statement, making the cycle of “integrated corporate communi-
cation” [integrierte Unternehmenskommunikation] (Bruhn 2003) complete.
Many other organisational discourses that surround us are similarly stream-
lined. Everyday consumer goods, for example, are almost invariably “branded”,
and it is marketing communications that are “the means by which products be-
come brands” (Fill 2002: 353). Nonetheless it would be misleading to associate
language and communication design exclusively with profit generation in the
commercial sector. These days, sophisticated design is equally at home in public
and voluntary sector organisations (such as the police force, local councils,
higher education institutions, hospital trusts, and charities). Also, there are
types of language and communication design that offer very real benefits not
just to producers, but also to consumers, as is the case with, for example, design
initiatives aimed at making the World Wide Web more accessible to people with
disabilities.

The type of design process discussed in this chapter is related to, but dis-
tinct from, advertising and public relations (see Cook, this volume). In a nut-
shell, advertising promotes individual products, and PR establishes goodwill
among an organisation’s stakeholders. Although language and communication
design, as conceived here, has a role in both advertising and PR, it is not co-
extensive with either of them. It aims to standardise a wide variety of texts
and interactions, reaching beyond the narrower remit of advertising, and har-
nessing linguistic intervention to corporate goals that are broader than the pro-
motion of individual products or services. Also, whereas advertising is aimed
at external audiences (though internal ones are of course exposed to it as well),
language and communication design is instrumental in shaping a distinctive



132 Gerlinde Mautner

corporate identity and as such impacts in equal measure on both internal
and external constituencies. Public relations, on the other hand, include many
activities which are not exclusively constituted by communication, such as
sponsorship, events management, and crisis management (Pickton and Brode-
rick 2002: 493–495). The present contribution differs from Koller (this vol-
ume) by the specific focus applied. While I shall be concentrating on the im-
pact of design on texts and discourses, Veronika Koller adopts a cognitive
approach to discourse reception, investigating the impact on an organisation’s
publics.

The chapter is structured as follows. Section 2 clarifies what each of the
concepts mentioned in the title is taken to mean in the context of this particu-
lar contribution. Section 3 traces key socio-political trends that have encour-
aged language and communication design to develop and expand from its
commercial roots to the public and nonprofit sectors. Section 4 outlines several
dimensions along which different forms of language and communication de-
sign may be distinguished. In Section 5, the account shifts back to issues sur-
rounding the implementation of design schemes on an organisational and
managerial level, before turning to two case studies in Section 6, and conclud-
ing in Section 7 with a discussion of linguists’ role as critics and potential
practitioners.

2. The chapter title unpacked: Key concepts

2.1. Language and Communication

In the context of this chapter, the case for coupling language with communi-
cation, rather than using only one or the other, rests on the following arguments.
First, if we do applied research situated in social and organisational contexts,
there is clearly a need to include a purview wider than what is covered by the
purely verbal systems of meaning making which the term language commonly
refers to. Second, in the domains of application that this chapter talks about it is
communication that strikes all the right chords, not language. In the “market-
place” – the worlds of business, management consulting, and public relations –
language is associated primarily either with “foreign language” or has over-
tones of “grammar” and “correctness”. Third, the case for not using communi-
cation on its own is tied to a wish (on the part of this author and, I assume, a ma-
jority of the applied linguistics readership of this Handbook) to bolster a
linguistic agenda, with the specific theoretical and methodological competen-
cies this entails, rather than remain in the ill-defined and crowded multi-disci-
plinary space inhabited by “communication”.
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2.2. Design

I understand language and communication design to be utilitarian intervention
in texts and communicative processes, aimed at shaping discourse in the long
term. Let me examine each element of this definition in turn.

Language and communication design is “utilitarian” in the sense that it is
meant to serve a purpose that reaches beyond the actual discursive process and
textual product, and beyond any personal expressive needs the author may
have. In this, it contrasts with other consciously manipulated forms of sym-
bolic expression, such as poetry or painting. Language and communication de-
sign is not an end in itself. In the marketplace, where it is situated and which is
the domain this chapter talks about, that purpose is to attract more customers,
make a profit, enhance the image of the organisation concerned, or, put more
generally, to gain an advantage over competitors (which of these purposes is
predominant depends on the kind of organisation and on environmental factors,
both of which I shall return to in Section 5). It follows that language and com-
munication design is generally an activity undertaken by and for organisations
rather than individuals, and is directed at public not private spheres. An indi-
vidual carefully crafting personal letters, for example, would not, under this
definition, be said to be engaging in language and communication design. It is
tempting, and in most cases perfectly accurate, to see language and communi-
cation design as an “organisational discursive practice” (Iedema and Wodak
1999: 10). Yet some caution needs to be exercised with regard to hitching the
concept of design to an explicitly organisational framework, and thus to the
theoretical and interdisciplinarily complex baggage that organization carries
with it. Although the size of the organisation is one of the factors determining
how language and communication design will be implemented, large size is
not a prerequisite for language and communication design to play a role. Thus,
if we wish to call language and communication design organisational, we will
have to waive those parts of definitions of organisation which specify size – cf.
Giddens’ (2001: 346) definition, “an organisation is a large grouping of people,
structured on impersonal lines and set up to achieve specific objectives [em-
phasis mine]”. Indeed, even the smallest of economically active units, such as
one-person businesses, can and often do design their corporate communi-
cations in systematic, goal-oriented ways. In such cases the label organisa-
tional is not strictly speaking appropriate, even if one takes recourse to defini-
tions of organisation which make more modest demands in terms of size than
Giddens’.1 However, when language and communication design is carried out
within the framework of a large organisation, which it often is, it is heavily in-
tertwined with organisational structures and relationships of power, and im-
pinges on the identities of the organisation’s members. Furthermore, design, as
an institutional practice, spawns its own culture of professionalisation and “ex-
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perthood” – elements of what Fairclough (1996) refers to as the “technologi-
sation of discourse”.

The final part of my definition above – “aimed at shaping discourse in the
long term” – is intended to differentiate language and communication design
from ad hoc interventions in individual texts. Language and communication de-
sign lays down the law in specified areas of organisational communication.
Guidelines are written, templates published, sanctions for non-compliance de-
vised (and executed). Within the confines of an organisation’s discourse, lan-
guage and communication design is essentially an exercise in semiotic stan-
dardisation.

2.3. The marketplace

In this chapter, marketplace is shorthand for any public setting in which com-
petitive exchange takes place. Marketplace is a general and pre-theoretical ex-
pression which, unlike market, has no scholarly or “textbook” definition.2 From
popular Web dictionaries, marketplace emerges as vaguely synonymous with
business or trade.3

However, it would be misleading to tie the concept of the marketplace ex-
clusively to the commercial arena. Agents may be pursuing the profit motive,
but this need not be the case. In fact, one of the key socio-economic develop-
ments recently shaping the nonprofit and public sectors has been the adoption of
market-based approaches and the discourses that come with them (Mautner
2005a). As a result, the social space governed by the market, or market-like
structures, has expanded, and the rest of the public sphere – notably areas tradi-
tionally inhabited by the state and civil society – has shrunk accordingly. This is
not just a question of symbolic expansion. Pertinent though accounts of the mar-
ket as a metaphor are (Bourdieu 1991; Rigney 2001), they should not blind us to
the fact that marketisation can, mundanely, also refer to the perfectly non-meta-
phorical process of buying and selling goods at prices set by supply and de-
mand, in areas where other mechanisms, such as provision by state monopolies
and financing through taxation, used to be the norm. Effectively, the boundaries
between the various spaces that make up the public sphere are being redrawn,
with growing territorial claims falling to the market. As literal markets expand,
so does the appeal (and the conventionality) of the market as a metaphor, so that
marketised discourses can be seen to invade even those niches of the public
sphere that have not yet been marketised in a literal sense. As a result, discursive
practices originating in the commercial sector have been spreading throughout
the public sphere. Language and communication design is one of these prac-
tices.
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3. The socio-political environment

Language and communication design is not an isolated phenomenon. It is em-
bedded in, and nourished by, a cluster of environmental factors. None of these
factors can be said to “result in” language and communication design in a super-
ficially causal sense, but taken together they create the social climate in which
language and communication design has gained momentum, spreading from the
for-profit to the non-profit and public sectors. The “environmental forces” listed
by Balmer and Gray ([1999] 2003: 127) include (1) acceleration of product life
cycles, increasing the importance of strong brands which reduce customers’ un-
certainty in choosing between competing products; (2) mergers and acquisi-
tions, in which language and communication design is instrumental in forging a
brand image for the entity created by the merger; and (3) increased competition
through deregulation, privatisation, and globalisation, which makes organi-
sations rely increasingly on communication to differentiate themselves from a
growing number of competitors. Key branding strategies and tools include pre-
cise brand positioning, the development of clear brand values, and a distinctive
“Brand Tone of Voice” (Delin 2005).

In service industries, these trends are compounded by the fact that many ser-
vices consist primarily in communication. Cameron (2000) reports that in one of
the call centre training materials she looked at, operators were in fact told, “you are
the brand [emphasis mine]” (Cameron 2000: 100). In knowledge-intensive indus-
tries, there is stiff competition not only for customers, but also for highly qualified
staff, for whom the reputation of the organisation they work for, or intend to work
for, provides “a certain psychic income” (Balmer and Gray 2003: 130). Also, repu-
tations are increasingly formed by companies’ willingness to engage in corporate
responsibility initiatives (Fombrun and Shanley 1990: 239; Fombrun 1995), and
this is a strong incentive to commit to – and persuasively flaunt – schemes that pro-
mote, for example, minority rights or environmental sustainability.4

In the public and voluntary sectors, deregulation and competition have led not
only to “marketlike behaviours” (Slaughter and Leslie 1997: 11) on the part of or-
ganisations, but also to a wholesale “discursive shift” (Gewirtz and Ball 2000:
253), which both reflects and further encourages the modelling of organisations
along business lines in an environment frequently referred to as the “enterprise
culture” (Keat and Abercrombie 1991; Mautner 2005b). In this environment, a
positive image is a competitive asset, and the importance of branding increases
accordingly (Tapp, Lindsay, and Sorrell 1999). As Gewirtz, Ball and Bowe
(1995: 126) note in relation to schools facing market conditions, “the production
of signs assumes an enhanced significance” and “new semiologies” are being cre-
ated. Another environmental factor which can impact on language and communi-
cation design is the legal framework, which, in turn, is conditioned both by social
and technological developments (see Section 6.2 on Web accessibility).
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4. Dimensions of analysis

There is now a wide variety of “designed” texts and discourses, including stan-
dardised stationery, Powerpoint presentations and Web pages, forms, bills,
memos, annual reports, and signage, as well as receptionists’ and call centre op-
erators’ interactional routines. Obviously, these differ considerably in terms of
(a) which mode (spoken/written) is involved, (b) which modality (verbal/vis-
ual), and (c) which medium (e.g. face-to-face, telephone, E-mail, WWW, paper,
3D/outdoor [in the case of signage]). I shall raise issues related to each of these
dimensions below.

(a) Mode
As the list of examples above suggests, the majority of design initiatives are di-
rected at written communication. Among the most notable exceptions are
schemes to standardise the communication of staff in “call centres”, that is, cen-
tralised operations that provide customer service over the phone in industries
such as direct banking and mail-order businesses. An in-depth study of these
outfits is provided by Cameron (2000: 91–124), who calls them “communi-
cation factories”, pointing out that

the call centre regime is of particular interest because it represents an unusually thor-
oughgoing attempt to regulate many aspects of talk – indeed, to “Taylorize” it, as if it
were a kind of automated production process. (Cameron 2000: 123)

As far as cases of language and communication design in the written mode are
concerned, it is worth spelling out specifically that this not only includes genres
that the popular imagination would see as texts, but also genres almost entirely de-
void of continuous prose, such as forms, bills and bank statements, whose textual
properties are recognised by linguists, but hardly by lay language users. Increas-
ingly, these genres, too, are subjected to language and communication design. The
idea is to reduce ambiguity and improve comprehensibility as well as to exploit
their potential for projecting a positive and consistent company image. Expending
design effort on even the most mundane, formalised, and apparently factual texts
recognises that, as a communications consultancy puts it poignantly on its web-
site, “of all the communications your customers are exposed to, they spend most
time looking at bills and statements” (http://www.enterpriseidu.com/bill.htm).5

(b) Modality
Design activities may be brought to bear on elements of verbal and visual ex-
pression. Along the verbal dimension, design may be directed at (i) lexical
choice (e.g. adjusting job titles so as to reflect corporate-level marketing strat-
egies, or adapting the lexis used to the linguistic competence of particular pub-
lics), (ii) syntax (e.g. simplifying sentence structure to facilitate comprehen-
sion), (iii) text (e.g. standardising textual structure, increasing cohesion to



Language and communication design in the marketplace 137

improve coherence, or laying down rules for question-and-answer sequences in
telephone conversations).

Visual language and communication design, on the other hand, which is
generally referred to as “corporate design”, is concerned with the consistent
use of trademarks, logos, corporate colour, layout, the use of graphic design
and distinctive proprietary typography. The area of application that comes to
mind most readily are genres such as letters, memos, annual reports and the
like. However, conveying a consistent visual identity is also central to packag-
ing design, product design and environmental design, that is, the appearance of
points of sale and other physical spaces associated with the organisation (Brun
2002: 137).

(c) Medium
Which types of semiosis are available for design intervention obviously dep-
ends on the specific “affordances” (Lemke 2002), or semiotic potential, of the
medium involved in each case, and need not be elaborated here. There are four
points though that do merit attention. First, there are cases where the challenge
for language and communication design is to overcome the limitations inherent
in a particular medium. Much of the design effort that goes into telephone con-
versations, for example, is geared towards making up for the limited affordance
of the auditory channel, which means that operators’ oral communication is the
only way in which the desired brand image can be conveyed (Cameron 2000:
100). Second, where many different media are employed simultaneously, we
find both overlapping and complementary affordances. Accordingly, some de-
sign features will be shared (such as the use of a company slogan as a running
head in an annual report), and others unique (such as the animation of that slo-
gan on the company website). Third, the Internet not only offers corporate text
producers unique opportunities for communication design, but also empowers
users by giving them equally unique opportunities to substitute their own de-
sign. So-called “cascading style sheets” (Vassallo 2003) enable disabled users
to override Web sites’ original style and customise them to suit their specific
needs (e.g. with clearer layout or larger fonts).

Finally, advantages in word processing, computer graphics, presentations
software and web design have made the tools for language and communication
design not only more sophisticated, but also more accessible to individuals,
small businesses and charities. On the upside, these groups too can now profes-
sionalise their communications in ways that used to be the reserve of large and
powerful organisations. On the downside, the availability of these resources de
facto increases the pressure to use them, and organisations with outdated hard-
ware, a shortage of funds and/or an insufficient skills base among their staff are
likely to lose out. This mirrors, on an organisational level, the general patterns
of disadvantage referred to as the “digital divide”.6
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Separating out individual modes, modalities and media helps coming to
terms analytically with the diversity of the field, but it should not obscure the
fact that in reality the language and communication design practiced by any one
organisation is generally a highly complex and multi-dimensional undertaking.
Many things will be going on at the same time – from interactional training for
switchboard operators to the development of a design manual for annual re-
ports, to name just two examples. Organisations intent on conveying a unified
brand image will make sure that different design activities do not remain com-
partmentalised and diverse, but are brought together, streamlined, and diffused
throughout the organisation. Also, language and communication design should
be in sync with other aspects of corporate strategy and contribute to what is
known as integrated (corporate or marketing) communication (Kotler 1991:
781; Schultz, Tannenbaum, and Lauterborn 1996; Kitchen 1999: 89–110; Pick-
ton and Broderick 2002; Balmer and Gray 2003; Bruhn 2003; van Riel 2003:
165).7 For multinational companies (MNCs) a key strategic question is how
much to integrate their communications across different national subsidiaries,
and in the face of conflicting evidence about the convergence versus divergence
of organizational structures, cultures, and communicative practices (Stohl
2001). In terms of responses, the two opposing ends of the spectrum are global
standardisation, yielding to “company-level centripetal forces”, and local adap-
tation, reacting to “centrifugal country-level forces” (Pickton and Broderick
2002: 130). In between, there is a gamut of strategies responding in varying de-
grees to global similarities and local specifics of the cultural and competitive en-
vironment, the oganisation, the brand, and the product.8 The dovetailing of glo-
bal and local approaches is neatly captured in the notion of “glocalisation”
(Robertson 1995; Melewar and Saunders 1999; Koller 2007).

5. Broader organisational and human resource issues

In Section 2, I referred to language and communication design as “utilitarian in-
tervention”, hinting only briefly at what the utility was, and what it implied
within a larger organisational framework. Having surveyed, in Section 4, key
dimensions along which manifestations of language and communication design
may be analysed, I would now like return to these broader organisational issues.

The imputed relevance of language and communication design rests on the
assumption that “consistency in communication is one of the crucial factors in
increasing success with corporate communication” (van Riel 2003: 169). If con-
sistency contributes to success, and language and communication design im-
proves consistency, then language and communication design contributes to
success. Cogent though it is, the syllogism should not tempt one to skirt under-
lying questions which a critical appraisal of language and communication de-
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sign ought to address. From an applied linguistics perspective it is crucial to ask,
for example, who is in charge of planning and implementing this consistency?
In the corporate communications literature, this question is often backgrounded,
with agency being obscured through the familiar techniques of nominalisation,
passivisation and the use of collective and non-human agents – witness state-
ments such as “Organisations are aware of the dangers of fragmented communi-
cation”, and “the clear trend now to strive towards an increase in the mutual
cohesion of all forms of communication” (van Riel 2003: 164).

In practice, the “orchestration of communication at a holistic company
level” (van Riel 2003: 169) is planned, executed and monitored by communi-
cations professionals who are either affiliated to a specialised communications
division or else part of individual functional divisions, such as marketing, pub-
lic relations, or investor relations. These, in turn, are likely to outsource some
elements of the design process to consultancies and agencies (Daymon
1999: 76). In so far as corporate communication, and language and communi-
cation design as part of it, is more than a purely operational matter but also has
strategic implications (Balmer and Gray 2003: 131) for the creation of brand
image, the involvement of top-level management is crucial and increasingly
the norm. As one executive said of public relations management, it “has rock-
eted up the corporate agenda” and now “sits ever more close to centre stage on
the boardroom agenda” (Sandler 2003). This is equally true of public sector or-
ganisations, such as universities (see Section 6.1 and Mautner 2002) and even
schools, about which Gewirtz, Ball and Bowe (1995: 126) report that “head-
teachers appear to be taking more control over the processes of semiotic pro-
duction”.

A related question of key interest to the applied linguist is how the language
and communication design that is instigated and approved by top management,
and developed by a central planning division, is then made to cascade down,
through various reporting lines, to the communications “coal face”, that is,
those people who are routinely engaged in customer contacts. The main vehicles
for the dissemination of language and communication design are memos, manu-
als, electronic templates, and staff training (both at induction level and in-ser-
vice).9 Implementation is secured by surveillance, assessment, and, in the case
of non-compliance, sanctions. The precise nature of all of these directive mech-
anisms will obviously vary according to the organisation’s structure and corpo-
rate culture, and according to which aspect of language and communication is
subjected to design efforts. In a call centre, staff training materials are likely
to include detailed instructions for interactional routines (Cameron 2000:
103–104) as well as techniques to control emotion and build rapport with the
customer (Thompson, Callaghan, and van den Broek 2004: 139). In a university
environment, on the other hand, staff training in oral communication skills is
still the exception rather than the rule. Characteristically, one of the communi-
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cations guidelines examined in Section 6.1.2, from the University of Bristol,
says in relation to the communicative side of customer care, “it would be un-
realistic to advocate a programme of formal training” – a comment that would
sound very odd indeed in a commercial environment.

Finally, focussing on the point of “delivery”, where a member of the organi-
sation interacts through designed language with a person from outside, we need
to ask what this involves for those whose language is being modelled according
to top-down demands. Again, it is call centre work that throws these issues into
particularly sharp relief. Korczynski et al. (2000: 670) argue that such forms of
work “are informed by dual and potentially contradictory logics – of customer-
orientation, on the one hand, and of efficiency and rationalisation, on the other”.
As organisations in the public and non-profit sectors adopt the practices and dis-
courses of service industries, they, too, will increasingly face the tensions in-
herent in a “customer-oriented bureaucracy” (Korczynski et al. 2000: 670).

Quite generally, and even where the discourse involved is less immediate
and intimate than one-to-one oral communication, it has to be borne in mind that
language and communication design subjects what is a hugely personal aspect
of human behaviour to managerial command and control, supplanting what is
individual and diverse with something that is collective and uniform. When
such control is exercised in organisations whose members are not used to being
“managed” at all, the effect is compounded. In Section 6.1, the close-up on lan-
guage and communication design in universities will elaborate this point.

6. Close-up: Two examples of language and communication design

In this section, I am looking at two examples of language and communication
design: one where the overarching function of language and communication
design is to project a consistent brand image; and one where language and
communication design is to ensure equality of access to information. They have
more in common than may appear at first sight. For one thing, although their
goals differ, they draw essentially on the same repertoire of interventionist
moves (though which items are actually selected from the repertoire is likely
to differ). Also, their functions – ostensibly “competitive” in one case, and
“altruistic” in the other – should not be pigeonholed so easily. As I shall dem-
onstrate below, language and communication design for improved web accessi-
bility also has commercial relevance. Finally, they are related in that they are
both examples of language and communication design at a formative stage, and
are thus better suited than fully routinised and institutionalised forms of lan-
guage and communication design to bring to the fore the socio-political and dis-
cursive processes involved.
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6.1. University branding

6.1.1. The socio-political context

In higher education, the emergence of centralised language and communication
design reflects the growing importance of marketing in this sector (Kotler and
Fox 1995), a development which has arguably gone furthest in the United States
(Kirp 2003). As governments have reduced funding and introduced deregu-
lation, universities, like other public and nonprofit institutions, have been ex-
posed to competition in the marketplace. They compete for public and private-
sector funds, sponsorship deals, first-rate faculty, and the best and/or wealthiest
students. Many universities have also established so-called “spin-off” com-
panies in order to market research-based, knowledge-intensive products and
services, and have thus entered into direct competition with commercial rivals.
It is against this background that “corporate branding”, which “is about creating
differentiation and preference” (Melewar 2003: 206), is considered to be as im-
portant for universities as for commercial organisations.

Nevertheless, marketing and the streamlining of external communications
that goes with it still do not sit easily with traditional academic cultures and
values. Although the days are long gone when a university could be described,
facetiously though aptly, as “a series of separate schools and departments held
together by a central heating system” (Kerr 1964: 20),10 vestiges of a strong
sense of individual, departmental, and disciplinary independence remain.
Used to the de-centralised, collegial styles of governance typical of “loosely
coupled organisations” (Weick 1976), faculty still tend to bristle at the idea
that their vice-chancellor, rector or dean is now a powerful chief executive of-
ficer rather than what he (or, much less likely, she) used to be, a rather remote
ceremonial figure-head – or “old fogey academic”, as Prichard and Willmott
(1997: 289) irreverently label the type. The “dull but worthy administrator
who supported the professional”, Parker and Jary (1995: 324) point out, “be-
comes the dynamic leader-manager who directs and inspires other profes-
sionals”. Joined by others in a senior executive team, these new “manager-aca-
demics” (Deem 2003) can and do exercise strategic leadership for the whole
organisation. The impact on organisational communication is profound and
keenly felt by all those affected. As a complex, centrally controlled branding
machinery falls into gear, individual organisational units need to brace them-
selves for persistent intrusions from top-down language and communication
design initiatives.

On the level of organisational structure, the drive towards homogenised ex-
ternal communications has led to the creation of dedicated administrative units
whose sole purpose it is to devise and implement communication strategies, de-
velop marketing campaigns, liaise with the media, and monitor the execution of
language and communication design schemes. These units – headed by com-
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munications professionals with job titles such as corporate communications of-
ficer – generally report directly to the highest echelons of university manage-
ment.

Although such streamlined brand management and concomitant language
and communication design is fast becoming the norm, implementation across
the sector as a whole is still patchy. It is not unusual for the homepage of the uni-
versity and its central management units to sport slickly professional, uniform
design, while individual departments hang on to idiosyncratic forms of presen-
tation, with only minimal deference to university-wide design templates.11

However, given the sector-wide push for consistent branding, it is highly prob-
able that the homogenising forces will eventually prevail.

6.1.2. Areas of intervention

At present, language and communication design in universities is confined to
the written mode and visual modality. Typically, the media and genres involved
are websites, newsletters, prospectuses, posters, invitation to events, stationery,
and public signage. The main thrust is to harmonise the use of fonts, layout, col-
ours, and logos. Management may still decide to allow departments some lee-
way in preserving their individual visual identity, but whatever freedom is
granted is likely to be tightly regulated, with guidelines specifying exactly
where a department logo is allowed to go, how big it can be, and so on.

There are not, as yet, similar trends towards streamlining oral communi-
cation, and interactions between staff and students, face-to-face and by tele-
phone, are still a design-free zone, just as lexical choice (and with it, tone of
voice) remains unregulated in 1:1 written communication. However, in certain
domains at least, even that may change. While it would clearly be dysfunctional
to attempt to homogenise oral interactions between faculty and students in tu-
torial or pastoral contexts, a good case can and probably will be made for delib-
erate interventions in the text and talk at the centre of service encounters. With
students increasingly expecting to be treated as “customers” (inappropriate
though the metaphor may be),12 university management will feel increasingly
compelled to make staff project a customer service ethos through consistently
adhering to discursive choices decreed from above. In staff-student interactions,
tight call-centre routines may be a long way off, and mindlessly routinised
exchanges of the have a nice day variety would certainly be considered quite
inappropriate. At the same time, there is some evidence, albeit scarce and
anecdotal at this stage, that universities are beginning to nudge language and
communication design into hitherto unregulated areas. Bristol University’s
Communications & Marketing Strategy, for example, includes a section headed
“Precinct enhancement and customer care” which notes that “there is at least an-
ecdotal evidence that standards of customer care are not uniformly high across
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the University” (University of Bristol 2002/03: 45). Moving on to suggestions
for improvement, the paper argues (University of Bristol 2002/03: 46) that

it would be unrealistic to advocate a programme of formal training. However, it
would be helpful to the image of the University if it were taken as read that people
should be treated with courtesy and consideration at all times. One practical step that
some departments might wish to take would be to review any standard letters they
send – for example, to applicants who are refused a place.

Between the carefully crafted lines, with their distancing, low-affinity modals13

(“it would be helpful if it were taken as read […]; one practical step departments
might wish to take would be to”) we can sense that the university’s communi-
cations professionals have identified a very real problem. What is more, they
obviously recognise the role that “frontline” communications play for the cre-
ation of a positive image. Tightening the screws on visual identity guidelines is
not the end of the story; if anything, it is only the beginning.

6.1.3 Compliance and enforcement

The strategies, principles and practices that universities have adopted for lan-
guage and communication design are enshrined in official guidelines, adminis-
trative memos, manuals and other such documents,14 which acquire normative
force because they are endorsed by management. Compliance by faculty can be
reluctant – witness the off-the-record comments by a British colleague of mine
who, jokingly but with acerbic irony, referred to his university’s Communi-
cations and Marketing Services as “the brand police”.

Indeed, protracted arguments between vice-chancellors and professors over
what a department’s headed notepaper should look like are not unknown. In
spite of the aura of quaint pettiness that hangs over such bickering, it is a surface
symptom of a deeper problem – formerly independent agents having to adjust to
centralised managerial control, in matters as closely linked to professional iden-
tity as presentation to external audiences. However, with reluctance or indiffer-
ence (though rarely enthusiasm), most academics have now accepted that lan-
guage and communication design is here to stay and, if anything, will be made
more streamlined and more pervasive as universities become ever more thor-
oughly enmeshed in both the practices and communicative conventions that rule
the marketplace. Academics are also likely to be aware that, no matter how par-
ticipative and conciliatory their vice-chancellor’s or rector’s style of leadership
may be, non-compliance with the university’s marketing policy, of which lan-
guage and communication design is a core element, will not be tolerated for
long. If nothing else, they will, eventually, succumb to the supremely persuasive
force of resource allocation – further proof, if proof was needed, that the en-
forcement of homogenised discourse is fundamentally an issue of power.
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6.2. Web accessibility

6.2.1. The socio-political context

Web accessibility improvement is a case of language and communication design
being driven mainly by legislation and codes of practice. The relevant pieces of
legislation in the US and the UK are, respectively, Section 508 of the Rehabili-
tation Act of 1998 (applying to Federal Government websites)15 and the Dis-
ability Discrimination Act (DDA) of 1995.16 As is the nature of such acts, they
contain only very general provisions about information access for people with
disabilities, and it is up to government departments, pressure groups and organi-
sations such as the World Wide Web Consortium (http://www.w3.org) and Eu-
roaccessibility (http://www.euroaccessibility.org) to flesh out the general legal
provisions with detailed guidelines for design practices.17

At present, implementation of language and communication design for Web
accessibility is still in its infancy. In a study carried out in 2003, the UK Disabil-
ity Rights Commission found that 81 per cent of websites did not in fact fulfil
even the most basic accessibility requirements (Disability Rights Commission
2004b: 9).18 This means lost opportunities on all sides. From a disabled person’s
point of view, being empowered to engage in the full range of economic trans-
actions is as important as exercising citizen’s rights. From a producer’s point of
view, aside from any social responsibility issues and legal pressures, widening
access to web pages means more potential and actual customers (Sloan et al.
2000: 213).19 As both the importance of the Web as a communications channel
and public awareness of disability rights continue to grow, it will make more
and more sense for organisations, with a view to boosting both image and sales,
to design their websites with accessibility in mind.

6.2.2. Areas of intervention

According to the Web Accessibility Guidelines developed by the World Wide
Web Consortium (W3C), the goal of their design principles is to make Web con-
tent (1) “perceivable”, (2) “operable”, (3) “understandable” and (4) “robust”
(World Wide Web Consortium 2004). Of these four, it is the first three that are
relevant from a semiotic rather than purely information technology point of
view.20 Satisfying the criterion of perceptibility is essentially about assessing,
adjusting and changing the nature of multimodality to suit the needs of users un-
able to process certain types of information. For example, “text alternatives”
need to be provided which can then be converted into whichever format the dis-
abled user can access (such as audio or Braille) with the help of “assistive tech-
nologies”. The complex multimodality of hypertext is disentangled, its layers of
meaning-making separated out, and then reassembled in ways that suit specific
disabilities. If colour, for example, is functional but cannot be processed by a
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user, then whatever meaning it conveys has to be separated from colour as its
carrier, and made available without colour. The second criterion, operability, in-
cludes some technical issues (such as the use of variable input devices), but also
some that are related to information processing, such as a guideline against
time-outs, so that users with reading, learning or motor-control disabilities can
control the speed at which they read and interact. Finally, the third criterion,
“understandability”, informs several guidelines intended to clarify and disam-
biguate discourse through intervention at various levels of linguistic organi-
sation – including lexis (e.g. “avoid jargon”), cohesion (e.g. “making clear pro-
noun references”, “indicating logical relationships between phrases”), syntax
(e.g. “using the simplest sentence forms consistent with the purpose of the con-
tent”) and macro-structural issues (e.g. “developing a single topic or subtopic
per paragraph”, “providing summaries to aid understanding”, “organize content
consistently from ‘page to page’”) (World Wide Web Consortium 2004).

6.2.3. Compliance and enforcement

At present, compliance with the W3C Web Accessibility Guidelines is voluntary.
However, legal enforcement will no doubt gain momentum soon. In the UK, there
is no reported case law yet on the provisions of the Disability Discrimination Act
(1995) being applied to websites, but there is “a very strong anticipation that any
future case law will support this interpretation of the Act” (Disability Rights
Commission 2004b: 4). Sloan (2001), too, argues that “a disabled person could
bring an action under the Act” (Sloan 2001: 19), while also acknowledging that:

it is only through the power of the media and potential damage to a high profile ser-
vice provider’s goodwill that a culture change will actually be initiated and an ac-
cessible Web site will become the expected standard (Sloan 2001: 20).

This is where language and communication design for web accessibility and for
branding, described in Section 6.1, can be seen to have more in common than
might initially have been supposed. What they share, over and above certain
technicalities of the design process, is the potential they have for impacting on
organisations’ publicly projected image and reputation.

7. Summary and conclusion

This chapter has explored the role which language and communication design
plays in organisations operating in a market or under market-like conditions.
Developments that have contributed to the rise of language and communication
design include accelerated product life cycles, increased merger activity, de-
regulation, privatisation and globalisation.
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When examining individual instances of language and communication de-
sign, key dimensions of analysis are mode, modality and medium. Also, one
needs to address the implications for organisational structure and culture. These
are particularly salient when organisations are in transition, with the distribution
of power shaken up and members’ roles and identities left in a state of flux. Uni-
versities adapting to a competitive environment, and adopting language and
communication design schemes as part of top-down branding initiatives, are a
case in point. That certain types of language and communication design can
benefit the customer as well as enhance the organisation’s image is illustrated by
interventions aimed at making Web sites more accessible, particularly to people
with disabilities.

In society generally, a paradigm shift has been occurring. Sections of the
public sphere that used to be under the influence of the state or civil society are
increasingly being governed both by forces characteristic of markets (the law of
supply and demand, as well as competition) and by cognitive, social and discur-
sive practices following in their wake: adherence to the economic principle,
a preoccupation with quantifiable outputs, and the large-scale adoption of mana-
gerial discourse. That language is subjected to design interventions – and, in the
process, functionalised, homogenised, and commodified – is a symptom of this
paradigm shift. Through a process of “dialectical internalization” (Fairclough
2003: 22), it is also one of its causes, contributing its share to marketisation by
reinforcing market-oriented perspectives on practices, roles and identities.

In this context, issues of power loom large. The ability to impose design on
language and communication is a function of agents’ symbolic capital (Bour-
dieu 1991: 72). Typically, in organisations, such capital is conferred on individu-
als by management positions. Conversely, less powerful agents who conform to
design rules imposed by managerial fiat are likely to accumulate more social
capital than those that do not. Towing the line pays off handsomely all round.
Vis-à-vis management, complying with language and communication design
schemes marks you off as obliging and supportive of organisational goals. In the
organisational environment, language and communication design contributes to
an image of professionalism and, ideally, promotes a consistent corporate brand
distinguished clearly from competitors. Both inside and outside the organi-
sation, social capital is often converted into monetary capital (e.g. in the form
of increased budgets or profits) so that symbolic and financial power in fact
converge. However, some doubts are in order as to whether all language and
communication design schemes do, in fact, make a sustainable contribution
to organisational success. Call centre talk, for example, with its heavily pre-
scribed, impersonal interactional routines, operates according to the logic of
short-term cost-effectiveness, when it may in fact make sounder business sense
to prioritise factors that pay off in the long term, such as customer satisfaction
and loyalty.
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An account of language and communication design would be incomplete if
it did not address the ethical dimension. Is it “good” or “bad” to design language
and communication? Can language and communication design be accommo-
dated within the framework of a broader “organizational communication ethics”
(Seeger 2004)? How (un)comfortably does language and communication design
sit with a critical research agenda, how well does it resonate with people
brought up on a diet of anti-capitalist critique, and is it something that linguists
should be actively involved in?

In principle, applied linguists are well positioned to put their expertise to
both emancipatory and conformist uses. We can study design mechanisms in
order to bolster resistance against them, or to help maximise the efficiency of
their application. Which role any one linguist might prefer in a given situation
will depend as much on his or her Weltanschauung (“worldview”) as it does on
the merits of each case, which could be determined by the answers to questions
such as: what does a particular instance of Weltanschauung aim to achieve?
Which agenda does it promote, and whose position does it help strengthen?
There are echoes here of the debate on political correctness. In both cases, we
find that one and the same type of “linguistic engineering” can be put to different
uses which can be judged quite differently, depending on the ideological stance
of whoever makes the judgement (cf. Johnson, Culpeper, and Suhr 2003: 30–31).

Clearly, not all design interventions are a capitalist ruse intended to foist a
corporate persona on dependent individuals. There are scenarios in which lan-
guage and communication design protects the vulnerable; where, for example,
the creativity of people writing for the Web is curbed in order to make sure that
users with cognitive disabilities find Web documents easier to understand;
where strict interactional guidelines are given to shopping mall security guards
about how to address ethnic minority shoppers; and where university staff are
trained how to be courteous when talking or writing to students. If guidelines
protect people against verbal abuse and racism, we are unlikely to say about a
security guard what Cameron says about the call centre worker, that he or she “is
not the ‘stylistic agent’ and does not ‘own’ the style s/he adopts” (Cameron
2000: 101) even though this is, technically, as true of the security guard exposed
to language and communication design as of the call centre operator. It is not the
design processes as such that are laudable or reprehensible, but the social goals
they help achieve.

There is no doubt that a certain amount of tension is inevitable between the
linguist-as-critic and the linguist-as-consultant. Apart from having to ask them-
selves, on a case-by-case basis, whether they are willing to put their expertise
actively to the service of particular social goals, linguists will have to adjust,
among other things, to the shorter time frames and reduced level of detail that
distinguishes corporate from academic work. Yet, as several authors have ar-
gued (Sarangi and Roberts 1999: 40; Grant and Iedema 2005: 56), it is possible
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to straddle the divide between critical and pragmatic approaches, opening up
opportunities for integrated projects which address organisations’ practical
tasks and problems, while also leaving researchers’ scholarly integrity intact.

Notes

1 Cf. Gibson, Ivancevich, and Donnelly (1994: 5), “An organization is a coordinated
unit consisting of at least two people who function to achieve a common goal or set
of goals [emphasis mine]”.

2 Market, on the other hand, does. In economics, market is defined as “a mechanism
through which buyers and sellers interact to determine prices and exchange goods and
services” (Samuelson and Nordhaus 2005: 26). In marketing it stands for “the set of
actual and potential buyers of a product” (Kotler et al. 2002: 10). Both definitions in-
clude elements relevant to the issues under discussion here, but would have been too
specific. Hence the preference in this chapter for the less technical term marketplace.

3 One source defines it as “the world of commercial activity where goods and services
are bought and sold” (http://www.wordwebonline.com/en/MARKETPLACE),
another as “a set of trading conditions or the business environment” (http://www.
freesearch.co.uk/dictionary/marketplace; both accessed 1 September 2005).

4 See Skulstad (this volume).
5 Accessed 11 February 2005.
6 The “digital divide” refers to inequality of access to information technology. The

lines along which the world is digitally divided include geographic location, gender,
ethnic origin and other sources of social exclusion (Kendall 1999: 63 and http://
www.digitaldividenetwork.org/). For a discussion of the digital divide in relation to
people with disabilities, see Waddell (1999).

7 According to Kotler (1991: 781), integrated marketing communications is “[t]he
concept under which a company carefully integrates and co-ordinates its many com-
munications channels to deliver a clear, consistent and compelling message about the
organisation and its products”. It seems fairly typical of marketing textbook dis-
course for Kotler to name the channels as the object of managerial intervention rather
than the people using them, or the language they use. While the concept of integrated
marketing communications has recently gained wide currency, doubts have also
been voiced, on the basis of empirical research, about its actual application in prac-
tice (Hartley and Pickton 1999: 98–100; Stuart and Kerr 1999: 177).

8 Pickton and Broderick (2002) identify four key strategies: a global strategy, assum-
ing a high degree of homogeneity between the cultures involved; a global niche strat-
egy, which is based on cross-cultural similarities between sub-groups (e.g. students);
a multinational strategy, which adapts communications to each foreign market; and a
customisation strategy, which follows the assumption that both inter- and intra-cul-
tural differences are high (Pickton and Broderick 2002: 130–131).

9 On dissemination see Oberhuber (this volume).
10 Kerr (1964: 20) attributes this remark to “Hutchins” (presumably, the educator

Robert Maynard Hutchins, 1899–1977) without giving a source. As a google search
shows, the quote is now frequently (and it would seem, wrongly) attributed to Kerr.
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11 At the time of writing (February 2005), the website of the University of Bristol is a
good example of how the implementation of “corporate” design can vary between
the centrally managed organisational core and the departmental periphery. Some of
its schools and departments, such as the School of Chemistry (http://www.chm.bris.
ac.uk/) use the same template as the university homepage (http://www.bris.ac.uk/);
others, such as the Department of Philosophy (http://www.bris.ac.uk/Depts/Philos-
ophy/index.html) and the Department of Physics (http://www.phy.bris.ac.uk/) do
not; and a third group, such as the Department of Italian (http://www.bris.ac.uk/
Depts/Italian/) display the university logo, but have nothing else in common with the
main university homepage. In a strategy paper (University of Bristol 2002/03), the
university’s Communications & Marketing Services recognise that their Web pres-
entation is “a mish-mash of different styles” (p. 21), and go on to outline a project for
web development aimed at the “separation of design and content”. That is, design
is supposed to be standardised, “safeguarding the overall look and feel of the site”
and “creating consistency” (p. 22), but content “should be generated, updated and
‘owned’ by those closest to the subject matter” (p. 23).

12 Cf. McMillan and Cheney 1996.
13 On the affinity of modal verbs, see Fairclough (1993: 148).
14 For an example from the US, see Stanford’s Design Guidelines (http://www.stanford.

edu/group/identity, accessed 25 January 2005), from the UK, the afore-mentioned
Visual Identity Guidelines from the University of Bristol (http://www.bris.ac.uk/
cms/pro/visualidentity/, accessed 24 January 2005), from Canada, the Logo Usage
Standards of the University of Calgary (http://www.ucalgary.ca/mp2003/logo,
accessed 31 January 2005) as well as the guidelines related specifically to the Uni-
versity of Calgary’s Haskayne School of Business, published, appropriately, under
the heading Managing the Haskayne Brand (http://www.haskayne.ucalgary.ca/
about/brand, accessed 31 January 2005).

15 Even so, Section 508 “is expected to act as a significant driver in raising the import-
ance of accessibility in the commercial IT sector, particularly for companies wishing
to secure federal contracts” (Sloan et al. 2000: 213).

16 The latter has also been followed by a code of practice published by the Disability
Rights Commission (2002). Furthermore, educational institutions, whether public or
private, are covered by a 2001 amendment to the DDA, the Special Educational
Needs and Disability Act (SENDA). For an audit of UK academic websites with re-
gard to compliance with SENDA, see Witt and McDermott (2004).

17 The current version (2.0) of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines published by
the World Wide Web Consortium is available at http://www.w3org/TR/WCAG20
(accessed 1 February 2005).

18 Davis (2002: 361) reports a similar percentage for Internet-based health information.
Only 19 per cent of the home pages investigated satisfied the accessibility criteria of
the World Wide Web Consortium.

19 The spending power of the disabled community is currently put at £50 billion for
the UK (according to Catherine Casserley, a Senior Legislative Advisor for the UK
Disability Rights Commission, quoted in Disability Rights Commission 2004a), and
$ 220 billion for the US (according to a marketing study conducted in 2003 by the
National Organization on Disability and reported on their website at http://www.nod.
org/marketing/index.cfm, accessed 2 February 2005).
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20 The fourth, “robustness”, refers to compatibility with “current and future technol-
ogy” (World Wide Web Consortium 2004), and need not concern us here.
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7. Identity, image, impression: Corporate
self-promotion and public reactions*

Veronika Koller

1. Corporate communication in the public sphere

Despite its stated aim to identify and denaturalise the ways in which dis-
course constructs and maintains power asymmetries in society (van Dijk 1993;
Fairclough and Wodak 1997), Critical Discourse Analysis has a curious ten-
dency of largely overlooking that sector of the public sphere where the most,
and the most unequally distributed, power is amassed today, i.e. the corporate
sector and its discourses.1 By leaving corporate discourse largely unchallenged,
critical researchers leave corporate voices in a position to shape the public
sphere to an ever greater extent and thus contribute to the power asymmetries
they set out to remedy. In this chapter, I will adapt the three-fold model of text,
interaction and social context developed within Critical Discourse Analysis to
account for how corporate authors project images of their company into the pub-
lic sphere, and for how far texts by employees and customers show these stake-
holders to accept that image. To this end, I will analyse a mission statement and
look at the practices of production, distribution and reception surrounding it.
The analysis will also extend to employees’ and customers’ blogs to ascertain
possible explicit recontextualisations of the mission statement and implicit re-
liance on its concepts. In this way, I attempt to give an account of the perceived
power status of corporate elites and their stakeholders, and of the textually me-
diated relations between them.

2. Literature review: Work on corporate discourse

The area of corporate discourse that has received most attention from linguists,
often in tandem with management and organisational theorists,2 is companies’
and other institutions’ internal spoken and written communication, also referred
to as organisational discourse (Mumby and Clair 1997; Iedema and Wodak
1999, 2005; Jablin and Putnam 2001; Grant et al. 2004). While the study of or-
ganisational discourse in general is characterised by combining concepts from
sociology, philosophy, psychology and semiotics at a high level of theoretical
abstraction, increasing specificity in the area usually goes hand in hand with an
increased focus on empirical data and/or practical application (see Koester 2004
for a practically oriented analysis of a wide variety of business discourses and
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genres). Thus, work with a specific research interest such as intercultural busi-
ness communication (Candlin and Gotti 2004) or gendered discourse in an or-
ganisational context (Kendall and Tannen 1997, Holmes 2006, Mullany 2007),
while still covering a broad range of genres and media, typically applies theory
to empirical data analysis rather than engaging in theory development. This
trend continues when one looks at the possible sub-division of spoken and
written genres in corporate discourse (see Iedema 2003 for a multi-modal analy-
sis). Research into spoken genres in organisational discourse continues to be in-
fluenced by Boden and Zimmerman’s (1991) as well as Drew and Heritage’s
(1992) seminal works. In harnessing conversation analysis and the ethnography
of communication as methods to investigate talk in professional settings, these
early anthologies provided an influential toolkit for researchers interested in
spoken organisational genres (Boden 1994; Sarangi and Roberts 1999) and its
various aspects such as intercultural communication (Bargiela-Chiappini and
Harris 1997a; Yuling, Scollon, and Scollon 2002), politeness (Holmes and
Stubbe 2003) or gendered talk (Tannen 1995). Some recent studies of spoken
discourse in organisations have adopted a critical stance that takes into account
the broader socio-economic context and the historical development of late capi-
talism (Iedema and Scheeres 2003).

Research into written genres in corporate discourse has likewise drawn on
discourse analysis, often combining it with genre analysis (Bargiela-Chiappini
and Nickerson 1999; Dieltjens and Heynderickx 2001). Again, crucial foci are
gender (Kessapidou and Makri-Tsilipakou 2001), intercultural written com-
munication (Gimenez 2002; Zhu 2005), as well as the impact of new technol-
ogies on communicative practices and genres within organisations (Yates,
Orlikowski, and Okamura 1999; Ducheneaut 2002). A sub-field of corporate
discourse analysis that spans both spoken and written communication is the
growing body of research looking at narratives and their function in institutional
contexts (Czarniawska-Joerges 1997; Czarniawska and Gagliardi 2003). Dis-
course and genre analysis are once more the central methods employed in the
study of both spoken (Hopkinson 2003) and written narratives (Rhodes 2001),
with researchers in management and organisational theory also using content
analysis (see Boje 2001 on methods to analyse narratives).

Another genre that has been studied extensively is that of business meetings
(Putnam and Roloff 1992; Bargiela-Chiappini and Harris 1997b; Menz 1999),
especially those involving participants from different cultures (Bargiela and
Turra forthcoming; Poncini 2004) and of different genders (Baxter 2003:
128–180; Martín Rojo and Gómez Esteban 2003). While this persistent focus on
culture and gender bears witness to the growing importance of diversity man-
agement in contemporary organisations, studies on gender in particular have
gone beyond discourse and genre analysis to include a critical discussion of the
discursive construction of gendered social roles in institutional settings.
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Although the focus of this chapter, and indeed this volume, is communi-
cation in the public sphere, it is worth noting that internally and externally
oriented corporate discourse cannot always be clearly demarcated. Van de Mie-
roop’s (2005) study on corporate identity construction in speeches given at busi-
ness seminars is a case in point. The speech situations investigated were semi-
nars involving academic and corporate experts, but not the general public,
making for interorganisational but not public discourse. Genres such as mission
statements have multiple internal and external audiences (employees, share-
holders, suppliers), leading to shifts in address and reference. In the following,
categorisation as external will hinge upon specimens of the genre being avail-
able in the public sphere, e.g. the company website.

When thinking of corporate discourse in the public sphere, it is advertising
that comes first to mind. Given the ubiquitous, pervasive and even intrusive na-
ture of advertising, this is little wonder; advertising is the one facet of corporate
communication that affects each and every member of the general public to a
greater or lesser extent. As an object of research, advertising is first and foremost
the concern of studies in marketing, of which it is a part, and advertising re-
search in this framework has been going strong for almost a century (see Taylor
2005 for a review of recent work in the field). However, given the fact that man-
agement, including marketing, studies necessarily rely on feeder disciplines,3

studies in advertising, its design, proliferation and effectiveness in terms of re-
call, raised brand awareness and buying behaviour, have relied mostly on (cog-
nitive) psychology, but also on semiotics and linguistics (McQuarrie and Mick
1996, 1999, 2003; Phillips and McQuarrie 2004). Just as research on advertising
has drawn on linguistics, the growing importance of advertising in the saturated
markets of post-industrial societies has also rendered it interesting for linguists.
An early study to look at how (the English) language is used for promotional
purposes is Leech’s (1966) seminal account. Naturally, the changing nature of
advertising in the past forty years has given rise to further linguistic investi-
gations (Myers 1994, 1998; Cook 2001).

Apart from the admittedly significant research on advertising, however,
other forms of corporate discourse in the public sphere remain under-re-
searched to date. This is despite the growing importance of public relations
(PR) vis-à-vis advertising (see Cook, this volume):4 At a time when even the
“irony and reflexivity [used] to distance the brand from the overly hyped and
homogenizing conceits of conventional advertising” has itself degenerated
into a cliché (Holt 2002: 84, 86), companies are adopting ethically question-
able techniques such as “viral” (Grauel 2004), “subliminal” (Bakan 2004:
132–134) or “stealth” marketing (Holt 2002: 85). Alternatively, they seek to
build goodwill through increased transparency, good citizenship and social re-
sponsibility. Obviously, the latter strategy requires the use of text genres from
the field of PR.
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Research into some of these text types directed at various stakeholder
groups includes studies of spoken genres such as call centre interaction (see
Cameron 2000, for a critical analysis of its gendered features) and other ser-
vice encounters (Bowles and Pallotti 2004; Ventola 2005) as well as face-to-
face interviews and phone calls dealing with customer complaints (Morales-
López, Prego-Vásquez, and Domínguez-Seco 2005; Schnieders 2005). The
methods used in these studies, i.e. conversation analysis and ethnography of
communication as well as genre analysis, have – with or without a critical
edge – also been employed to account for the multimodal nature of genres like
environmental reports (Skulstad, this volume) or company brochures and
websites (Koller 2007). Probably because they are more easily obtainable,
written genres have received most attention to date. Thus, Delin (2005) has
looked at the layout and tone of voice used in, for instance, bills issued by tele-
phone and utilities companies. Going beyond description and interpreta-
tion alone, she has complemented her systemic-functional analysis by sug-
gesting ways to extend branding to less obvious instances of corporate
communication.

In fact, the ongoing marketisation of the public sphere (Fairclough 1993)
means that especially promotional discourses colonise, and are appropriated
by, other discourses. Thus, public discourse has become increasingly mana-
gerial and promotional, including all the typical features of advertising, such
as persuasive rhetoric, explicit positive evaluation and direct address, making
for a “synthetic personalisation” which reconstructs citizens as consumers and
consumers as the close friends of product and service providers. This trend has
seen many genres that used to be mostly informative being recast as hybrid
genres combining information and self-promotion. Evidence of this trend can
be found in job advertisements, which increasingly adopt the up-beat tone
prevalent in the sunshine world of advertising. Another case in point is annual
reports and letters from the chief executive officer to shareholders, the pro-
ducers of which react to the increased pressure that comes with shareholder
value by including promotional features such as persuasive narratives (Jame-
son 2000) or positive description and evaluation (Bhatia 2004: 81–84). A focal
point of interest is again intercultural communication (Garzone 2004). Other
externally oriented specimens of corporate discourse are press releases (Ja-
cobs 1999: chapter 7) as well as company profiles and mission statements. The
latter genre has been investigated from a rhetorical point of view, looking at
how it appeals to credibility and emotion (Isaksson 2005). The multiple audi-
ences of a mission statement and its concomitant multiple orientations, or lack
thereof, have also attracted attention (Gurau and McLaren 2003). Other ac-
counts stress the function of the mission statement as a carrier of ideology,
analysing parameters such as tense and aspect, modality or pronoun use
(Swales and Rogers 1995). Interestingly, the latter study briefly mentions the
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need of taking into account the socio-cognitive factors impacting on the pro-
duction and interpretation of mission statements (Swales and Rogers 1995:
237). Cognitive theories of communication and message interpretation are
also discussed by Hackley (1998), who, however, contrasts them with social
constructionist views on meaning making.5 Swales and Rogers’ call for an
analysis of mission statements that takes socio-cognitive aspects into con-
sideration finds a partial answer in Koller’s (forthcoming) study of mission
statements, which discusses the textual construction of corporate brands as
socio-cognitive representations.

The various areas of research in corporate discourse, as well as methods
and special foci, are summarised in Figure 1 below. This brief overview of the
literature on corporate discourse shows that – except for advertising – re-
search into externally oriented discourse, while gaining ground, remains
relatively scattered. In the following, I will propose a comprehensive ap-
proach to researching corporate public discourse that relates texts to their con-
ditions of production, distribution and reception and these in turn to the wider
socio-economic context as it maps out at the situational, institutional and
societal level. The same framework also takes cognitive aspects of text pro-
duction and interpretation into account. Given the object of study, this ap-
proach relies on linguistic tools that can potentially also be employed in mar-
keting research.

3. Researching corporate discourse in the public sphere

Faced with growing pressure from consumers and critics who demand that they
behave according to ethical standards, companies

have come to realise that organisational practices which traditionally have been
thought of as strictly internal (…) are now becoming central themes in the public dis-
course and thus part of the communication that the organisation (…) carries on with
its surroundings. (Christensen and Askegaard 2001: para. 22)

This relative strengthening of corporate public discourse calls for a comprehen-
sive research paradigm that incorporates the analysis of texts with their produc-
tion by corporate authors, their distribution in the public sphere and the recep-
tion of such texts, and the concepts expressed therein, by various stakeholder
groups. These interactions around a text are in turn seen as embedded in a wider
socio-economic context that operates at various levels. Importantly, a full-
fledged analysis should also account for the cognitive aspects of discourse pro-
duction and reception, since “marketing, and marketing communication, has be-
come the ‘business of meanings’” (Hackley 1998: 97) and organisations in gen-
eral “need to be seen as specialized sites for the construction, maintenance, as



160 Veronika Koller

F
ig

ur
e

1.
A

re
as

 a
nd

 m
et

ho
ds

 in
 r

es
ea

rc
hi

ng
 c

or
po

ra
te

 d
is

co
ur

se



Identity, image, impression: corporate self-promotion and public reactions 161

well as the contestation of meanings” (Iedema and Wodak 2005: 1605; see Gra-
ham, this volume).

Texts that instantiate corporate discourse in the public sphere can be located
in a tripartite framework like the one graphically represented and explained in
Figure 2 (see also Koller 2004: 21–23):

Research based on the above model incorporates a notion of discourse as “texts
in contexts” (van Dijk 2005), including the specific processes of text produc-
tion, distribution and reception/interpretation.6 Together, these processes repre-
sent the textually mediated interaction between discourse participants in their
respective roles and relations. Interaction is in turn embedded in a wider socio-
economic context that plays out at the situational, institutional and societal
level. All three levels are mutually constitutive so that texts mediate and reflect
discursive interaction as well as instantiate and reproduce socio-economic con-
texts. As all three levels in the above model are embedded in and (re)produce
each other, each level includes all three Hallidayan meta-functions of the tex-
tual, interpersonal and ideational (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004: 29–30). In
addition, personal and social cognition are intertwined with discourse as par-
ticular cognitive models are usually over-represented in discourse. Such discur-
sive prominence may in turn lead to these models being even more firmly an-
chored in recipients’ cognition.

Figure 2. Three-level framework for researching discourse (adapted from Fairclough
1995: 98)
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Text is here defined as an instance of written or spoken language use (often
combined with other semiotic systems, see van Leeuwen 2005) that is of inde-
terminate length. To illustrate, take the genre of the mission statement as one in-
stance of corporate discourse in the public sphere. The text itself will combine
various semiotic modes (written language and still images, sometimes comple-
mented by video clips) and be characterised by particular linguistic features
such as high-affinity modals, direct address or mental process types (Koller
forthcoming). These features obviously function to endow the text with the tex-
tual standards of cohesion and coherence (de Beaugrande and Dressler 1981).
Interpersonally, the text as a whole serves to define the role of various internal
and external stakeholders (employees, customers, shareholders) in relation to
the company and vice versa. Mission statements further serve to promote the
company as the employer of choice, as the preferred provider of products and
services or as an investment opportunity. Whatever the objectives, the text in its
interpersonal function promotes particular scripts of interaction while its idea-
tional function constructs the branded company as a socio-cognitive represen-
tation.7 By the same token, mission statements fulfill the additional ideational
function of promoting particular self-schemata for their audiences: If the cor-
porate brand is constructed as my community/friend/partner, then who am I and
how do I interact with this community/friend/partner? The concomitant re-
search questions concern a) the linguistic means which corporate authors use in
the mission statement to make it a site of constructing a particular image of the
company in relation to its stakeholders, b) the conditions of producing, distribu-
ting and receiving the text as they are indicative of the wider socio-economic
context discourse participants operate in, and c) if and how the text itself and the
main concepts and values expressed therein are taken up by stakeholders’ texts.
The analysis needed to answer these questions can, at the textual level, employ a
range of methods, including quantitative corpus analysis and qualitative genre
analysis. However, quantitative methods in discourse analysis can only ever be
a first step and will have to be complemented by a more qualitative approach
looking at genre features, genre-mixing and interdiscursivity.

As for the conditions of their production, distribution and reception/interpre-
tation, mission statements are addressed at, and received by, various audiences,
which at the textual level is reflected in features such as the presence of multiple
actors with different actions and attributions ascribed to them. Further, mission
statements are typically commissioned by board-level executives, who thus act
as principals, and authored by staff of the communications department, some-
times with the help of external consultants. Although input from across the com-
pany is occasionally sought, “creating mission statements is viewed as a senior
manager privilege/prerogative” and external stakeholders are hardly ever in-
volved (Baetz and Bart 1996: 530). Status comes into play when considering that
the executives with more responsibility and power are likely to produce and dis-
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tribute the texts while lower-level employees are mostly at the receiving end of
texts. Mission statements are mostly distributed on the company’s intranet as
well as on its public website. Using these media for distribution to internal and
external audiences means that the text in question is widely accessible. Still, it
requires proactive audiences, i.e. readers need to search for the text of their own
accord. Given the diverse internal and external audiences, reception conditions
will differ vastly, ranging from office to domestic environments, from deliberate
viewing to merely coming across the text while surfing the company’s website.
At the textual level, the distribution channel imposes particular constraints on
the text, for instance a certain brevity and emphasis on the visual that may be
considered appropriate for the medium and the literacy practices of its users.

Interpersonally, the usually top-down process of production and distribution
again defines roles of the interactants and rules for their interaction around the
text. For instance, in an old-economy, hierarchical organisation, top-down pro-
duction and distribution that confine employees and other audiences to passive
reception will reinforce these audiences’ self-schema of being relatively power-
less and discourage them from challenging the rules of text production in the
company. For a text whose propositions are to be owned by all employees, ex-
cluding a significant layer of staff from drawing up the text is clearly problem-
atic. In the corporate culture of a more lateral organisation, the same top-down
process may be inappropriate and thus cause cognitive and other psychological
unease. Ideationally, textually mediated interaction not only constructs, rein-
forces or challenges the scripts for organisational interaction but also impacts on
the socio-cognitive representation that is the corporate brand.

Production and distribution processes can be ascertained relatively easily by
interviews and questionnaires with the people involved; sometimes the in-
formation is even offered on the corporate website itself. Reception and inter-
pretation, however, are more elusive. In a first step, one will have to decide what
addressees to focus on and then decide on the method accordingly. In the case
study below, for instance, consumer reaction was gauged by analysing blogs on
the company’s products and image for intertextual reference and traces of the
central notions expressed in one company’s mission statement.8 To this end,
I used the Google blog search engine to find occurrences of the key word “IBM”
in blogs no older than three months. From the results, I singled out a few entries
that started threads, as replies tend to be too short to warrant analysis. Blogs as
an emergent genre have met with both approval for enabling “participatory
democracy” (Blood 2004) and with criticism for filtering opinions and thus ob-
structing democratic processes and variety of opinion (Sunstein 2004; Massing
2005: 24–26). Also, the “blogosphere” is heavily skewed towards the US and
Canada, with little or no participation from regions that are bogged down
by censorship and/or less advanced technology (Kumar et al. 2004). It seems
uncontroversial, however, that blogging creates communities of practice center-
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ing on special interests that enable their members to spread and thereby rein-
force or challenge opinions, beliefs and attitudes. Business is increasingly try-
ing to harness this power of blogging by drawing up guidelines for employees
who engage in blogs relating to the company, or by issuing their own blogs
(Baker and Green 2005; see Cass, Munroe, and Turcotte 20059 for the effective-
ness of corporate blogging). For the researcher, independent blogs offer an op-
portunity to tap into the reception of a company, its products and image, by con-
sumers.

Textually mediated interaction is in turn positioned in a mutually constitut-
ive relation with a broader socio-economic context that impacts on the levels of
situation, institution and society as such. The context of a more or less deregu-
lated market economy determines, via the phenomenon of the limited company,
particular situations of production, distribution and reception/interpretation,
which have an impact on the interpersonal interaction between various groups
that are more or less loosely affiliated with the company. The company as found
in late capitalism also has a structure that is traditionally hierarchical, although
the New Economy starting around the mid-1990s has seen a flattening of hier-
archies and the advent of lean management. This changing situation again im-
pacts on interpersonal relationships in quite distinct ways, not least by bringing
about simultaneous and often conflicting scripts for interaction and, ideation-
ally, schemata of the organisation and the self in relation to it. Interpersonally
and ideationally, the framework of late capitalism again redefines corporate
structures and ideas about the role and nature of the company and its various
stakeholders. This last stage of the analysis will invariably draw on work done
in organisational theory, political economy and the sociology of work.

In the remainder of this chapter, I shall illustrate the above research para-
digm by briefly looking at some empirical data.

4. Case study: IBM’s mission statement and stakeholder reactions

The following brief case study centres on an aspect of IBM’s construction of
itself as a corporate brand in the public sphere, looking at how IBM constructs
its corporate brand by promoting its ideal self in its mission statement. This will
be followed by an investigation into how the company and its values as ex-
pressed in the mission statement feature in blogs run by employees and custom-
ers, in particular if there are any intertextual traces to the IBM text. The analysis
will account for the textual, interactional and socio-economic dimension in both
cases.
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4.1. IBM mission statement

IBM’s mission statement, reproduced in Appendix A, is at its macro-level struc-
tured by exemplifying, echoing, extending and elaborating chains. These are
formed by the expressions from the word fields of emotion and partnership and
tend to cluster in the middle part, especially lines 10–40, forming two sets of in-
terrelated chains (lines 10–25 and 29–40). Looking at those chains, we can see
that the first chain begins in line 11 (“uncertain, conflicted or hesitant”), with the
negatively evaluated emotional state being extended to “painful to read” in line
25. All other instances refer to positively connoted emotional states and pro-
cesses, the first of which (“we needed to find a way to engage everyone” in
lines 16–17) being elaborated by “we invited all 319,000 IBMers (…) to en-
gage” in lines 21–22. The next set of chains starts in line 29, with “enthusi-
astic consensus” being extended to “dedication to every client’s success” and
“every CEO craves” in lines 33 and 38–39, respectively. All three instances
are linked by the intensity they convey. The widest-spanning chain starts with
the sub-heading in line 35 (“trust and personal responsibility in all relation-
ships”). Its three element all trigger chains across the remainder of the text:
They are each echoed in line 45 (“our values of trust and personal respon-
sibility”) and 48 (“our relationships with investors”), respectively. From
there, the three concepts, while retaining their sequence, are spread still
further apart, with “trust” being exemplified as “we are trusting [our people]”
(lines 61–62) and “responsibility” and “relationships” being echoed in lines
68–69. As these three are the only items to be repeated in a three-link chain,
they can be identified as central concepts.

The text further employs a number of persuasive devices. Certainty is con-
veyed by the pronounced use of deontic modality (including “we needed to
affirm” in lines 14–15, “I must tell you”, line 36, and “we have to innovate”
in line 67). Direct address and use of first person singular are another particu-
larity of the IBM text (e.g. “I must tell you, this process has been very mean-
ingful to me”, line 36). As the linguistic equivalent of significant eye con-
tact, these phrases are meant to engage the reader and lend further credibility
to the text.

The most frequent personal actor is we/our, which occurs 38 times (as con-
trasted with 12 times for they/them/their and 9 times for I/me), suggesting its
dominant status. Further, the first person plural actor is always found as acting,
while second and third person also feature as affected entities. The two audi-
ences addressed by the mission statement are employees and investors. In the
first case, the top-down communication is potentially at odds with the intention
to make employees identify with the corporate brand conveyed, a tension that is
eased by positive politeness strategies such as compliments (“smart […] inde-
pendent-minded workforce”, lines 18–19), showing interest (“we needed to […]
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engage everyone”, lines 16–17), claiming common ground (“grass-roots con-
sensus”, line 29) and claiming reciprocity (“keeping the dialog free-flowing”,
line 28). Investor communication in the latter half of the text is equally charac-
terised by positive politeness, notably claims to reciprocity (“we work for each
other’s success”, lines 65–66) and self-deprecation (“investors first receive
meaningful returns […] before […] executives can realize a penny of profit”,
lines 50–52). Again, the lack of negative politeness ties in with the overall direct
and unhedged nature of the text.

The tense used is the present, making the ideal self converge with the actual
self. The narrative in lines 48–58 also reflects perceived expectations of investors
after the early 2000s flurry of corporate scandals, and thus incorporates the com-
pany’s “ought self” (Kunda 1999: 472). All in all, the corporate brand is presented
as a reliable, fair and responsible partner who shows an engaging and trustworthy
behaviour while putting themselves last. Nevertheless, actor roles are ambiguous
in that the predominant we refers to the categorised actor “IBMers” (lines 9–12)
but is backgrounded everywhere else. Strikingly, IBMers are later allocated third-
person status (lines 23–25), leaving the reader to infer that we refers to the board
or executives. Still, these are referred to as “they” in lines 49–52 and set apart
from investors. It seems that the principal of the text, i.e. senior management,
avoids fully identifying with either employees or executives, making “we” a para-
doxical actor that is simultaneously inclusive and exclusive because back-
grounded (Dieltjens and Heynderickx 2001). In line with its “political role”, the
text is therefore “vague, inclusive and persuasive” (Iedema and Wodak 2005:
1607). It is also contradictory in its purpose, with the other-centered persuasive
devices being at odds with a narcissistic focus on the corporate self and a detached
managerial class unwilling to identify themselves. This tension, created by the
multiple internal and external audiences, is indeed characteristic of the genre.

4.2. IBM blogs and bloggers on IBM

Moving on to blogs to which users of IBM’s products contribute, it has to be kept
in mind that customers are not the primary target group of the company’s mission
statement. Rather, we could see above that the text is first and foremost addressed
at employees and shareholders. Nevertheless, distributing it via IBM’s webpage
acknowledges secondary audiences by rendering the mission statement a pub-
licly available document that is open to reactions by various stakeholders, in-
cluding customers. In an attempt to regain control of the “anarchic” Internet,
companies now publish their own blogs on products and services. IBM pioneered
this movement by launching developerWorks (http://www.ibm.com/developer-
works), a site aimed at IT professionals that includes downloads, tutorials and
blogs on various topics and is hosted by IBM employees. These obviously not
only happen to be members of the company; by acting as hosts, they also repre-
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sent the corporate voice. It is therefore little wonder that some of the conceptual-
isations featured in the mission statement are recontextualised in the blogs and
taken up by discussants from outside IBM. For instance, the following example
features the metaphoric notion of “a company’s DNA”, which is visually repre-
sented on the mission statement webpage as well:

Should SOA [service-oriented architecture] start to be embedded in the DNA of the
Enterprise or is it something that should be left as best addressed piecemeal, project
by project, on an “as need” basis? What do you think? (…)
Let it evolve like DNA. The more we put in the DNA, the more restrictive the future
generation of SOA will be, the less we put in the DNA the more fragile our SOA gen-
eration will be.
(http://www.128.ibm.com/developerworks/blogs/dw_blog_comments.jspa?blog=
490&entry=96867&roll=0#comments, 7 October and 7 November 2005)

However, the impact of IBM’s in-house blogs in the public sphere may be limited:
Cass, Munroe and Turcotte (2005: 52–53) observe that developerWorks bloggers
do not discuss products in enough detail to garner much user feedback and that
their attempt to build a brand community has therefore not been entirely suc-
cessful.

Halfway between in-house commercial blogs and targeted customer blogs
(Lankshear and Knobel 2003), we find IBM employees contributing to external
blogs. Again, IBM was among the first companies to issue blogging guidelines
for its employees (http://www.snellspace.com/IBM_Blogging_Policy_and_
Guidelines.pdf). Employees adhere to the guidelines whenever they include dis-
claimers in their blogs and provide balanced accounts of IBM products com-
pared to competitors’:

It’s now been a few months since the Toshiba M200 Tablet PC I bought last year un-
ceremoniously fell apart just out of warranty, and I’ve finally gotten over my annoy-
ance with that experience sufficiently to begin thinking about buying a replacement.
The leading contender has been the IBM X41 Tablet, partly because I love Think-
Pads (full disclosure, I work for IBM), and have been looking forward to a Thinkpad
tablet since before I bought the M200, and because the reviews have been good, and
it seems like a nice solid little machine. (…)
(http://davidgaw.typepad.com/cuzwesaidso/2005/11/index.html, 4 and 7 November
2005)

Beyond such rather vague brand loyalty, however, none of the central goals and
values expressed in the mission statement are drawn upon by employees.

Identification with the company does not seem to extend to external custom-
ers. In customers’ blogs, IBM and its corporate brand as laid out in their mission
statement features in three different ways: Firstly, the mission statement, or parts
of it, can be quoted verbatim. Strikingly, such direct quotes like other promo-
tional communication such as press releases attract no comments whatsoever. In
general, bloggers are rather cynical about corporate branding in the blogosphere:
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the only solution (of course) is to buy overpriced IBM software products (…) that
require extensive IBM training and IBM consulting service and enormous (…) in-
vestments in (I suppose why not) IBM hardware. I get it, and (…) the fact that [tech
news blog] ZDnet earns a good buck from IBM advertising [is just a coincidence].
Thank you ZDnet once again for such an unbiased and even handed news story.
(http://www.zdnet.com.au/forums/0,39029293,39193420-20117729o,00.htm, 2 June
2005)

Secondly, and rather predictably, we find members of the nerdier tech commu-
nities rejecting the grand values expressed in the mission statement. Instead, the
above cynicism is intensified by endowing IBM and its executives with a range
of colourful invectives.

Finally, more mainstream users of IBM products also show little appreci-
ation of IBM’s “dedication to every client’s success”. Brand affiliation is ques-
tionable, and users’ experiences with IBM’s flagship products10 ThinkCentre
(desktop), ThinkPad (laptop) and PalmOne (palmtop) tend towards the factual
and slightly disgruntled:

I have an IBM ThinkCentre that serves (no pun intended) as our “home server”. (…)
Every once in a while I back the drive up to a DVD. And that’s where my current
problem begins. (…) This machine is only about 2 years old. It should NOT be as
decrepit as it is!
(http://b-n.blogspot.com/2005/10/i-hate-computers.html, 25 October 2005)

After recounting a negative customer service experience, another blogger asks:
“If you can’t trust brands like IBM (…) who can you trust?” (http://www.
280group.com/2004/11/customer-service-brands.html, 9 November 2004).
While this still acknowledges the “blue-chip” nature of IBM, the overall discur-
sive and mental representation is again tilted towards the negative. Brand en-
dorsements like the following are extremely rare:

Earlier this morning I met my new best friend that will be my companion for at least
the next two years. He will help me with all my homework, projects, and assign-
ments and I will trust him with all my deepest and darkest secrets. It’s my new IBM
Thinkpad T43.
(http://journals.aol.com/buckyhoo/UNC/entries/326, 7 July 2005)

However, even this marketer’s dream of bonding with a personalised and gen-
dered brand goes on to reiterate the criticism found in most blogs that IBM prod-
ucts are overpriced.

To sum up then, we can see that IBM’s mission statement may reach its aim
of building brand loyalty with employees and in this respect, “the act of com-
municating this mission message to certain parties” could indeed “further the
ends expressed in it” (Hackley 1998: 95). However, customers, although they
have access to the mission statement, are probably less interested in reading it.
More importantly still, their IBM-related blogging shows that the company’s
expressed value of dedication to client success does not, in the absence of sat-
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isfactory products and services, generate brand loyalty. Clearly, disseminating a
company’s values in the public sphere alone does not suffice to implement them
in the discourse and cognition of external stakeholders. The above testimonials
show that lofty goals and laudable values need to translate into reliable and
competitively priced products and services if customers are to accept the image
expressed in corporate statements. Otherwise, the consequences are as betrayed
in the above quotes from customer blogs, which are largely devoid of any ap-
preciation for IBM’s values. On the contrary, attitudes reflected in the above
sample tend to range from the factual at best to the spiteful and cynical at worst.

Customers can be assumed to care more about good products and services
than about whether they are addressed by corporate statements. Nevertheless,
the authors’ focus on employees and the all-powerful shareholders, and their
failure to include customers in the textually mediated interaction, is further proof
of the often narcissistic and exclusive nature of corporations. This disregard for
anyone outside the company is bound to be reflected in other forms of externally
oriented communication as well (and will ultimately show in inferior products).
Such self-centred pseudo-communication will inevitably lead to a widening gap
between companies’ self-image and their image in parts of the public sphere.

5. Conclusion

We are witnessing the ongoing colonisation of various areas of the public sphere
by discourses originating in the context of corporations. This interdiscursive
alignment necessitates critical research into corporate discourse itself. While
intra-organisational discourse continues to attract broad, if not always critical,
scholarly interest, investigations into corporate discourse in the public sphere are
only just increasing in number and scope. However, if we are to understand how
companies’ discourse can continue to impact on various public spheres despite
the elitist detachment and narcissism of corporate leaders, and despite cynical
public attitudes towards it, it is necessary to look at the points where companies
discursively intersect with the wider public. This includes analysing not only the
respective texts and genres themselves. Given that “a useful understanding of the
roles of genres in institutional and community affairs requires more sociocogni-
tive input than the texts themselves provide” (Swales and Rogers 1995: 237), it is
also paramount to consider the production, distribution and reception of texts and
the socio-economic context in which such textually mediated interaction takes
place. By accounting for at least part of the network of texts that surround a nodal
text such as a mission statement, it is possible to ascertain how corporate authors
succeed, or fail, in disseminating and implementing corporate images and cor-
porate discourse in the public sphere. In this way, linguistic and discourse analy-
sis can complement research in marketing and its feeder disciplines, psychology
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and sociology. Crucially, textual analysis will take a differentiated view of the
public sphere by discussing the power status of its different members. In the pres-
ent case, the decision to exclude any but the most formulaic reference to custom-
ers from the text suggests that the corporate authors regard this particular stake-
holder group as less powerful and therefore more negligible than employees, let
alone shareholders. This exclusion may well be just one facet of a lack of regard
for customer needs and wants, which will ultimately bring about products and
services of inferior quality and/or user-friendliness. Companies thus risk alienat-
ing this most important stakeholder group.

Lemke (2003) has argued that in postmodernism, texts, text types and spe-
cific ways of relating texts lend cohesion to social systems such as multinational
corporations, which are often only held together by “empty or hyperreal signi-
fiers” (Lemke 2003: 134) such as brands. If companies become brands, promo-
tional genres are crucial in sustaining corporate systems through garnering pub-
lic support. Yet, if the data sample analysed above is anything to go by, blogs are
another central outlet for both positive and negative PR and may thus bring
about a level of consumer empowerment that could make it impossible for com-
panies to continue prioritising other stakeholder groups over them. Critical
analysis of corporate discourse in the public sphere is ideally positioned to
monitor, analyse and discuss this shift in social relations.

Appendix A (IBM n.d.)

*asterisks*: partnership and emotion lexis

At IBM, we strive to lead in the invention, development and manufacture of the
industry’s most advanced information technologies, including computer sys-
tems, software, storage systems and microelectronics. We translate these ad-
vanced technologies into value for our customers through our professional solu-
tions, services and consulting businesses worldwide.
Business value, and a company’s values
We’ve been spending a great deal of time thinking, debating and determining
the fundamentals of this company. It has been important to do so. When IBMers
have been crystal clear and united about our strategies and purpose, it’s amazing
what we’ve been able to create and accomplish. When we’ve been *uncertain,
conflicted or hesitant*, we’ve squandered opportunities and even made
blunders that would have sunk smaller companies.
It may not surprise you, then, that last year we examined IBM’s core values for
the first time since the company’s founding. In this time of great change, we
needed to affirm IBM’s reason for being, what sets the company apart and what
should drive our actions as individual IBMers. Importantly, we needed to find a
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way to *engage* everyone in the company and get them to speak up on these
important issues. Given the realities of a smart, global, independent-minded,
21st-century workforce like ours, I don’t believe something as vital and per-
sonal as values could be dictated from the top.
So, for 72 hours last summer, we invited all 319,000 IBMers around the world to
*engage* in an open “values jam” on our global intranet.
IBMers by the tens of thousands weighed in. They were *thoughtful and
passionate* about the company they want to be a part of. They were also
brutally honest. Some of what they wrote was *painful* to read, because they
pointed out all the bureaucratic and dysfunctional things that get in the way of
serving clients, working as a team or implementing new ideas.
But we were resolute in keeping the dialog free-flowing and candid. And I don’t
think what resulted broad, *enthusiastic*, grass-roots consensus could have
been obtained in any other way.
In the end, IBMers determined that our actions will be driven by these
values:
*Dedication* to every client’s success
Innovation that matters, for our company and for the world
*Trust and personal responsibility* in all *relationships*
I must tell you, this process has been very meaningful to me. We are getting
back in touch with what IBM has always been about and always will be about in
a very concrete way. And I feel that I’ve been handed something every CEO
*craves*: a mandate, for exactly the right kinds of transformation, from an en-
tire workforce.
Where will this lead? It is a work in progress, and many of the implications re-
main to be discovered. What I can tell you is that we are rolling up our sleeves to
BRING IBM’s values to life in our policies, procedures and daily operations.
I’ve already touched on a number of things relating to clients and innovation,
but our values of *trust and personal responsibility* are being managed just as
seriously from changes in how we measure and reward performance, to how we
equip and support IBMers’ community volunteerism.
Our values underpin our *relationships* with investors as well. In late Febru-
ary, the board of directors approved sweeping changes in executive compen-
sation. They include innovative programs that ensure investors first receive
meaningful returns a 10 percent increase in the stock price before IBM’s
top 300 executives can realize a penny of profit from their stock option grants.
Putting that into perspective, IBM’s market value would have to increase
by $ 17 billion before executives saw any benefit from this year’s option
awards. In addition, these executives will be able to acquire market-priced
stock options only if they first invest their own money in IBM stock. We be-
lieve these programs are unprecedented, certainly in our industry and perhaps
in business.
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Clearly, leading by values is very different from some kinds of leadership dem-
onstrated in the past by business. It is empowering, and I think that’s much
healthier. Rather than burden our people with excessive controls, we are *trust-
ing* them to make decisions and to act based on values – values they themselves
shaped.
To me, it’s also just common sense. In today’s world, where everyone is so in-
terconnected and interdependent, it is simply essential that we work for each
other’s success. If we’re going to solve the biggest, thorniest and most wide-
spread problems in business and society, we have to innovate in ways that truly
matter. And we have to do all this by taking *personal responsibility* for all of
our *relationships* with clients, colleagues, partners, investors and the public at
large. This is IBM’s mission as an enterprise, and a goal toward which we hope
to work with many others, in our industry and beyond.
Samuel J. Palmisano
Chairman, President and Chief Executive Officer

Notes

* I would like to thank Greg Myers for his helpful comments on an earlier version of
this chapter.

1 “Corporate” here denotes the nature of any institution that exists for the purpose
of profit generation, i.e. a business, partnership or limited company. However, non-
profit organisations increasingly adopt the linguistic and semiotic features, genres
and discourses of for-profit entities (Fairclough 1993; Mautner, this volume).

2 Grant and Iedema (2005) distinguish between organisational discourse studies, the
origins of which they locate in management and organisational theory, on the one
hand, and organisational discourse analysis, which emerges from the sphere of lin-
guistics, on the other.

3 Although management schools are undoubtedly an integral part of any contemporary
university, not least with regard to the funds they generate, the claim of business
administration to be viewed as a science in its own right has to be refuted. Rather, it
draws on and combines “soft” disciplines such as psychology or sociology on the
one hand and “hard” ones like statistics and IT on the other to provide the theoretical
framework to what is ultimately high-level vocational training. This view of man-
agement studies fully acknowledges the importance of a practically oriented univer-
sity education provided that it takes place against a sound academic background
but does not accept the notion of a management “science”. Others are even less
benevolent in their judgement: “Originating from book keeping and cost calculating
and having little in common with what is commonly referred to as science, [business
administration] does not hold the slightest appeal for anyone interested in theory and
culture” (Koch 2001: 59–60, transl. VK).

4 The idea that advertising has become an add-on to PR rather than a tool to increase
sales in its own right has also been propounded in popular management literature
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(Ries and Ries 2002). While self-appointed consulting “gurus” have a habit of maxi-
mising their income by presenting their personal approach as a new panacea to a
company’s every worry, the above-mentioned book still includes some noteworthy
studies on consumer reception of advertising as opposed to PR.

5 This opposition ignores work in social cognition that had by the late 1990s already
been recognised by, and indeed been integrated into, linguistic discourse studies (van
Dijk 1993; see also 2003, 2005 for more recent accounts). Hackley’s disregard thus
illustrates the negative consequences of non-interdisciplinary research.

6 In the social constructionist view, recipients actively construct a text’s meaning,
making reception coincide with interpretation.

7 Scripts are culturally determined mental models that involve a temporal sequence,
e.g. a meeting script. Social representations are defined as the cognitive structures
jointly held by members of a particular group and as such are the subject of “con-
tinual renegotiation (…) during the course of social interaction and communication”
(Augoustinos and Walker 1995: 178).

8 The reactions of sub-sections of the public can moreover be tested in focus groups
(Kitzinger and Barbour 1999; Myers 2004; Markova and Linell 2006).

9 As a white paper published by a consulting agency specialising in online market-
ing communication, the latter study is hardly an unbiased account. Clearly, more
non-commercial research into blogging is very much needed (for research to date,
see Bruns and Jacobs 2006; Lankshear and Knobel 2003 as well as the papers pres-
ented at the 2005 Blogtalk conference, available from http://incsub.org/blogtalk/;
see also Gruber, this volume).

10 After selling its personal computing division to Chinese company Lenovo in De-
cember 2004, IBM in fact now generates the bulk of its revenues with consulting
services. However, it is safe to say that despite an awareness-raising ad campaign
(“The Other IBM”) the company is still overwhelmingly associated with PCs,
especially notebooks.
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8. Creating a “green” image in the public sphere:
Corporate environmental reports in a genre
perspective

Aud Solbjørg Skulstad

1. Introduction

Corporate environmental reports form part of a large number of documents on
sensitive social issues. Companies aim to create an image where being environ-
mentally friendly is good business practice: “In RTZ, responsibility towards the
environment is considered good business practice and an integral part of daily
operations as well as long term strategy” (RTZ plc 1991: 3). Some companies
project the image that being environmentally friendly is also good business:
“For us, long-term profitable performance goes hand-in-hand with the under-
standing that being environmentally friendly and socially responsible is good
business” (Hydro 2005). Similarly, some companies such as The Body Shop
have made their concern for environmental issues a key element in their mar-
keting strategy and their corporate image:

(1) Anita [the founder of the company] has always been driven by her vision of a
better world. From the very beginning she wanted to encourage positive change
and establish a new work ethic that would enable her business to thrive while
being environmentally responsible on both local and global levels. This vision is
still as true today and emerges in every aspect of our operations (The Body Shop
International plc 2005: 2, Environmental Performance Report).

The genre of corporate environmental reports has emerged as a response to the
strategic aim of creating a “green” image in the public sphere. Gunnarsson
(1997) specifies three different aspects of corporate image:

– Internal images
Such images appear in documents and presentations addressed to staff.
– Externally addressed images
These images appear in communication aimed at customers, owners, govern-
ments and the general public.
– Externally constructed images
These images are constructed outside the company by the media, pressure
groups etc. Such images are not always favourable.

Compared to established genres, emerging genres are heterogeneous in form and
content, and the conventions are less stabilized. As The Economist (1993: 75)
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observes, “Outside the United States, rules are rare. So what companies call an
‘environmental report’ can be almost anything printed on recycled paper with a
few nice pictures of birds and flowers.” This variation is also characteristic of
the documents in my corpus.

Requests for corporate environmental documents were sent to 88 companies
in Britain in 1993. I received 22 such documents from 21 different companies.
Two of these documents were not included in my corpus. These were booklets
addressed to shoppers, and these documents contained a mixture of advertising
and environmental discourses (J. Sainsbury plc, Packaging; and Reckitt & Col-
man plc, Making a Clean Home a “Green Home” with Down to Earth). In ad-
dition to the 21 companies mentioned above, a few companies sent a copy of
their environmental policy statement. These policy statements consisted of
single sheets of paper and were not included in my corpus.

Corporate environmental reports are multisemiotic documents. That means
that they combine various semiotic resources such as words, pictures, colour,
bar charts, tables, etc. Thus, in my analysis of image creation both visual and
verbal strategies are important. In this chapter, however, verbal strategies are
given the most space.

The section following the introduction of this chapter briefly presents three
research traditions of genre analysis to show that there are alternatives to the
method frequently associated with the analysis of discourse within the profes-
sions (the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) or Languages for Specific Pur-
poses (LSP) traditions). As emerging genres are characterized by variation and
heterogeneity, there may be specific problems of assigning genre and subgenre
membership, and this is discussed in the next section. The next two sections
look at examples of written and visual strategies chosen to create and contest
corporate images in the public sphere in two subgenres of corporate environ-
mental reports.

2. Research traditions

In literary studies, the concept of genre can be traced as far back as the work of
Aristotle. Within linguistics and discourse analysis, however, genre is a
relatively recent concept. Genre analysis is not a unified set of approaches
within linguistics and discourse analysis. Within the Anglo-American and Aus-
tralian research traditions three approaches are conventionally identified: Eng-
lish for Specific Purposes studies, (North American) New Rhetoric studies and
the Sydney School (Hyon 1996; Yunick 1997; Johns 2002). (For an introduction
to German research traditions see Muntigl and Gruber 2005.) However, as
Swales (2007: 147) points out, “the divisions among the traditions have become
much less sharp – although by no means disappeared”.
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As the name indicates, the first tradition is rooted in English for Specific
Purposes studies (e.g. Swales 1981, 1990; Dudley-Evans and Henderson 1990;
Bhatia 1993; Skulstad 1996, 2002). Within an English for Specific Purposes
context, the term genre was used for the first time by Tarone, Dwyer, Gillette
and Icke in 1981 in an article on the use of passive voice in two journal articles
of astrophysics (Dudley-Evans 1994). The English for Specific Purposes tradi-
tion takes an eclectic approach to theories of linguistics, but Hallidayan ideas of
the relationship between language and its social functions are evident. The most
quoted definition of genre within the English for Specific Purposes tradition is
the one proposed by Swales (1990: 58):

A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which share
some set of communicative purposes. These purposes are recognised by the expert
member of the parent discourse community, and thereby constitute the rationale for
the genre. This rationale shapes the schematic structure of the discourse and in-
fluences and constrains the choice of content and style.

The role of a genre within a discourse community is central in this definition.
Discourse communities are occupational or recreational groups where the
members perform specific activities typical of a profession or connected to a
hobby such as making widgets in a factory, playing in an orchestra or being ac-
tive members of a local bicycle club, and in doing these things the members ac-
quire, use and modify the language that goes along with these activities (Swales
1998: 20). Swales goes on to say that “these discourse communities evolve their
own conventions and traditions for such diverse verbal activities as running
meetings, producing reports, and publicizing their activities. These recurrent
classes of communicative events are the genres that orchestrate verbal life”
(Swales 1998: 20; original emphasis). As will be demonstrated later on in this
chapter, genres are increasingly multisemiotic today (cf. Kress and van
Leeuwen 2001; Kress 2003; Lemke 2005), and to separate the verbal aspect of a
“text” does not give a true picture of the genre, but the important point about the
conventionality of these activities remains. The importance of conventionality
is echoed in Bhatia’s (2004: 10) definition of genre analysis:

[a] framework for the investigation of conventionalized or institutionalized genres in
the context of specific institutional and disciplinary practices, procedures and cul-
tures in order to understand how members of specific discourse communities con-
struct, interpret and use these genres to achieve their communicative goals and why
they write them the way they do.

The ideas and theories of Bourdieu (1977, 1991), Vygotsky (1978, 1986), Fou-
cault (e.g. 1980, 2001), and Bakhtin (1981, 1986), have been influential in the
development of the second tradition, (North American) New Rhetoric studies.
Examples of studies within this tradition are Miller (1984), Bazerman (1988),
Yates and Orlikowski (1992), Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995), and Adam and
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Artemeva (2002). Important for the development of the North American tradi-
tion was Hymes’s concept of communicative competence and his point that
“[t]here are rules of use without which the rules of grammar would be useless”
(Hymes 1979 [1971]: 8). Levinson’s (1979) notion of activity type has also been
influential in the development of the concept of genre as used in New Rhetoric
studies (Muntigl and Gruber 2005). Levinson (1979: 368; original emphasis)
defines activity type as:

a fuzzy category whose focal members are goal-defined, socially constituted,
bounded, events with constraints on participants, setting, and so on, but above all on
the kinds of allowable contributions. Paradigm examples would be teaching, a job
interview, a jural interrogation, a football game, a task in a workshop, a dinner party,
and so on.

Here Levinson states that an activity type is “goal-defined”. In all three tradi-
tions genre membership is assigned according to a set of shared communicative
goals or purposes. However, Levinson’s notion of activity type differs from
genre in that it is a broader category that includes events that do not entirely con-
sist of language and visual images (e.g. a football game). Levinson’s concept of
activity type is reflected in Miller’s (1984: 159) definition of genres, which in-
cludes the notion of “typified rhetorical actions based in recurrent situations”.
As Bazerman (1988: 62) puts it, in his rephrasing of Miller’s concept of genre,
“[a] genre is a socially recognized, repeated strategy for achieving similar goals
in situations socially perceived as being similar”.

Yet another frequently quoted definition is Berkenkotter and Huckin’s
(1995: 4) sociocognitive theory of genre:

Dynamism. Genres are dynamic rhetorical forms that are developed from actors’ re-
sponses to recurrent situations and that serve to stabilize experience and give it co-
herence and meaning. Genres change over time in response to their users’ sociocog-
nitive needs.
Situatedness. Our knowledge of genres is derived from and embedded in our partici-
pation in the communicative activities of daily and professional life. As such, genre
knowledge is a form of “situated cognition” that continues to develop as we partici-
pate in the activities of the ambient culture.
Form and Content. Genre knowledge embraces both form and content, including a
sense of what content is appropriate to a particular purpose in a particular situation at
a particular point in time.
Duality of Structure. As we draw on genre rules to engage in professional activities,
we constitute social structures (in professional, institutional, and organizational con-
texts) and simultaneously reproduce these structures.
Community Ownership. Genre conventions signal a discourse community’s norms,
epistemology, ideology, and social ontology.

The idea of community ownership echoes the English for Specific Purposes
tradition’s emphasis on the relationship between genre and discourse commu-
nity, and the idea of situatedness echoes the Sydney School’s emphasis on the
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relationship between language and context (see below). Thus this characteri-
zation of genre may serve to illustrate the fact that there are many similarities
between the three research traditions.

The Sydney School is influenced by functional views of language as pres-
ented by the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski in the 1920s and 1930s and
which were further developed by the linguist John Rupert Firth in the 1950s,
particularly their emphasis on the relationship between language and the si-
tuational and cultural context (Ventola 2005). Another source of influence is
M.A.K. Halliday’s work in systemic functional linguistics. Muntigl and Gruber
(2005: 3–5) list six characteristics of genre identified by systemic functional lin-
guistics:

– Genres are goal oriented
– Genres unfold in terms of stages or phases
– The set of genres, taken together, realize a cultural potential or all possible

contexts of culture
– Genres consist of families that contain fuzzy borders
– Genres often pattern together to form what are termed macro-genres
– Genres may be realized by various semiotic modes such as spoken/written

language, gesture, image, body position and others.

Examples of research studies within the Sydney School are Martin, Christie,
and Rothery (1987); Ventola (1987); Halliday and Martin (1993), and Macken-
Horarik (2002).

Alternatively, the theoretical camps associated with genre analysis could be
divided according to the criterion of whether they are linguistically or non-lin-
guistically grounded. Flowerdew (2002: 91) groups the English for Specific
Purposes tradition and the Sydney School together on the ground that they both
“take a linguistic approach, applying theories of functional grammar and dis-
course and concentrating on lexico-grammatical and rhetorical realization of the
communicative purposes embodied in a genre”. The New Rhetoric group, on the
other hand, “is less interested in lexico-grammar and rhetorical structure and
more focused on situational context – the purposes and functions of genres and
the attitudes, beliefs, values, and behaviours of the members of the discourse
communities within which genres are situated” (Flowerdew 2002: 91).

There is a corresponding contrast in methodology in that the New Rhetoric
group often uses ethnographic methods whereas the English for Specific Pur-
poses and Sydney schools apply methods of discourse analysis, mainly systemic
functional linguistics, “but with more concern for social context than is usual in
that tradition” (Flowerdew 2002: 91). The inclusion of the contextual dimension
is evident in Swales’s (1998: 1) term textography, by which he refers to “some-
thing more than a disembodied textual or discourse analysis, but something less
than a full ethnographic account”. Flowerdew (2002) sums up the differences in
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the following way: The English for Specific Purposes tradition and the Sydney
School both look to the situational context to interpret discursive manifestations
whereas the New Rhetoric tradition may look to textual strategies to interpret
the situational context.

The Sydney School is rooted in educational linguistics in an L1 context. The
type of educational context associated with New Rhetoric is primarily L1 teach-
ing in disciplines such as rhetoric, composition studies and professional writing,
whereas the English for Specific Purposes tradition is mainly associated with
English for Specific Purposes (Language for Specific Purposes) teaching of L2
students.

3. Assigning genre and subgenre membership

As we have seen, there are a number of different genre definitions. Even when
one sticks to the English for Specific Purposes school, assigning genre member-
ship may pose problems in the case of new genres. Like Swales, Bhatia (1993)
claims that the main defining characteristic of texts belonging to the same genre
is a set of shared communicative purposes. This leads Bhatia to regard sales pro-
motion letters and job application letters as belonging to one genre, a genre he
calls promotional genres. The main reason behind this conclusion is that he sees
these two types of letters as sharing a set of communicative purposes. They are
both persuasive in nature and their communicative purposes are reflected in a
similar rhetorical organization:

Establishing credentials
Introducing the offer/introducing candidature
Offering incentives
Enclosing documents
Soliciting response
Using pressure tactics
Ending politely (see Bhatia 1993: 46–68).

By regarding these two letter types as belonging to the same genre, Bhatia ignores
one of Swales’s defining characteristics of genre: “A discourse community’s no-
menclature for genres is an important source of insight” (Swales 1990: 54). Sales
promotion letters and job application letters are well established names of two
different types of letters in the discourse communities where they are used.

There is a parallel situation in the case of corporate environmental reports:
Companies issue a number of different types of documents, all of which in dif-
ferent ways aim to create or reinforce a favourable corporate image (annual re-
ports, company brochures, public relations booklets, animal testing booklets,
etc.). Consequently, it could be argued that these documents are members of the



Creating a “green” image in the public sphere 187

same genre. However, this would mean to ignore the discourse community’s no-
menclature for these different types of documents.

In the case of new genres, the metadiscourse used to characterize the docu-
ments in the texts themselves may give valuable information about how the
authors see these texts. Some of the introductions to the corporate environ-
mental reports in my corpus give a global preview of the report (Skulstad
2005b). This type of metadiscursive element signals that the global function and
aim of the document are being anticipated. Here the documents are referred to
by various lexical choices: report, review, brochure, booklet, leaflet and envi-
ronmental report:

(2) This first environmental report (…) describes what we are doing to harmonise
our activities with the natural environment, to limit environmental impacts and
to make efficient use of natural resources and gives targets that we have set our-
selves which we will report back on in future annual environmental reports (Nu-
clear Electric plc 1993: 1, Environmental Performance Report).

This range of lexical choices may be taken as an indication of the fact that en-
vironmental report was not an established genre name within the discourse
community at this point in time. The word leaflet is used in the smallest of these
documents. It consists of only four pages, and there is no proper front cover
(Wellcome plc). This contrasts sharply with the longest of the corporate envi-
ronmental reports in my corpus which consists of 48 pages (The Body Shop In-
ternational plc 1992). As pointed out above, being environmentally friendly is a
central aspect of the corporate image of this company.

Move-Step analysis, an identification of the rhetorical movement writers or
speakers conventionally make when operating in a specific genre (Skulstad
2005a), is the most quoted type of analysis within the English for Specific Pur-
poses tradition. Examples include Swales’s (1990) analysis of the rhetorical
movement writers conventionally make in introductions of research articles,
the Create a Research Space (CARS) model and Skulstad’s Relationships and
Confidence (RECON) model of chairmen’s statements in corporate annual re-
ports (Skulstad 2002, 2005a). A Move-Step approach is not possible in the case
of emerging genres due to the variation and heterogeneity that characterize
such a genre. However, emerging genres may demonstrate systematic variation
as to rhetorical strategies chosen. This was the case in my data, and as a con-
sequence of this fact two subgenres were identified. In the majority (14) of
these documents, reporting on the company’s environmental performance is
given the most space. These documents will be referred to as Environmental
Performance Reports (EPRs). The term itself appears on the front page of one
of the documents in my corpus (PowerGen plc 1993) and another document
uses the label environmental performance review (National Power plc 1992).
The Environmental Performance Reports signal their commitment to improve
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the company’s environmental performance by announcing the company’s envi-
ronmental policy and objectives. They give examples of the company’s environ-
mental performance, which serve as evidence of the company’s commitment:

x signalling commitment towards environmental issues
– announcing environmental policy and objectives

– making “promises”
x signalling good business practices (business ethics)

– reporting on the company’s environmental performance
– giving “evidence”.

Environmental Performance Reports often indicate that this type of document is
issued annually, which may not always be the case with the other subgenre.

The minority (six) of the documents on environmental issues draw on an
alternative set of rhetorical strategies:

x signalling environmental awareness (and commitment)
– putting the issue(s) into perspective

x signalling good business practices (business ethics)
– challenging/shaping public opinion.

This group of documents will be referred to as Environmental Awareness Book-
lets (EABs). However, Environmental Awareness Booklets have a less well-
defined form than do Environmental Performance Reports. The nomenclature
Environmental Awareness Booklet is entirely my own in that this label is not
used by members of the discourse community. It is applied merely for pragmatic
reasons as a convenient way of referring to these documents for descriptive pur-
poses.

The nomenclature of the two subgenres reflects some important character-
istics of the two types of documents. Environmental Performance Reports pres-
ent reviews of the performance of the company regarding environmental issues,
whereas in Environmental Awareness Booklets reports or reviews of company
performance are given very little space.

To signal environmental awareness is a central aim in the Environmental
Awareness Booklets. Typically, these documents in my corpus concentrate on
one sensitive issue which is central to the company such as the greenhouse ef-
fect (British Coal Corporation plc), nuclear waste (BNFL plc) and deforestation
(Donald Murray Paper Ltd). The remaining three Environmental Awareness
Booklets show greater variation. In the two booklets on chemical activities, the
focus is on the environmental advantage of the products themselves (Allied Col-
loids Group plc and W. Canning plc). One of these companies stresses that it
creates “products which improve the environment and quality of life – such as
our pollution control and water treatment processes that are used worldwide”
(Allied Colloids Group plc 1993: 1). Similarly, another of the Environmental



Creating a “green” image in the public sphere 189

Awareness Booklets outlines the environmental advantages of the company’s
basic product, a 210 litre steel container called “the green drum”, which is de-
signed for storage and transportation of hazardous and highly toxic products
(Blagden plc). The communicative purpose “signalling good business practices
(business ethics)” is often realized by various rhetorical strategies which are
aimed at challenging public opinion (see below).

Todorov (1976: 161) suggests that “[a] new genre is always the trans-
formation of one or several old genres: by inversion, by displacement, by com-
bination”. The Environmental Performance Reports in my corpus draw heavily
on corporate annual reports, whereas the Environmental Awareness Booklets
bear closer resemblance to public relations booklets and sales brochures. As
will be evident from the discussion above, these two groups of documents are
seen as textual responses to similar strategic needs. This view is supported by
the subtitle of one of the Environmental Awareness Booklets, A British Coal En-
vironmental Review, which could just as well have been the subtitle of an Envi-
ronmental Performance Report.

4. Externally addressed images

The specification of internal, externally addressed and externally constructed
images implies that the identification of corporate image has to be seen in re-
lation to the intended audience of the documents in question. Two of the Envi-
ronmental Performance Reports in my corpus list the intended audience. They
both mention staff, suppliers and shareholders. One of the companies also men-
tions franchisees, and the other one includes the public, regulators and custom-
ers. As the Environmental Performance Reports are addressed to both the staff
and people outside the company it is not easy to separate internal images from
those that are externally addressed. This section will concentrate on the latter,
the public sphere. If we look at Environmental Awareness Booklets, the intended
audience is even more heterogeneous when compared to the Environmental Per-
formance Reports. Three of the Environmental Awareness Booklets (the three
most homogenous of these documents) are addressed both to the public and the
business community (one of the Environmental Awareness Booklets specifies
this specifically) (British Coal Corporation plc, BNFL plc and Donald Murray
Paper Ltd). The other three Environmental Awareness Booklets are addressed to
customers and will not be discussed in any detail here (Allied Colloids Group
plc, Blagden Industries plc and W. Canning plc) (see Skulstad 2002).

As for choice of rhetorical strategies, eleven of the 14 Environmental Per-
formance Reports have a separate environmental policy section. Central here
are various strategies of “promise-making”. A characteristic feature of the
aims and objectives set out in this section is that they are not easily testable.
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Above all, they show the company’s commitment to further environmental im-
provement.

It is important to notice that the Environmental Performance Reports typi-
cally give examples to illustrate the company’s commitment to and their high le-
vels of performance on environmental issues instead of giving a comprehensive
survey. In one of the reports, for instance, there is a section headed “Emissions
and effluents” (The Shell International Petroleum Company Ltd 1992: 5, Envi-
ronmental Performance Report). This section opens by stating that the strategy
of continuous improvement in environmental performance “requires a detailed,
quantitative inventory of the present emissions, effluents and discharges from
each Shell operation” (Shell 1992: 5). However, data on these aspects of oper-
ation are not given in this report. Instead, the writer gives examples of improved
environmental performance: “One advance has been a state-of-the-art biologi-
cal effluent treatment plant (…) Another contribution towards reducing emis-
sions and effluents has been (…)” (Shell 1992: 5). Thus, the reports on environ-
mental performance have a clear image-creating function, emphasizing the
improvement and environmental advantages of the business. Only five of the
14 Environmental Performance Reports provide data on emissions to the atmos-
phere, solid residues and wastes, water quality, and other aspects related to the
environmental performance of the company (ICI plc, National Power plc, Nu-
clear Electric plc, PowerGen plc and Thames Water plc). With a few exceptions,
the data presented show improved environmental performance, but only a mi-
nority of the examples given specify the exact investments made to reduce pol-
lution. A typical example of the type of “evidence” provided is related to recyc-
ling. This is a type of environmental action which everybody in the public
sphere understands as every household is expected to recycle parts of its do-
mestic waste. The Environmental Performance Reports give concrete examples
of recycling, ranging from the recycling of office paper and plastic cups to the
recovering of waste energy from process plants. Other examples of externally
addressed images in the Environmental Performance Reports are sections of the
documents which emphasize the company’s active role in establishing a “good
neighbour” policy such as community relations programmes involving facilities
for school visits or regular visitor centres. Such examples are to be found in
seven of the Environmental Performance Reports in my corpus. The companies
demonstrate their active involvement in raising the environmental awareness of
school children and other members of the public.

A company’s appraisal of its own excellence would not be particularly con-
vincing in terms of the creation of externally addressed images. Quotations
from people outside the company, in which the company is praised have much
greater force, because such quotations represent objective assessment (cf.
Koller’s idea of narcissistic corporate self-promotion, this volume):
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(3) Thanks to new technology, ICI was able to launch the first solvent-free emul-
sions in the USA and UK in March 1992. Following the launch, the US Environ-
mental Protection Agency wrote to Glidden, the US arm of ICI Paints, to say:
“Your company’s work to reduce air emissions sends a positive message to other
businesses and sets an example of innovation that we would like to see adopted
throughout corporate America” (ICI plc 1992: 17, Environmental Performance
Report).

Direct discourse presentation is not used extensively in the Environmental Per-
formance Reports, except in one of these reports. The instances of direct dis-
course presentation that are included generally aim to persuade a sceptical audi-
ence of the company’s role in environmental improvement.

As mentioned above, the Environmental Awareness Booklets in my corpus
do not announce the company’s environmental policy and objectives explicitly in
the same way as do the Environmental Performance Reports. The Environmental
Awareness Booklets make an argument on a specific issue such as the use of coal
or the activities of the chemical division of the company. The discussion typi-
cally goes beyond the company’s immediate business and products to the com-
pany’s awareness of environmental problems. The Environmental Awareness
Booklet on nuclear waste, for instance, opens by discussing how a high standard
of living leads to enormous amounts of domestic waste, and the Environmental
Awareness Booklet on coal discusses the greenhouse effect as a natural phenom-
enon. In this way, the commitment to environmental improvement is implicit, in
contrast to the “promises” made and the “evidence” given in the Environmental
Performance Reports. In the Environmental Awareness Booklets the companies
conventionally present themselves as being above the controversy of central en-
vironmental issues and as making a reasoned response to the problems:

(4) If the predictions of some global climate analysts are to be believed, the world
could be facing a great disaster. But the economic upheaval of a hasty reaction to
the possibility of the Greenhouse Effect could reduce living standards through-
out the developed world. (…) But (…) it would be prudent for the world to take
out an “insurance policy” by adopting sensible measures which reduce the possi-
bility of climate change while causing minimal economic disruption (British
Coal Corporation plc n.d.: 1, Environmental Awareness Booklet).

This particular company also presents itself as an advisory body on global en-
vironmental action in Eastern Europe and developing countries.

A recent trend in documents of the Environmental Performance Report-type
is to include other issues beside environmental impact and local community re-
lations. Let us take The Body Shop as an example. In 1993 they published their
first environmental report called The Green Book. In 1995 the company pub-
lished a document entitled The Values Report. They characterize this document
as their first “social audit” where they presented the results of consultation with
5000 stakeholders. The document dealt with environmental and animal protec-
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tion performance. In 2005 they published their first independently verified
values report, and the range of issues was widened:

(5) For this report, we have invited five stakeholders to comment on the role of The
Body Shop on business in general and on some of the global community’s grea-
test challenges, such as HIV/AIDS, tropical deforestation, domestic violence,
animal testing and economic development of the poorest communities (The
Body Shop International plc 2005: 3).

The focus on the global threat of HIV/AIDS is also seen in Rio Tinto’s Sustain-
able Development Review (2004: 17): “Rio Tinto’s southern African operations
are nearing full implementation of the Group HIV/AIDS strategy, which pro-
vides access to antiretroviral therapy which is affordable for employees and a
partner”. Thus, environmental protection has increasingly become one issue
among several of corporate social responsibility.

5. Responses to externally constructed images

As mentioned above, externally constructed images are not always favourable.
Thus, corporate environmental reports sometimes have to contest this type of
image in order to realize their communicative aims. Example 6 characterizes
opposition and challenges public opinion:

(6) These chemicals [chlorine and dioxins], in themselves dangerous substances, are
widely associated with the papermaking industry. As this section explains, how-
ever, there is no real risk to the end user of paper products, or to the environment
in any substantial way. This “dangerous” image has been largely exaggerated by
poorly informed environmental campaigners and the marketing industry looking
for selling points like “unbleached”, to encourage consumers to favour their
brands. They are confusing the product with the production process – the impor-
tant factor in environmental terms is the reduction of chlorine emissions during
production, as opposed to the far less damaging chlorine content in paper (Don-
ald Murray Paper Ltd n.d.: 7, Environmental Awareness Booklet).

Example 6 identifies the source of the assertion this text maker is contesting,
“poorly informed environmental campaigners and the marketing industry”.
Hence, this writer draws attention to the intertextual perspective of the text (see
below).

Negation is a frequent strategy in these Environmental Awareness Booklets
(see e.g. Tottie 1982, 1987; Pagano 1994 on the use of negatives in written lan-
guage). One of the booklets is entitled Papermaking Is Not Killing the Forests.
Fairclough (1992) treats negation intertextually, and interpreted this way, the
title of this Environmental Awareness Booklet presupposes the existence of the
proposition found in antecedent texts (spoken or written) that papermaking is
killing the forests. In relation to the aim of challenging public opinion, negative



Creating a “green” image in the public sphere 193

sentences become particularly powerful precisely in their intertextual force, as
they contest propositions in some other text, produced by environmental cam-
paigners or environmentalists, which is (assumed to be) within the reader’s ex-
perience. I have found Pagano’s (1994) category of denials of background in-
formation particularly useful in my analysis of negatives in Environmental
Awareness Booklets. She defines this category as “denials used when the writer
assumes that the reader entertains certain mistaken ideas from his previous
background knowledge” (1994: 258). In other words, the writer denies miscon-
ceptions which he or she assumes the imagined reader to have prior to reading
the present text. Such implicit denials (Pagano 1994) may be seen as a way of
contesting unfavourable images in antecedent texts:

(7) Contrary to popular belief, radiation is not something solely produced by the nu-
clear industry or nuclear weapons. In fact, about 87% of the radiation dose we
receive comes from natural sources. [emphasis added] (BNFL plc 1992b: 6, En-
vironmental Awareness Booklet).

Example 7 may be seen to attribute misconceptions about radiation to the im-
agined reader. The category denials of background information is also found in
some of the Environmental Performance Reports in my corpus, but is not a
dominant strategy. Another way of contesting propositions in antecedent texts
is simply to label them “wrong” or to identify certain propositions as “myth”.
Such propositions are not grammatically negative, but semantically negative
(see Fairclough 1992: 122).

One way of contesting externally constructed images is to provide contrasts
with “competing” industries to minimize the problem. In the example below the
environmental advantages of nuclear power are contrasted with the environ-
mental disadvantages of the use of coal:

(8) All industries produce waste. (…) burning coal produces large quantities of
waste – a large coal-fired power station emits yearly some 11 million tonnes of
carbon dioxide and about 200,000 tonnes of sulphur dioxide and nitrous oxide.
In addition, a million tonnes of coal ash is produced, of which some 4,000 to 7,
000 tonnes is emitted up the chimney, (…) Compared with other energy pro-
ducers, nuclear power results in significantly smaller amounts of waste (BNFL
plc 1992b: 4, Environmental Awareness Booklet).

The Environmental Awareness Booklet on coal, in turn, argues that nuclear
power is not the solution to the problems of the greenhouse effect:

(9) It is true that nuclear power plants release negligible amounts of greenhouse
gases during operation, although some are released indirectly during fuel prepa-
ration and reprocessing. However, nuclear plants are only suited to electricity
production, and even if it were possible to replace all coal-fired power stations,
the Greenhouse Effect could only be reduced by about 10% (British Coal Cor-
poration plc n.d.: 18, Environmental Awareness Booklet).
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Note that example 9 opens by confirming readers’ preconceptions about the re-
lease of greenhouse gases from nuclear power plants and then dismisses nuclear
power as a viable option.

It may be fruitful to extend a Swalesian approach to the analysis of visual
communication. Put simply, this means that the choices of visuals and visual
strategies are directly related to the communicative purpose(s) of the genre as
perceived by the text maker. In the Environmental Awareness Booklet issued by
British Coal there is a photograph of an oil rig from which thick, black smoke is
released into the atmosphere (see Figure 1). The caption reads: “Leaks from
natural gas distribution networks and from oil and gas producing plants are a
significant source of atmospheric methane”. The document goes on to argue that
“Releases of methane from the production and use of coal around the world ac-
count for less than 7 % of global emissions, and are estimated to contribute less
than 0.8 % to the Greenhouse Effect” (British Coal Corporation plc n.d.: 7, En-
vironmental Awareness Booklet).

An environmental report issued by an oil company, on the other hand, is not
likely to choose a visual that shows the emission of methane. One of the oil
companies in my corpus chose a photograph of some seals basking on a buoy in
the foreground and a drilling platform in the background (see Figure 2). The
photograph could be seen to argue that if offshore drilling did produce high le-
vels of pollution, the seals would not choose to bask so close to an oil rig. Thus,
visual and verbal strategies interact in building the reputation of the company.
However, visuals may be seen to be more effective compared to verbal argu-

Figure 1. Persuasive function of a visual in an Environmental Awareness Booklet
(British Coal Corporation plc n.d.: 7).
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ments. The reason for this is that most people know how to respond in words to a
verbal argument by having been socialized into a number of written and spoken
genres in “lifeworld” and institutional discourse. Visual arguments, on the other
hand, are harder to identify and respond to (cf. Myers 1994). The visual argu-
ment in Figure 2, for instance, is more subtle compared to the verbal claim that
offshore drilling is in complete harmony with maritime life.

Figure 2. Persuasive function of a visual in an Environmental Performance Report
(Esso UK plc 1992: 13).
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Conclusion

During the past two decades companies have generally come to realize their role
in environmental harm and protection. They have seen the need to make discur-
sive moves to respond to externally constructed images which may harm the
business and to construct externally addressed images that demonstrate their en-
vironmental awareness and willingness to act. Environmental reports have also
become an important factor in the creation and projection of what Mautner (this
volume) calls a uniform and unique voice. Today, this “voice” increasingly in-
cludes the projection of a social responsibility beyond environmental protection.

This chapter has argued that studies of genres should not ignore the in-
formation provided by the names given to the texts in question by competent
users of those texts. However, in the case of new genres, a problem arises as
such information may be minimal or even misleading. Because image creation
and the contesting of externally constructed images are overall aims, the generic
label environmental report is somewhat misleading as few of the documents are
true reports of the company’s environmental action and data concerning
emissions, waste, etc.

Another problem when faced with genres at an early stage of emergence is
that the texts are typically heterogeneous in terms of content, length and rhetori-
cal strategies chosen to realize the shared set of communicative purposes. If
there is systematic variation, the analyst may respond to this by the identifica-
tion of subgenres.

Corporate environmental reports generally assume a sceptical audience. As
we have seen, this means that the documents often use a number of persuasive
strategies to convince the sceptical reader. They tend to use easily understood
examples, such as recycling of office paper, rather than quantifying the environ-
mental impact of the company’s operations.

We have seen that visual and verbal strategies interact in corporate image
creation in the public sphere. By using a Swalesian approach, this chapter has
tried to demonstrate that the use of visuals may have a parallel function to
written arguments, only more effective.

This chapter started with an overview of three research traditions within
genre analysis. In the mid and late 1980s and early 1990s, analysts of genres in
institutional and professional discourse tended to focus on single genres. In-
creasingly genres are not viewed as discrete phenomena, but as part of larger
chains of oral and written discourse (Berkenkotter [with Thein] 2005). A con-
sequence of this recognition would be to look at a network of genres in the pub-
lic sphere instead of examining environmental reports in isolation. The choice
made in the present chapter is purely practical, and there is a need for analyses
of how this particular genre is networked into larger chains of discourse. There
is also a need for further research which explores the relationship between vis-
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ual and verbal strategies in the creation of externally addressed images and the
contesting of externally constructed images. Yet another area for further study is
to document the current move from corporate environmental reports to values
reports.
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9. Britain™ and “corporate” national identity1

Lidia De Michelis

1. Introduction

The main focus of this article is the so-called “rebranding of Britain”, which eli-
cited such outraged press coverage throughout New Labour’s first term
(1997–2001). This paradigmatic attempt to implement a consistent, pervasive
project of national self-refashioning is in fact an impressive tool of domestic
and foreign policy. New Labour’s agenda of engaging with the vexed question
of British national identity and amplifying its discussion through the naturalis-
ing channels of today’s media-saturated public sphere, involves projecting a
more flexible, accommodating sense of “Britishness” alongside the party’s revi-
sion and representation of Britain’s role in the world. In line with the pervasive,
difference-erasing technologization and commodification of public discourse
typical of neo-liberal agendas (Fairclough 1999), this vision is consistently ex-
pressed via forms of specialised communication. In particular, New Labour’s
discourse of national rebranding is developed around clusters focusing on the
key NATION AS CORPORATION metaphor, and the ensuing view of governance as a
type of entrepreneurial expertise. These issues are at the heart of Britain™. The
apparently objective marketing communication approach adopted in this
pamphlet, sponsored by the progressive think-tank Demos, in fact displays a
strong ideological undercurrent which goes well beyond endorsing the view of
the public sphere as merely an “increasingly deregulated ‘market’ for ideas”
(McLennan 2004). By placing the rhetoric of “reasonableness” at the core of its
discursive strategies, Britain™ upholds that process of “corporatisation of the
public sphere” (Marden 2003: XV) which necessarily bears on conceptions of
governance and citizenship. I shall argue that Leonard’s (1997) attempt to re-
package “concept U.K.” as a more attractive brand label helps channel public
debate along lines consistent with New Labour’s discourse, which Fairclough
(2000) deconstructed from a Critical Discourse Analysis standpoint, of a “New
Britain” or a “Young Country” and its obsession with “novelty”, “rejuvenation”
and “renewal”.

2. Literature review

Before proceeding to the core of this analysis, a brief overview of recent in-
sights into the increasingly interconnected domains of destination marketing
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and national identity may be helpful, with particular emphasis on their discur-
sive and strategic recontextualisation.

2.1. From “destination marketing” to “nation branding”

Specialist literature on product and destination marketing has for some time
now concurred on the importance of what is generally referred to as the “place-
of-origin” factor, that is, the psychological and emotional impact of a product’s
source on consumer behaviour. Development of this factor’s enormous potential
for engaging customers’ imagination and loyalty has been coterminous with the
growth of brand theory, and has taken on increasing prominence as more soph-
isticated insights into the performative and discursive dynamics of branding
have been yielded. The idea of “place”, here very broadly understood as an ex-
perienced and “culturally” meaningful reconfiguration of the more neutral con-
cept of “space”, carries emotional connotations also inherent in the concept of
“brand”. The latter, which Lindsay (2000: 2) describes as “the executive sum-
mary (…) of all the expectations, thoughts, feelings, associations that we carry
in our minds” regarding a product, is actually described in specialised literature
as being comprised of such humanising characteristics as identity, image, per-
sonality, essence, character and even culture. The ensuing triangulation between
such core constituents of individual self-definition as “place”, “identity” and
“brand” has proved especially important in the process of marking out the fields
of tourism and destination marketing as uniquely suited for appropriation by the
discourse of public diplomacy.

The flurry of academic studies being published over the past two decades
shows that serious research into tourism, marketing and culture has been
steadily gaining momentum, with the most recent theoretical contributions
coming from, amongst others, Gallarza, Saura, and Garcia (2002); Kotler and
Gertner (2002); and Morgan, Pritchard, and Pride (2002). At the same time, the
study of destination branding similarly began to broaden its analytical scope,
cross-breeding productively, for example, with sociological texts, which em-
phasised the status of tourism as a cultural practice (Lash and Urry 1994; Urry
1995). It has also been influenced by the increasing appeal of the emerging
specialist discipline known as “place branding”, where the choice of the term
“place” signals the pervasive, overall culturalization of “space” within the dis-
courses and practices of globalisation (Rojek and Urry 1997).

The ascendancy of place branding over “mere” destination marketing
equally owes much to the parallel shift from product brands to “corporate”
branding, which took place towards the end of the 1980s. Heralded in the 1960s
and 1970s, the conceptual cluster underlying the idea of “corporate brand”
(which Balmer and Gray [2003: 982] describe as “an explicit covenant” be-
tween the organization behind the brand and its “key stakeholder groups, in-
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cluding customers”) was given a more thorough theoretical grounding in the
decade that followed.2

In those same years, the practical insight, culture and “lore” of corporate
branding were popularised most effectively by Wally Olins (1978, 1989). His
innovative thinking about branding had been honed and given a communicative
cutting edge by his frontline experience as a renowned practitioner and advisor
of choice with public administrations and agencies worldwide. This helped him
become one of the first to investigate the ways in which countries and com-
panies are becoming increasingly similar to the point of exchanging roles (Olins
1999; see also Elwes 1994). His 1996 case study and corporate branding report
“Made in U.K.” had a conspicuous influence on the British Tourist Authority’s
ongoing project of strategic refashioning which led to the launch of the “Brand-
ing Britain Campaign” early in 1997. Revived and updated, Olins’ findings
were broadcast by the BBC2 Money programme on 18 May 1997, just a fort-
night after New Labour’s election victory, and three months ahead of the launch
of Mark Leonard’s Britain™. Olins’ (1999) Trading Identities, which was pub-
lished by the pro-Labour, pro-European think tank, The Foreign Policy Centre
(directed at the time by Mark Leonard himself), marks the shift of nation brand-
ing from the domain of marketing to that of governance, as its two sections ad-
dress the following questions respectively: “Countries: From nation-state to
national brand?” and “Companies: The global rise of the corporate state?”.
Olins’ book helped to popularise the idea that a nation’s brand-building project
should be a collective enterprise, involving and affecting both public and pri-
vate concerns and discourses. While maintaining that such a project could only
be furthered by adhering to “corporate brand management” patterns which em-
phasise the holistic involvement of all stakeholders in communicating the cor-
poration’s/nation’s mission, identity, image and “culture”, Olins was also point-
ing to the unequivocally political nature of such cross-breeding between
statecraft and marketing.

Indeed, since the mid-1990s a new discourse representing the need and de-
sirability for “country”, “state” or “nation branding” had begun to emerge, gain-
ing unprecedented momentum from the economic, social, cultural and political
humus of late modernity.

The economic and political rationale for national branding (and re-brand-
ing) clearly draws on the discourse and logic of new capitalism, with its empha-
sis on the globalisation, competitiveness and/or partnership, homogenisation
and culturalisation of consumer behaviour (Fairclough 2000, 2003; Bourdieu
and Wacquant 2001). At the same time, the concept of “nation branding” owes
much of its cultural, imaginative and discursive grounding to “modernist” in-
sights such as Hobsbawm’s “invention of tradition” (Hobsbawm and Ranger
1983), and, even more so, to post-modernist views of national identity which
emphasise the largely imaginary (Anderson 1991: 6), narrative (Bhabha 1990:
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291–322), symbolic and discursive nature (Hall 1996a: 612) of national com-
munities (Wodak et al. 1999). From a quite different angle, Anthony Giddens’
(1994: 23) description of “a post-traditional social order” in which traditions,
far from disappearing, have to “become open to interrogation and discourse”,
even to the point of implying their own “selective preservation, or perhaps re-
invention” (Giddens 1994: 29), similarly offers an attractive theoretical stand-
point for “rebranding” projects.

Drawing on the scientific insight of product and corporate marketing,
national “brand-building” projects were implemented at first on a public econ-
omy-oriented basis: their primary aim was to bend the emotional and cultural
potential of marketing towards attracting inward investment, and promoting ex-
ports and tourism against an increasingly undifferentiated global product offer-
ing. The end of the Cold War and the demise of communism paved the way for
the expansion of this scenario, which has increasingly been defined by the
largely unchallenged tenets of new capitalism and the consolidation of a so-
called “new world order” in which, according to the British diplomat Robert
Cooper (1997, 2002), prosperous and well-governed “post-modern” states are
invited to expand their powers of attraction through a new kind of benign im-
perialism. In this world, as Joseph S. Nye argues, “soft” power should supplant
military might, and a country might be able to “obtain the outcomes it wants in
world politics because other countries want to follow it, admiring its values,
emulating its examples, aspiring to its levels of prosperity and openness” (Nye
2002: 5).

This ideological environment, whose discourses have been extensively me-
diated and circulated in the public sphere, has helped bring about another area of
recent specialism within the domain of “nation branding”: one which, while still
largely concerned with the “national interest” in terms of revenues and tourism
(Olins 2003: 148–169), is now openly being conceptualised as a tool of public
diplomacy. In a special issue of The Journal of Brand Management (2002),
Simon Anholt, himself editor of the journal Place Branding and one of the most
authoritative practitioners in this field, listed a number of ideologically and
politically sensitive issues contributing to the overall definition of “nation
branding”. These included questions of domestic public communication, global
competitiveness and “the relationship between nation branding and the (ru-
moured) demise of the nation-state” (Anholt 2002: 231).

Tourism, which constitutes a highly sophisticated branch of public adminis-
trations’ managerial and cultural expertise, has long been a privileged contact
zone where a nation’s brand-building efforts may be put to the test, and its cul-
tural “brand equity” (the whole set of assets and liabilities determining the
worth of a brand) may be tracked and evaluated. Within the wider framework of
neo-liberalism and the post-nationalist world order, however, this sector now
tends to be seen as just one frontline asset in a nation’s “corporate” bid for glo-
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bal visibility. Indeed, its emotionally and culturally charged discursivity and
largely visual appeal tend to be increasingly subsumed and recontextualised
within the more comprehensive and far-reaching political strategies of “national
brand management”.

Anholt (2005: 118) has recently lamented that “destination branding” (a
term pertaining to the language of tourism in the first instance) is all too often
confused with “nation branding”, which is one of the practices of public diplo-
macy. Choosing “place branding” as a softer and more comprehensive label for
this specialised domain, he maintains that a “convergence of advanced brand
theory and statecraft is potentially epoch-making”. Place branding as an act of
public diplomacy, he adds, differs from propaganda insofar as it is not deliber-
ately manipulative, but stems from “a realization that public opinion is an es-
sential component of achieving a political end” (Anholt 2005: 120). This
opinion is similarly reflected in Leonard, Stead, and Smewing’s (2002: 9) state-
ment that public diplomacy in fact “is based on the premise that the image and
reputation of a country are public goods which can create either an enabling or
disabling environment for individual transactions”. Unlike traditional diplo-
macy, it involves multiple (i.e. governmental and non-governmental) stake-
holders, and relies on a three-dimensional communicative process (“news man-
agement”, “strategic communication” and “relationship building”), cutting
across the three “spheres on which it is played out: political/military, economic
and societal/cultural” (Leonard, Stead, and Smewing 2002: 10).

In Anholt’s view, the equation of a country as a corporate brand, which aims
to bring all the messages of its “related sub-brands” under an “umbrella of trust”
(Anholt 2003: 130), is especially valuable as a working “metaphor”. Indeed, the
whole strategy of managing and tracking the brand consistency of a nation
through the full range of its semiotic practices is described metaphorically as the
invisible magnet which in school experiments is often shown to pull iron filings
scattered randomly on a sheet of paper into a predictable shape (Anholt 2003:
122–123). Implicit in this metaphor is, of course, an attempt to portray “nation
branding” as a dual democratic process, i. e. bottom-up and top-down, harmo-
nising the popular component of local attachment and pride which is undoubtedly
important in destination branding, with the unemotional top-down approach of
public diplomacy. However, the neat, compelling beauty of Anholt’s oddly hy-
brid discursive strategy scarcely manages to conceal the frighteningly dirigiste
nature of the unchallenged power of “attraction” wielded by the magnet/corpor-
ate brand/public diplomacy. This is all the more disquieting when one considers
Anholt’s recent definition of branding as a “paradigm” for managing places in
the future (Anholt 2005: 119): “The driver of the new paradigm”, he concludes,
“is simply globalisation” and branding “is not something that you add on top: it
is something that goes underneath” (Anholt 2005: 121, emphasis added). But
globalisation, in fact, is neither simple nor transparent.
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2.2. “Nation branding” and the discourse of national identity

The third major constituent of the discursive domain of ‘nation branding’,
along with place and marketing, is the discourse of nationhood, with the notion
of identity as the common conceptual and emotional denominator between
them.

It is beyond the remit of this study to engage in in-depth analysis of the aca-
demic literature on the question of national identity, and the way its conceptual
boundaries are incessantly renegotiated against a backdrop of post-nationalism
and globalisation, from the perspectives of anthropology, history, politics, so-
cial science, cultural studies and, increasingly, critical discourse analysis and
applied linguistics. However, a brief overview is at least required of some of the
recent hypotheses and strategies which bear most directly on the specialist dis-
course of “nation branding” and its ramifications in the public sphere.

The “discourse-historical” approach described by Wodak et al. (1999) is es-
pecially rewarding in tackling concepts such as national identity (and, in this
case, national “brand”) which involve complex relational dynamics between
persistence and change that imply a temporal dimension. Its comprehensive
overview and discussion of conceptualisations of identity (Wodak et al. 1999:
10–18) and the nation (Wodak et al. 1999: 18–30) are taken here as prerequisites
not only for engaging with the discursive construction of national identity, but
also for deconstructing the public diplomacy discourse of “rebranding”.

Starting from Ricoeur’s (1992) dual description of identity as “sameness”
and “selfhood”, Wodak et al. (1999: 14–15) review his concept of “narrative
identity” (the basis for all reinterpretation and harmonisation of the past) in the
light of its elaboration by Martin (1995: 8) as “an open-ended” identity capable
of affecting the future. Distinctions between individual and social identities are
then introduced (Wodak et al. 1999: 15–16), followed by an analysis of the
conventional understandings of a nation as Kulturnation (an entity defined by
culture, with a strong ethnical and linguistic component) or as Staatsnation
(defined on a political and territorial basis) (Wodak et al. 1999: 18–21).

The paragraphs that follow (Wodak et al. 1999: 21–27) are especially rele-
vant to an interdiscursive approach to “nation branding”. They discuss Ander-
son’s thesis that nations are imagined communities to be distinguished primarily
“by the style in which they are imagined” (Anderson 1991: 6), and Hall’s posi-
tion that they are “systems of cultural representations” through which an im-
agined community is transformed into a “symbolic” one by the interpretive act
of its citizens partaking in the national culture (Hall 1996a: 612). This is ex-
plained as a national “discourse”, “a way of constructing meanings about the
nation with which we can identify” (Hall 1996a: 613) through shared “stories”.
Such stories make up what Hall (1996a: 613–14) also describes as the “narrative
of the nation”: one that, in the words of Wodak et al. (1999: 24) “is presented in
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national narratives, in literature, in the media and in everyday culture”, and
which “creates a connection between stories, landscapes, scenarios, historical
events, national symbols and national rituals which represent shared experi-
ences and concerns”. This same emphasis on social narrativity is an overriding
characteristic of the discourse of “nation branding”, which often seems to con-
flate that “discursive constitution and regularization of both the capitalist econ-
omy and the national state as imagined entities” which Jessop (1999: 2, original
emphasis) has noted. Equally influential are Hall’s definitions of “hybrid”,
“fragmented” and “multiply-constructed” identities (Hall 1996b: 4), which are
extensively subsumed and recontextualised in the jargon of marketing.

While agreeing with Wodak et al. (1999: 24–30) that concepts such as “habi-
tus”, “collective memory”, “historical memory”, and their various articulations
and critiques are central to the discursive construction of national identity, I shall
not be discussing them in this paper on the grounds that they are largely absent
from the top-down, future-oriented discursivity of nation branding. Rather, in
considering the role of memory in shaping narratives of national identity, I shall
draw on Duncan Bell’s (2003) definition of “mythscape” as a notion which
seeks to overcome the theoretical tensions that arise from conflating memory
and myth under the “monolithic” category of collective memory. A mythscape,
in Bell’s words, is “the temporally and spatially extended discursive realm
wherein the struggle for control of peoples’ memories and the formation of
nationalist myths is debated, contested and subverted incessantly. (…) it is the
perpetually mutating repository for the representation of the past for the pur-
poses of the present” (Bell 2003: 66).

While the in-depth analyses of a “national character” and the linguistic con-
struction of a homo nationalis carried out suggestively in Wodak et al. (1999:
193–199) are, of course, relevant in the case of destination marketing, they are
largely absent from the public diplomacy discourse of “nation branding”. In
fact, far from projecting any preferred stereotype of an “ideal” national subject,
this discipline explicitly articulates and promotes “flexible” definitions of na-
tionhood, loosely echoing Bauman’s view that today “the snag is no longer how
to discover, invent, construct, assemble (even buy) an identity, but how to pre-
vent it from sticking. Well-constructed and durable identity turns from an asset
into a liability. The hub of post-modern life strategy is not identity building, but
avoidance of fixation” [emphasis mine] (Bauman 1996: 24).

However, such notions of flexibility and “avoidance of fixation” are them-
selves discursively constructed according to tested formulas and updated
stereotypes, a practice which, in Billig’s words, “means that the imagination is
not unfettered, for stereotyping involves repetition” (Billig 1995: 102). Bond,
McCrone, and Brown (2003: 371) put forward a rewarding theoretical model for
mapping out exactly how distinct conventional features of national identity are
deconstructed and refashioned in order to serve contemporary agendas, most
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notably when they are recontextualised within the discursive domain of eco-
nomic development.

This reconciliation of the past with the present in order to affect the future is
attained via four processes: “reiteration, recapture, reinterpretation or repu-
diation, which derive from economic agents’ perceptions of their nation’s eco-
nomic attributes, and their normative beliefs regarding the qualities necessary
for economic success” [emphasis mine] (Bond, McCrone, and Brown 2003:
377). Reiteration denotes the mobilisation of a positive historic feature of
national identity to serve contemporary economic ends, whereas recapture
refers to the same process when this feature is seen as fading out or problematic.
On the negative side, reinterpretation signals the presentation of negative his-
toric characteristics as potential contemporary assets, and repudiation refers to
the omission or erasure of negative historic features from contemporary dis-
courses on identity (Bond, McCrone, and Brown 2003: 377–385).

These processes, moreover, entail a strong discursive focus, which renders
Bond, McCrone and Brown’s model especially suitable to laying bare the under-
lying rhetorical power of Britain™ as a multi-genre, multi-source message,
drawing on the specialist languages of economics, marketing, social science and
national culture in order to disseminate a fundamentally political view of
national identity for its own flexible, public diplomacy agenda.

3. Case study: Britain™

3.1. Background

Britain™ was launched on 3 September 1997, hot on the heels of the BTA’s
“Branding Britain Campaign” and Olins’ BBC2 Money programme of 18 May
1997 (De Michelis 2005: 92–94; De Michelis forthcoming).3 “Cool Britannia”4

was still at its peak, and the pamphlet received great attention from the press.
Opinions ranged from overall endorsements of New Labour’s modernising pro-
ject to Stephen Bailey’s flaying of Leonard’s portrait of “New Britain” as a place
governed by a newly-established “Department of Corporate Identity” (New
Statesman, 12 September 1997). Other voices claimed that a country could not
be branded and resold as a consumer good. Some, more neutrally, inscribed
Britain™ within the broader mid-1990s craving for “modernisation”, or simply
dismissed it as a mere recasting of popular management clichés in the shape of
political advice (Frank 2000).

However, Leonard’s nation-branding exercise commanded appreciative
comments and extensive quotations in specialised literature on tourism, brand-
ing and marketing (Lindsay 2000), as well as being echoed, of course, in con-
temporary speeches by politicians and public officials. Irrespective of their dif-
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fering standpoints, most of these approaches locate Britain™ among the
disciplines of business marketing. To some extent this is still the case, although,
in the run-up to the 2001 general election, several columnists have highlighted
the shift in the political affiliations of various high-ranking figures in the
Demos5 think-tank, who moved from posts held on the editorial board of Marx-
ism Today in their youth, to realigning their philosophies with the defining posi-
tions assumed by New Labour during its first term in office.

In the light of these issues, and building on an indepth reading of several
other pamphlets published by Demos between 1995 and 1999, I shall endeavour
to deconstruct the dual ideological function of Britain™. On one hand, Leonard
tells an optimistic, compelling story about what Britain will become under New
Labour, which entails a selective view of national identity which is projected as
factual and universally shared, presented in the seemingly disinterested format
of the executive report. On the other, in a manner which closely resembles Fair-
clough’s “genre chains” (Fairclough 2003: 31–32, 65–66), Britain™ and the
other contemporary publications by Demos, discussed below, form part of an at-
tempt to saturate the public sphere with converging variations on the themes of
“New Britain” and the “Third Way”.

For instance, Philip Dodd (1995: 14) laments that his impending vision of
Britain as “an outward-looking nation in love with change” goes against the
grain of the contemporary orthodox “tale of backward-looking insularity, mel-
ancholy, decline and loss”. What Britain will really need “in an increasingly glo-
balised world (…) is politicians who are willing to enter this turbulence and find
ways of telling national stories that are inclusive and open-ended” (Dodd 1995:
38). Anticipating, as it were, Tony Blair’s idea of the “Big Conversation”,6 Dodd
rounds off his argument by underlining the likely role of the internet in this act of
collective re-imagining. Likewise, Geoff Mulgan and Perri 6 (1996: 5) proclaim
their vision of “active popular capitalism” where companies and countries will
have “to create the future”, and planning will be seen as “exploration and cre-
ation” (Mulgan and Perri 6 1996: 18). Mulgan and Perri 6 reiterate their stand-
point in another Demos pamphlet published in March 1997, in which Britain is
heralded as being “brimful of energy” and “now ready for Spring” (Mulgan and
Perri 6 1997: 3–4). But for such “signs of Britain’s potential for rejuvenation” to
deliver their promises, the authors warn, “there are legacies – psychological as
well as institutional – that need to be shed” (Mulgan and Perri 6 1997: 4). Under-
neath this statement lies the hidden agenda driving much of the public discourse
on modernisation and rebranding, where concerns over what “to leave behind”
have proved far more divisive than “imagining” the shape of the new.

After this brief overview of Britain™’s interdiscursive environment, the
next section will focus on its linguistic and discursive parameters. Special atten-
tion will be given to structure, intertextuality and lexis: metaphorical refer-
ences, modality and deixis shall also be investigated.
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3.2. Textual analysis

Britain™ is an interesting example of that “proliferation of promotional genres”
that Fairclough (2003: 33) identifies as an outstanding feature of new capital-
ism. Accordingly, it may be ascribed to the broader category of “genres of gov-
ernance”, which is characterised by high levels of recontextualization, genre-
mixing, intertextuality and interdiscursivity (Fairclough 2003: 32–39). From a
functional viewpoint, it may be defined, again in Fairclough’s words, as a “hor-
tatory report” (see also van Leeuwen, this volume), encompassing cross-disci-
plinary domains such as “policy formation” and “management literature” (Fair-
clough 2003: 96). At the same time, Leonard’s pamphlet features the same
mobilization of the vocabulary of national identity “for economic ends” by pub-
lic agencies not motivated by “the pursuit of nationalism as a political project
per se” which constitutes the focus of Bond, McCrone, and Brown (2003: 371).

In line with the precepts of communications design (Mautner, this volume),
Britain™ is structured and interspersed with elements such as figures, statistics,
graphs and text boxes reporting decontextualized quotations, which, while typi-
cal of business communication, help keep readers’ attention focused on a nar-
rowly predetermined track. A wealth of specialized vocabulary and catch-
phrases also draw attention to the fields of management and marketing. Occa-
sionally, however, this comes across as an almost cosmetic device, for identity
and the whole symbolic domain of nation-building (with globalisation looming
large as its discursive “other”) are set firmly at the heart of Britain™ and inform
a number of its ideological subtexts.

Its summary, which begins with the realis statement that “Britain’s identity
is in flux” (Leonard 1997: 1), is followed by a kind of executive report, which
peremptorily declares itself to be about “The facts”. However, chapter headlines
soon open up to the language of “identity”, first by asking “What is identity for”,
and second “What are the tools for constructing an identity?”.

These questions reveal the underlying notion that identity is a “construct”,
which may be “shaped”, “projected” and “renewed”. The same view is deeply
embedded in the metaphoric topography of the pamphlet, which, due to its hy-
brid positioning astride the discursive domains of marketing, public diplomacy
and nationalism, mobilises conceptual metaphors conducive to all these fields.
However, ‘identity’ (133 occurrences, plus 48 in chapter headings) is most fre-
quently figured as AN OBJECT, made of diverse “components” and “parts”, and
displaying “shapes” or “forms” (“a national identity” is presented, even, as being
a “useful thing” [Leonard 1997: 32]). Consequently, it may be “constructed”,
“built”, “shaped”, “re-shaped”, “forged” and “regalvanized” by resorting to
appropriate “tools” (Leonard 1997: 36–42). One further example of this is the
conceptual metaphor AN IDENTITY IS A SET / A CHANGE OF CLOTHES, which may
be “fashioned” and “re-fashioned”, “redesigned”, “shed” and, of course, once
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updated, “worn”, as in Leonard’s confident remark that “today identities are
worn more lightly than in the past” (Leonard 1997: 70).

Other conceptual metaphors reiterating the identity nexus include EVO-

LUTIONARY STRUGGLE (Koller, forthcoming) and, somewhat jarringly, both
ORGANIC GROWTH and INORGANIC DEVELOPMENT, the latter to be achieved via
ASSEMBLING, ARCHITECTURAL and CONSTRUCTIVE practices. Occasionally iden-
tity is conceptualized as A LIVING ORGANISM, which may be “cultivated” and
“strengthened”, and may appear “confused”, “robust” or “outward-looking”.
Finally, traditional understanding of “Britishness” is discussed in terms of a
temple standing on six timeworn pillars: “Institutions”, “Empire”, “Industry”,
“Language”, “Culture and religion” and “Sport” (Leonard 1997: 21–26; cf. the
architectural metaphors above).

On the strength of this pervasive metaphoric network, and building on
Olins, Leonard’s summary proceeds to argue emphatically that the British
should proactively engage in “re-imagining” their national identity and improve
Britain’s national brand management so as to be able to leverage on what he en-
ticingly refers to as “the identity premium” (Leonard 1997: 3).

The renewal of identity does not imply casting off what has gone before. Our chal-
lenge is to find a better fit between our heritage and what we are becoming. The time
is now ripe for Britain to do that. Britain has a spring in its step and a new mood of
confidence. Two hundred years ago our ancestors invented a new identity that proved
enormously successful. They pioneered new institutions, new images and new ways
of thinking, free from any sentimental attachment to the traditions they had inherited.
Today we need to do the same again (Leonard 1997: 5).

Due to the unparalleled reach and self-reflexivity of expert knowledge now-
adays, the task of renewing British identity for the twenty-first century goes far
beyond “our ancestors’” seemingly effortless invention of Britishness, as iden-
tity, especially national identity, tends to be seen as elusive and tricky, and badly
in need of being “tracked” and, of course, “managed”. Accordingly, the stem
“manag-” occurs a total of 27 times, generally in association with the “tech-
niques”, “mechanisms”, “centralized machinery”, “central body” and “institu-
tions” related to the manipulation of national identity. This is consistent not only
with brand communication practice, but, more relevantly, with Leonard’s own
public diplomacy call for establishing “a small ‘vision group’ chaired by the
Prime Minister to agree strategic objectives and a working party with represen-
tatives from all the agencies – government and business – involved in promoting
Britain abroad” (Leonard 1997: 4).

While echoing the same seasonal metaphor and categorical epistemic mode
adopted in Mulgan and Perri 6 (1997: 3), the excerpt quoted above is a good
example of the way the present tense is used pervasively as a structural device
throughout this pamphlet. Traditional constructions of Britishness are left unde-
termined and dismissed lightly as “what has gone before”. Conversely “Britain”
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(meaning “New Britain”) is portrayed as an energetic actor, capable of moods
and feelings, and seen in the very act of coming back to life. Hence its represen-
tation is firmly grounded in the semantic fields of becoming, renewal, and ripe-
ness. More generally, the stem “Brit-” may be regarded as something of a
“logo”, and is overwhelmingly present throughout the pamphlet with 522 total
occurrences (314 of which are for “Britain”, 160 for “British”, and 33 for “Brit-
ishness”). Often it is used deictically, and is therefore clearly neutral, whereas it
bears positive connotations when associated with creativity, novelty and inno-
vation, as in the case of the excerpt quoted above, or with ideals of youthfulness,
inclusiveness, imagination and the future. When it is associated, instead, with
representations of a traditional past, British identity is described as something
“confused and outdated”, even “archaic” (Leonard 1997: 24), valuable at best as
a “reassuring certainty” (Leonard 1997: 70), but most often an obstacle and a
liability.

The ambivalent status of new in this passage is also worth noting: univocally
positive in connection with the “now”, it acquires a somewhat diminished res-
onance when referred to “our ancestors” and “two hundred years ago”. This os-
cillation is a result of Leonard’s attempt to embed a re-interpretive (and possibly
recuperative) script within his future-oriented agenda (see above), in order to
overcome resistance to his argument that “renewal” is not tantamount to casting
off the past. Such reconciliation of the past to a desirable future reality via se-
lective approaches to memory and history entailing processes of narrative re-
casting is also central to the discursive construction of national identity. Post-
modern emphasis on the performativity of national narratives is a striking fea-
ture of Britain™. This pamphlet’s endorsement of the narratedness of experi-
ence is apparent in its different use of “story” and “history”. While “history”,
which occurs only 12 times in the pamphlet, sounds at best neutral, “story” and
“stories”, of course, carry the day. Sometimes they have negative connotations,
as in “traditional stories of Britishness” (Leonard 1997: 2) now appealing “if at
all, only to an ageing minority” [emphasis mine] (Leonard 1997: 2). Most often,
however, they are “new stories” with a primarily “bridging” (or reconciling)
function, which concur to make up a “new story of Britain at the forefront of
creativity and invention” (Leonard 1997: 47).

Six “brand-new” national “stories” are described as “a toolkit for a new
sense of identity” (Leonard 1997: 58) and represent Britain™’s contact zone be-
tween the discourses of identity and branding. Their titles, “Hub UK”, “Creative
Island”, “United Colours of Britain”, “Open for Business”, “Silent revolution-
ary” and “Nation of fair play” are apparently indebted to the short, pithy ex-
pressions of marketing, and their strategic conception is reinforced by a graph
showing six interlinking circles. Put forward uninhibitedly as “our trademarks –
at the heart of all promotional activity as we start the new century” (Leonard
1997: 58), these narratives basically represent a subtle recasting of those six
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“traditional stories of Britishness” previously dismissed as semi-neglected “pil-
lars” of a monolithic, outdated identity.

Each “story” is actually made up of an attractive “tale” developing its brand
promise in narrative form between inverted commas, and a list of data, figures
and quotes as its supporting evidence and impressive “scientific” rationale. No
“once upon a time”, however, is to be found in Britain™. As a brief analysis of
the “Hub UK” story will show, Leonard’s re-energizing mix of “Cool Britannia”
and advertising styles endorses a conceptual and political scenario which is de-
fined by global cosmopolitanism and reflexive modernity, and often mobilized
for the purpose of legitimizing change.

Britain is an island, but it is never insular. It is more connected to the world than
any land-bound nation. It is a hub: a place where goods, messages and ideas are
exchanged; a bridge between Europe and America, north and south, east and west.
This aspect of Britain helped to define the empire as much as a splash of pink on
the map. Britain’s empire was also a web of connections, from the transoceanic
cables and radio links to the trading routes, and the financial exchanges of the City
of London.
(…)
Today, Britain is more than ever a hub: the old links still exist and have been re-ener-
gised through membership of the European Union, the strength of industries like fi-
nance and telecommunications, our favourable position in the world’s time zones and
the success of the English language. That place prepares Britain well for a new cen-
tury. We are strong not just in the creative industries but also in the knowledge mar-
ket – creating ideas, researching and importing and exporting students and materials.
We are strong in the industries of speed and connections – with the world’s third lar-
gest aerospace industry and dominance in Formula One racing and in telecommuni-
cations. Far from being unchanging or closed off, Britain is a country at ease with
change, a place of coming and going, of import and export, of quickness and light-
ness. [emphasis mine] (Leonard 1997: 44).

The beginning of this “story” is structured along two main axes. Drawing on the
familiar stereotype of the “island race”, the first one sets out to construct Britain
in the light of psycho-spatial paradigms such as “island” and “world”. Three
statements of fact, forming a pattern of description, modification and elabor-
ation, define this relationship primarily in terms of “connectedness”. The sec-
ond axis consists of a series of functional equivalences, or at best slight vari-
ations on a theme, between “island”, “hub” and “bridge”, a rhetorical strategy
which conflates stereotypes pertaining to the discursive fields of Britain’s iden-
tity, economy and foreign policy. At the same time, “connectedness” is recon-
textualized in terms of “exchanges”, acquiring an “economic national interest”
focus reflected in the hierarchy implicit in the list “goods, messages and ideas”.
While the use of the present tense is again dominant in an attempt to naturalize a
desired future socioscape as an accomplished fact, it is followed by a tentative
sally back into the past where empire is selectively reinterpreted as a “web of
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connections” in an apparently ambivalent assessment. These connections are
again defined by “cables”, “links”, “routes” and “exchanges”, terms ultimately
conducive to the “City of London” and the fundamentally “metropolitan” vein
of Leonard’s recipe for rebranding.

The second part of the “story” is meant to cohere the different threads under
the brand concept “hub”: while the “old links” are viable only insofar as they
have been “re-energized”, the passage hinges on the almost oxymoronic spatial
and temporal nexus implied in “our favourable position in the world’s time
zones” [emphasis mine]. This and the link between “place” and “new century”
which follows help to create a discursive and political “space-time” (Fairclough
2003: 224), consistent with New Labour’s rhetoric of connectedness. While this
is also made clear in the sudden, repeated shift to inclusive first-person deixis,
terms such as “creative industries” and “knowledge market”, and hints to inter-
national economic ratings marry the world of business with the odd lyricism of
the last sentence, marked by a crescendo of nominalizations and most appropri-
ately concluded with a reference to “lightness”.

While thoughts also inevitably drift to what many editorialists and foreign
policy experts have dubbed the “Blair bridge project” (Garton Ash 2004:
41–52), the end of the story is equally consistent with New Labour’s projection
of itself as the party of change. A paradigm of post-modern porousness and
liquidity, new Britain is also “a peculiarly creative nation” (Leonard 1997: 47),
where devolution is presented as self-reformation, membership of the European
Union is sold as “inventing new forms of supranational governance”, and con-
stitutional reform is a matter of the parliamentary system “being reinvented”
(Leonard 1997: 57).

Leonard’s discursive construction of “Hub UK” helps disseminate a story of
“New Britain”, which is in line with the redefinition of Britishness put forward
in New Labour’s 1997 manifesto, characterizing, to quote but one famous
example, the late Robin Cook’s so-called “Chicken tikka masala speech” (19
April 2001).7 This is consistent with Leonard’s choice of branding Britain as a
“global island”. The reconciliation of opposites implied in this brand name not
only reiterates the difference-erasing agenda underlying the discourse of New
Labour, but it also helps project an “imagined community” whose “distinctive-
ness” consists largely in erasing both spatial and temporal differences from the
“imagining”.

As is unanimously agreed, the mobilization of memories (whether “authen-
tic” or “invented”) lies at the heart of discursive constructions of national iden-
tity. However, “memory”, “memories” and “remember” feature barely at all in
Britain™. Leonard, rather, seems to promote a timeless imagining. He goes even
further, advocating the creation of “a ‘brand space’ where people can go to ab-
sorb values, vocabulary, imagery and re-energise their conception of the national
brand” (Leonard 1997: 62). Identity, thus, increasingly comes to overlap with
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“image”, against the backcloth of a global brandscape where the new “brand
states”, to borrow van Ham’s (2001) expression, compete fiercely for political
brand recognition and brand loyalty. The imagining, too, risks being debased to
a mere production of “images” to be brokered across an increasingly mediatised
public sphere, even though these images, like other “on message” national
stories, speeches and reports, are constructed narratively for the purpose of “re-
galvanising excitement around Britain’s core values” (Leonard 1997: 70).

Leonard’s rationale is consistent also with Anholt’s celebration of place
branding as “fascinating, far-reaching and potentially world-changing” (Anholt
2005: 118; 2006). This notion of managing change by resorting to imagination
seems, again, to lie at the heart of both public diplomacy and marketing, the aim
of which has been described as making people “want to change their minds – to
offer to replace what they think with something so much more interesting and
captivating, and yet equally portable, that they will happily oblige” (Anholt
2003: 110).

4. Conclusion

Anholt’s opinion fits well with Leonard’s strategic prescription contained in
chapter five of Britain™ (“Projecting a new identity”): “The first priority is to
cultivate a national consensus. Just as the new identity that was forged in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was born out of public debate and
argument, today we need the widest possible participation in rethinking our
identity” [emphasis mine] (Leonard 1997: 60). While this is reminiscent of
Demos’ metaphorization of its own role as “a greenhouse for ideas” (see Demos
website http://www.demos.co.uk), this statement contains useful clues for
understanding the link between works such as Britain™ and current reconfigu-
rations of the public sphere. In line again with his own reiterative agenda, Leon-
ard appropriates the Habermasian view of the public sphere as a product of the
Enlightenment, born out of the rational, dialogical activities of arguing and de-
bating, only to legitimize the emotional, often unaccountable style of democratic
participation which increasingly is a defining feature of the current marriage be-
tween mood politics and expert knowledge.

Leonard’s “pedagogical” agenda (Fairclough 2003) of popularising the in-
sights of public diplomacy, and more generally influencing political debate,
inevitably leads to the wider issue of the place occupied by think-tanks in con-
temporary British politics, and the way they interact with the public sphere as
“carriers and interpreters of new ideas and new ways of thinking” (Worpole
1998: 154). This is, of course, beyond the remit of this study, but an allusion at
least must be made to the “special relationship” between works such as Brit-
ain™ and the media. These have been largely instrumental, not only in estab-
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lishing Leonard’s reputation for agenda-setting, but also in commodifying and
lending currency to increasingly unchallenged reconfigurations of both the
political and economic public spheres as porous discursive environments,
where “ideas are ‘floated’ and ‘promoted’” by means of “sustained ‘branding’
exercises” (McLennan 2004) against a busy backcloth of global networking and
connections.

Analysis of the intricate discursive network, whereby the languages of mar-
ket and national identity are blurred under the terms of Leonard’s public diplo-
macy agenda in Britain™, serves, I trust, to raise consciousness of the extent to
which corporate discourse exploits the inherent interdiscursivity of supposedly
distinct public spheres, in order to acquire public consensus for this agenda over
privileged ideological meanings.

Notes

1 A paper centred on the ideological dimension of Mark Leonard’s promotion of British
national identity was presented at the conference “Discourse, Ideology and Ethics in
Specialised Communication”, Milan, 11–13 November 2004, and is being published
in Garzone and Sarangi (forthcoming). De Michelis (2005: 92–109) also includes a
differently tailored Italian version of this study, focusing on political aspects in par-
ticular. I would like to thank the editors of the present volume for helpful and con-
structive comments on the first draft. My thanks also go to Dr. David Gibbons for his
stimulating insights.

2 On the ever more complicated topography of corporate brand management studies,
see Olins (1978, 1989, 1999); Ind (1997); Balmer and Gray (2003).

3 See “Britain Case Study” (http://www.wollf-olins.com/britain1.htm).
4 First used in a 1967 song by the Bonzo Dog Dooh Dah Band, the phrase “Cool Brit-

annia” was revived in the late 1990s after a Newsweek article in October 1996 de-
scribed London as the “coolest” city in the world. The phrase was immediately taken
up by fashion designers, advertisers and popular music critics, and was briefly associ-
ated with the modernizing agenda characterizing the onset of New Labour.

5 Geoff Mulgan, Demos co-founder and its first director, has long been a member of
10 Downing Street’s Policy Unit, and is currently director of the Young Foundation,
London. Mark Leonard, co-founder and former director of the Foreign Policy Centre,
and later Director of Foreign Policy at the Centre for European Reform, London, is
currently Executive Director of the European Council on Foreign Relations. On
Demos, its mission and its history, see Bale (1996) and Frank (2000).

6 On 27 November 2003 Tony Blair launched his “Big Conversation” initiative, which
aimed to sound voters’ opinions ahead of the 2005 election manifesto by opening
“a conversation with the British people about the challenges Britain faces and how
together we can meet them” (http://newswww.bbc.net.uk/1/hi/wales/3247994.stm).
This initiative was based largely on an interactive website (http://www.bigconversation.
org.uk) where citizens could express their suggestions and priorities after registering,
or by email.
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7 Speech by the then Foreign Secretary to the Social Market Foundation in London
in which he asserts that the Indian dish “is now a true British national dish” on which
“the Masala sauce was added to satisfy the desire of British people to have their meat
served in gravy”. This is presented as a “perfect illustration of the way Britain absorbs
and adapts external influences” (http://www.guardian.co.uk/racism/Story/0,2763,
477023,00.html).
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III. Language and communication in
politics





10. Political terminology

Paul A. Chilton

1. Introduction

In book three of his Politics Aristotle asks: “How should we define ‘citizen’?”
He goes on to give a definition for “practical purposes”. The latter phrase is sig-
nificant because it suggests that Aristotle acknowledges the contingency of the
term. Aristotle goes on to give a detailed classification of types of kingship and
democracy. Though the Politics is a detailed discussion and questioning of his-
torical cases, it is also the most influential example in the western tradition of an
attempt to classify a set of political terms in terms of the social facts that they
refer to. However, Aristotle does not discuss the semantics of political terms, al-
though at the beginning of the Politics there is a passage that strongly suggests a
link between language and political behaviour (cf. Chilton 2004).

When, then, do we begin to find a literature concerned with political terms as
bearers of particular kinds of meaning? I shall consider briefly only twentieth-
century and contemporary scholarship. A landmark is the rise of totalitarian so-
cieties in the mid-twentieth century. In the second half of the century German
scholars in particular produced a large literature investigating the language of
the national-socialist era, as well as that of the German Democratic Republic and
its aftermath: the reader is referred to the overview of this literature provided by
Oberhuber (this volume). In the English-speaking world, the first public voice
addressing political terminology is perhaps George Orwell (1946, 1949), but Or-
well’s approach to meaning was scarcely scientific and was highly prescriptive.
However, his critical stance was taken up in academia and was reflected in the
“critical linguistics” of Fowler, Kress, Hodge (and associates) and the subse-
quent Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) movement (Fairclough, van Dijk,
Wodak and others). This body of scholarship has had much more to say about the
linguistic processes that are involved in the production of political meaning: for
an overview of this literature, again see Oberhuber (this volume). Meanwhile,
the academic disciplines of philosophy and political science were giving atten-
tion to political terms and their associated concepts. In political science, there
was a tendency to take for granted the processes whereby terminology is histori-
cally produced and to concentrate on the history and definition of salient terms in
the western political tradition such as “state” and “citizen” (e.g. Ball et al. 1989).
A new current emerged in the so-called “linguistic turn” of post-modernist
scholars in political science (e.g. Shapiro 1984), who took up the ideas of Fou-
cault and Derrida, without adopting or developing a theory of meaning recognis-
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able within a linguistics perspective, however. In a parallel current, some
thinkers in the tradition of analytic language philosophy, ordinary language phi-
losophy and pragmatism have in fact addressed the problem of political seman-
tics. It is with these currents of thought that the present essay initially engages,
but only in order to move towards contemporary theories of meaning that have
developed with the cognitive revolution in linguistics and discourse analysis.

2. How can the meanings of political terms be analysed?

What I understand by “political terms” is lexical items that would be recognised
by native speakers as typically used to refer to entities and processes in that do-
main of social life concerned with politics, where politics is understood to be
primarily activities associated with the public institutions of the state. Political
terminology in this sense is therefore to be distinguished from political dis-
course, which is the use of language to do the business of politics and includes
persuasive rhetoric, the use of implied meanings, the use of euphemisms, the ex-
clusion of references to undesirable realities, the use of language to rouse politi-
cal emotions, and the like. Political discourse thus includes political termino-
logy but is not coterminous with it. However, as will be seen, this means that
there is an interaction between political terms that appear to be stable over time
and certain discourse processes.

There is no existing theory of political terminology. What follows is an out-
line of the possible elements of such a theory. It draws on pragmatic and cogni-
tive theories, but also considers how such theories can be informed by observa-
tions about political concepts and the social nature of language that have been
put forward by philosophers.

The question that we are seeking to address is very broad: What are the
meanings expressed by political terms? To answer this question, we need a short
excursus into semantic theory. The most formalised semantic theory is truth-
conditional semantics. Essentially, the principle is as follows. We know the
meanings of sentences because we know what it means to say that such-and-
such an expression is true in some model of the world. So, for example, to say
that we know the meaning of the word “democracy” would mean that we know
when a sentence using this word is true in some model of the world. This ap-
proach does in fact go to the heart of the concern that political semantics has,
namely the concern with truth. But the begged question is, which model of the
world, whose model of the world? This question then obliges us to enquire into
the different models of the world – presumably in this case the political world –
in which such a sentence is or is not true.

Another aspect of truth-conditional semantics, one which goes back to the
foundational work of the mathematician and logician Gottlob Frege, stresses
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that words have a relationship, called “reference”, to things in the world, not di-
rectly but by way of a further notion called “sense” (Frege 1960 [1892]). Frege
wanted to distinguish sense from subjective individual meanings and associ-
ations. Consequently, he claimed that sense is a public and shared meaning.
However, the line is difficult to draw, because of the difficulty of formulating
criteria to define “public”. After all, a shared meaning might be public and
shared in the sense that it is a conventional meaning among only members of
some group, e.g. the local branch of a “ban the bypass” lobby group, as opposed
to being public and shared by members of a much larger community such as a
state. This must mean that the truth conditions of a term vary from one group of
users to another.

In order to establish the meaning of an expression we have to turn to what is
in people’s minds, that is, to what is in the mind of certain people in some group.
This brings us back to a specific aspect of discourse, one that has to do with con-
tention between groups concerning the meaning of some term, the truth condi-
tions of some term. I now look at a theory of meaning that has an implicit rel-
evance for political terminology, one that starts in philosophy as a theory of
concepts, but which, as I will suggest below, is best understood in terms of dis-
course.

3. “Essentially contested concepts”

It is often maintained that political terms are associated with concepts that
are “essentially contested”. That is, it is maintained that political terms are
members of a subset of the lexicon of a language whose members are associated
with such concepts.

The notion of “essentially contested concepts” was expounded by the phi-
losopher and political scientist W. B. Gallie. Gallie sought to establish a set of
concepts that are logically distinct from other types of concepts, in that they are
always necessarily open to contest. He contrasts such concepts with other kinds
of concepts for which, he assumes, rational argument or evidence can establish
definite criteria for proper use. Essentially contested concepts can never be de-
fined in this way, he claims. Such concepts can endlessly be both supported and
contested by rational arguments of different kinds, all of which are valid (Gallie
1956: 169). It is clear that Gallie is operating with a certain understanding of the
term concept, one which assumes that concepts are rationally constructed cate-
gories amenable to empirical or logical testing.

Gallie claims that the special category of essentially contested concepts re-
lates in particular to “a number of organised or semi-organised human activ-
ities” (Gallie 1956: 169), including the concept “democracy”. He provides a list
of criteria that define the category (Gallie 1956: 171–180). In brief, the neces-
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sary conditions of an essentially contested concept are the following: (1) it is
“appraisive”, i.e. it implies a valued achievement, (2) it shows internal com-
plexity, (3) its internal components can be ranked in different ways by compet-
ing speakers, (4) the attributed achievement is “open”, i.e. it can be modified
over time and (5) users of some concept recognise that others use it differently,
i.e. that the concept is contested, which means that it is used both aggressively
and defensively.

In addition, Gallie claims that two further criteria are required in order to
distinguish “essentially contested concepts” from another class of concepts that
he believes to exist, namely, those concepts that can be demonstrated to be in-
herently confused or erroneous. These criteria are: (6) that the true essentially
contested concept is derived from an “exemplar”, some kind of schematic con-
cept perhaps, that all contestants accept as validly underlying the concept they
are contesting, (7) that the continuous contestation regarding the exemplar
implies its maintenance and development over time “in optimum fashion”.

There are several objections that could be brought against Gallie’s notion.
One relates to (5). While (5) may be an ideal criterion, it is surely not the case in
practice that users of a term such as “democracy” recognise that it is contest-
able: most users would assert that their use is the only correct one. A second ob-
jection is more general and relates to the Gallie’s concept of “concept” itself.
Linguistic semantics, especially cognitive semantics, has long accepted that to
some degree all concepts associated with linguistic expressions are fuzzy cat-
egories whose precise denotation (not to mention the looser notion of conno-
tation) varies over time. It is therefore highly questionable whether any particu-
lar subset of the lexicon is essentially contested. However, it is intuitively
plausible to think that, as a matter of degree, political concepts are especially
prone to change, variable interpretation, re-interpretations and deliberate at-
tempts by political actors to bring about re-interpretation in the minds of hear-
ers. A third objection could be raised against (7) on the grounds that “in opti-
mum fashion” is not definable.

Nonetheless, Gallie’s discussion of “democracy” as an essentially contested
concept draws attention to important characteristics. By criterion (1), the term
“democracy” is clearly appraisive: it has developed as a term that can be used to
express approval of a certain polity or procedure. With reference to (2) and (3),
the term democracy can be said to denote a variety of states of affairs that can be
ordered in different ways. Gallie notes that the term covers at least the following
aspects: (a) It can mean the power of citizens to choose and remove their gov-
ernment; (b) it means that all citizens, irrespective of their backgrounds, can at-
tain political positions; and (c) it can mean self-government or the continuous
active participation of citizens in government. Gallie then points out that (a) is
not necessarily more fundamental, in practice, than the other two aspects, which
enables him to say that the three aspects (a), (b) and (c) can be varied in number
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and ranking by different contesting groups of utterers. With reference to (4) and
(5), the meaning of the term “democracy” is modified over time and is used ag-
gressively and defensively by different groups. Finally, invoking condition (6),
Gallie (1956: 186) argues that users of the term “democracy” lay claim in gen-
eral to “the authority of an exemplar, i.e. of a long tradition of (…) demands, as-
pirations, revolts and reforms of a common anti-inegalitarian character”.

What is interesting about Gallie’s discussion is that his notion of “essentially
contested concepts” points toward an alternative methodology. As noted earlier,
Gallie’s fundamental theoretical frame appears to assume that concepts are con-
scious rational categories with clear boundaries. However, this is not self-evi-
dent. Internal complexity, recognition of contesting conceptual variation, con-
ceptual change over time – these ideas all stand in need of detailed explanation.
For instance, one can reasonably ask, in what medium or by what vehicle com-
plexity, variation, contestation and change are manifested. The only reasonable
answer is human linguistic communication. Once this is admitted, to say that
democracy is an “essentially contested concept” amounts to using compressed
shorthand for multiple communicative acts (i.e. discourse) in which different in-
dividuals and groups of individuals seek to get their own conceptualisation of,
let us say, the term “democracy” recognised and accepted by other individuals
and groups of individuals. The study of “political terms” can therefore only be
approached by way of the study of political discourse, in the sense of the dy-
namic process of language use in the domain that constitutes “politics”. Equally,
Gallie’s observations in terms of criteria (2) and (3), namely, the contestable
ranking of the aspects (a), (b) and (c), can be understood in terms of “discourse”,
where “discourse” is understood as an ordered set of stable and communicable
beliefs. The latter can also be characterised as “ideologies”.

4. The division of labour theory of meaning

As Gallie’s framework suggests, the degree of variation in conceptualisation of
political terms allows for consensual communication at a minimum level in a
polity, but can also lead to a lack of conceptual consensus at the level of fuller
conceptualisation. This means that political terminology is always to some ex-
tent liable to be in the process of negotiation among individuals and groups.
There will doubtless be a stable “core” ultimately linked to constitutional and
historical knowledge, but historical change and contingencies will produce
complex renegotiations of meanings.

However, Gallie’s framework is not enough to deal with other observations
that can be made concerning political terminology, for example those that are
not contested but which are, on close scrutiny, variable. For example, what does
the term “prime minister” mean? On a referential theory of meaning, most
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people in the UK, asked the question “who is the prime minister?”, would prob-
ably correctly identify the person whom the term denotes. But in this particular
case, identifying the extension of the category provides a very limited notion of
the meaning of the term. We might go further, still within a referential truth-con-
ditional framework, and say that the sense of the term “prime minister” is the set
of properties that it is true to predicate of the term in English in the UK. At this
point, if we now ask who knows this set, the answer has to be: probably very few
people in the UK, possibly just a handful of constitutional lawyers. Most people
are likely to use the term in communicating with other members of the polity
quite happily with knowledge of only one or two, possibly vague, properties
(e.g. “the head of the government”) that serve for all practical purposes to cor-
rectly identify the holder of the office in question.

Where does this leave us if we are asking what the term means? It could
imply that the “true” or “full” meaning is not instantiated in the minds of the
relevant population at all, but exists in some metaphysical realm of concepts
or sense. I assume that this is wrong. It could mean that only the denotational
meaning is the meaning of the term “prime minister”, but this seems to yield a
depleted notion of meaning. Another possibility, however, is the one outlined by
Putnam (1975: 227–229) and summarised in his “hypothesis of the division of
linguistic labour”, which runs as follows:

HYPOTHESIS OF THE UNIVERSALITY OF THE DIVISION OF LINGUISTIC LABOR:
Every linguistic community exemplifies [division of linguistic labor]: that is, pos-
sesses at least some terms whose associated “criteria” are known only to a subset of
the speakers who acquire the terms, and whose use by the other speakers depends
upon a structured cooperation between them and the speakers in the relevant subsets.
(Putnam 1975: 228)

To substantiate this hypothesis, Putnam points out that the meaning of a word
such as “gold” does not depend on everyone in the relevant speech community
having acquired the expert’s method for recognising gold. It is perfectly pos-
sible for someone to use the term meaningfully, without knowing how to per-
form an appropriate metallurgical test, relying on a special community of speak-
ers who do know such a test. Certain political terms can be considered in the
same fashion. Such terms cannot be defined as members of a conceptual cate-
gory on the basis of necessary and sufficient conditions (“criteria”), as one
would expect to do within a truth-conditional semantic theory. That is to say, for
some members of the relevant speech community, there will be some people
who do not have all the criteria to unequivocally define a referent as a member
of the extension “prime minister” under, for example, the British constitution.
However, as Putnam argues (1975: 228), one can consider the entire political
community, with varying criteria across the population, as the domain over
which the necessary and sufficient conditions are found in the minds of expert
and non-experts considered as a collective body.
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It is important to note, however, that even if we consider the case of an ex-
pert with the fullest conceptual representation of “prime minister”, we need to
enquire into the nature of this representation. This will lead us to a consideration
of the frame-semantic theory of meaning. A comparison of political concepts
across languages demonstrates what is at issue. Consider the French translation
equivalent of “prime minister”, namely premier ministre. The meanings of these
terms, used in actual utterances, would depend on the location and situation of
the utterance. For example, le premier ministre could still refer to Tony Blair in
the relevant context. However, if we take these two terms to be used one in a
British context the other in a French context, then not only will they each denote
separate individuals at any one historical moment, but also they will be poten-
tially linked to different conceptual frames (perhaps only in the minds of the ap-
propriate Putnamian experts). What I mean by this is that the meaning of the
terms “prime minister” and premier ministre is related to two different sets of
concepts, each of which is differently structured. The British constitution is dif-
ferent from the French constitution in regard to prime ministers (e.g. with re-
spect to how they are appointed). It is in this sense that the terms have different
meanings.

5. Structural and frame semantics

In the sections above, we have begun with denotational theories of meaning,
which focus on a relationship between words or sentences and entities or states
of affairs in the world. We have, however, argued that it is necessary to consider
both what is in the minds of speakers and how speakers use these words in par-
ticular situations. In this section I broach the subject of how linguistic ex-
pressions relate to one another in people’s minds.

The Swiss linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913), developed a theory
of meaning (or “signification”) that crucially depended on the network of rela-
tionships between linguistic expressions in the minds of speakers in a speech
community (Saussure 1964/1916, 1983). Saussure had in mind an abstract sys-
tem of all the terms in a language (langue) viewed as a supra-individual social
fact, rather than language in use (parole). But of course the two perspectives,
langue and parole, are related to one another, and perhaps in two directions. On
the one hand, a speaker has knowledge of the expressions in a language and of
which ones typically go together in certain semantic patterns. On the other hand,
which particular terms get into the stored set of terms and what they mean, is a
function of a historical process of language use. Thus, “democracy” and “party”
in their modern senses (whatever they are) have not always existed in English,
but start to enter the knowledge base of speakers at a certain period (perhaps the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries).
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In actual utterances, we have two dimensions at least – the words that are in
the utterance and that typically do or do not go together in a string. For example,
“democratic” might co-occur in a syntagmatic relation with “country”, “elec-
tions”, “freedom”, “America” in some particular sentence. We also have words
that are associated with one another but are not actually present. So for example,
“democratic” is contrasted with “undemocratic”, and also (depending on the
speaker) with “tyranny”, “communist”, etc. This approach to the meaning of
terms leads us to a view of meaning in which political terms (like any other
terms) are linked to background conceptualisation. This linking can be viewed
in a narrow or a wide fashion. A term like vote takes its sense (is “profiled” as
cognitive linguists would say) in relation to a conceptual “base”. Just as the term
“hypotenuse” can only have a meaning in relation to a concept of a right-angled
triangle, so vote can only be understood in terms of a set of interrelated con-
cepts.

That is to say, vote only makes sense if we have stored in our long term
memory (or “semantic” or “encyclopaedic” memory, as it is sometimes called) a
relatively complex set of connected concepts. Such a set is variously referred to
as a “mental model” (Lakoff 1987), a “frame” (Fillmore 1982) or a “base” (Lan-
gacker 1987: 183–9; Taylor 2002: 192–202). In the case of the concept associ-
ated with vote, we would expect the base to contain concepts relating to the en-
tire procedure of elections in a particular political culture. In the cognitive
linguistic approach to meaning, it would be said that the meaning of vote is a
conceptual element of the base that is “profiled”. This approach helps to explain
how an isolated term like vote has the meaning it does. It also prompts a ques-
tion – how much encyclopaedic knowledge is in the base? This is an important
question, but in the domain of political terminology at least, it can be understood
in relation to some of the ideas introduced in sections 3 and 4, specifically the
ideas of contested concepts and expert meanings. For it can be admitted that the
amount of detail, and indeed any variability in the detail, depends on the social
role of the language user – for instance, whether he or she is a political scientist
by training, a constitutional lawyer, professional politician, a journalist, a lay
person who encounters politicians only in TV programmes, or a member of a
political organisation with a particular political ideology.

The upshot of all this is that there are degrees of conceptualisation alongside
referential meanings. Somehow a population coordinates itself sufficiently to be
able to meaningfully talk about prime ministers. What is of interest is that it
emerges that meaning is not fixed but unevenly distributed in the minds of
people in a population. Moreover, it is possible that quite minimal conceptual
content is sufficient for an adequate level of communication across the political
community.

The linguistic concept of “frame” has been popularised by George Lakoff
(2002, 2004). Lakoff uses the term “frame” roughly in the sense already out-
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lined above. For example, he considers the expression “tax relief” (Lakoff
2004: 3–4, 24–26). Lakoff’s argument is, in effect, that the meaning of the word
relief depends on a conceptual frame in which there is an affliction, an afflicted
party and an heroic reliever of the affliction. Consequently, in public discourse,
an expression such as “tax relief” evokes the notion that taxation is an afflic-
tion. This might seem to be naturally the case. However, as Lakoff points out,
taxation could be framed differently, for example one could speak of taxation as
investment in the future or as paying one’s dues. Lakoff also argues that frames
govern the ideologies of the two major political parties in the United States: the
public discourse of the Democrats is framed by a “nurturant parent” model
and that of the Republicans by a “strict father” model. Lakoff also claims that
the concept of the “nation” and “America” is framed by a metaphor, namely
“the nation is a family” (on metaphor, see below). It follows that the Democrats
will conceptualise America in one way and the Republicans in a different way,
and that this difference will be expressed in their public discourse. For example,
the strict father model will include the requirement that fathers discipline
children in order to make them tough and self-reliant, while “nurturant” parents
will be sensitive to their needs and feelings. Such values and attitudes are, it
is claimed, metaphorically transferred to political ideologies and into policies.
There are several assumptions here that may be questioned, at least in so far as
they appear to be generalised claims about a highly complex and differentiated
population.

6. Deep and shallow processing of political terms

The considerations above have led to the conclusion that political terminology is
variable in its content and that it may also be quantitatively different in different
individuals or groups of individuals, with expert communities, for example, hav-
ing a greater amount of conceptual information linked to a particular lexical
item. There is, however, a further possibility. It is plausible to think that even an
individual who links a particular lexical item – say, the term “democracy” – with
a large amount of conceptual structure may not always, in all circumstances of
communication, draw on all of this encyclopaedic background knowledge. One
might say that it is not indeed relevant to draw on all the linked background con-
ceptual structure on all the occasions when the term is uttered or understood.

This approach to the question of political terminology carries interesting im-
plications, not merely for an understanding of the nature of political terms (the
points we have just made apply equally to many non-political expressions), but
also for an understanding of how political terms can be exploited or manipu-
lated during the course of political communication. Allott (2005), for example,
outlines a theory to explain how the term democracy – and other similar terms
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such as “communist”, “extremist”, “terrorist” – are, as Allott would put it, mis-
used. The notion of “misuse” of a term is not our prime concern here. Suffice it
to say that the word “misuse” seems to presuppose the existence of a proper or
correct use of a term, and if this is the case, then a question is begged and it may
be that all we can say is that one person’s correct use is another person’s misuse.
Be that as it may, what is clear is that terms such as “democracy” and “terror-
ism” have variable meanings for different individuals of a speech community,
and conceivably at different times for the same individual. It is even possible
that in some sense a speaker can use such terms in different senses on the same
occasion.

The question that we need to address as linguists is what sort of theory of
meaning we need to account for the sort of linguistic behaviours just alluded to.
As Allott (2005) suggests, we can refocus this question. Since we are talking
about subtle kinds of meaning construction via language in use, we should ad-
dress the issue through cognitive pragmatics. Allott’s claim is that we should ex-
pect the manipulative uses of political terms to be implicit in human pragmatic
capacities, and to be potentially universal, although perhaps particularly well
developed in western democracies from the beginning perhaps of the twentieth
century (Allott 2005: 150).

An appropriate cognitive pragmatic theory is Relevance Theory (Sperber
and Wilson 1995 [1986], Wilson and Sperber 2004). Relevance Theory, which
takes its inspiration from Grice (1989) but disagrees with significant elements
of Grice’s theory, is, at the most general level, a theory about human cognition,
More particularly it is a theory about the use and understanding of utterances.
According to Relevance Theory, in deriving mental representations on the basis
of utterance input the human brain seeks to maximise relevance. What is rele-
vance? In this theory relevance is a ratio between positive cognitive effects and
processing effects. Positive cognitive effects are those that matter to an individ-
ual, because they make a “worthwhile difference to the individual’s represen-
tation of the world”, e.g. by improving that person’s information on a certain
topic (Wilson and Sperber 2004: 608). There are two further crucial ingredients.
One is the assumption that lexical expressions are associated with “mental ad-
dresses” that consist of (a) phonetic and syntactic information, (b) logical infer-
ences based on meaning postulates or “core meaning”, and (c) a variable
amount of encyclopaedic information. The other is the claim that processing ut-
terances for relevant representations involves “ad hoc concepts”. Such concepts
arise in the process of getting relevant meaning from the literal or “encoded”
meaning of linguistic expressions in relation to their context, and can involve
“narrowing” or “loosening” of the conventional core meaning. People processing
utterances in certain contexts for certain purposes might find they achieve rele-
vance by “narrowing” or “loosening” the core meaning of a certain linguistic
expression. Such processing has been termed “shallow” processing.
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Now Allott’s (2005) argument in relation to democracy is precisely that in
many contexts this and other political terms undergo “shallow processing”,
which Allott thinks might be typical of public discourse because of the low ex-
pectations hearers have for the relevance of such discourse. Assuming that there
is an agreed common core meaning of democracy (and this is a big assumption),
then what would happen in shallow processing might be that individuals only
access part of the core meaning if they reach relevance in the context. For
example, suppose the core meaning includes something like “political system
with popular influence over decisions” (as Allott 2005: 152). This core might be
known to the hearer, but not accessed; merely elements such as “good political
system” might be accessed. While this account provides an interesting hypoth-
esis as to the mechanisms of “shallow processing” and an interesting expla-
nation of the “slippage” in the use of political terms, it remains problematic that
one “correct” core meaning appears to be assumed by the theory. Core meanings
vary between groups of individuals (as Putnam’s hypothesis proposes) and over
time through contestation (as Gallie’s ideas lead us to think).

7. New political terms: Metaphor and policy change

It is important to be aware that political terms come into being as a result of his-
torical processes. These processes do of course consist of discourse, viewed
over relatively long periods of time – innumerable acts of linguistic communi-
cation in various sectors of societies that are involved in the enactment and con-
trol of political processes. There is no linguistic or sociolinguistic theory of in-
novation in political terminology, but it does seem to be an important area for
potential research, since there appears always to be a semantic penumbra around
political terms that is constantly changing, while new terms are also added to the
lexicon utilised in political discourse.

A suggestive, though very informal and linguistically under-informed cur-
rent of thought, is to be found in the ruminations of the American philosopher
Richard Rorty. An important idea in Rorty’s thinking is that what he calls “meta-
phor” provides new concepts in the culture of a community, including the politi-
cal culture. A further idea is that liberal democratic societies provide the most
conducive environment for innovative metaphor in political “language”, and
that such an environment, together with the kind of “language” that it fosters, is
likely to reflect the best conditions for human freedom and amelioration of suf-
fering. The point here is not to discuss this second thought-provoking claim, but
to examine further the notion that “metaphor” is an essential element in the in-
novation and renovation of political discourse.

Rorty’s view of metaphor, which is never defined and fails to take account of
work in linguistics and cognitive science, reflects his espousal of the Romantic
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strand in European philosophy and his critique of the formal truth-conditional
theory of meaning found in analytic philosophy. Thus Rorty speaks of metaphor
as if it were an almost mystical act of creation, typically generated by “an idio-
syncratic genius”; metaphor in his view is opposed to a “representational” or de-
notational notion of language. Furthermore, metaphor is “a call to change one’s
language and one’s life, rather than a proposal about how to systematize either”
(Rorty 1991: 13). Following Heidegger and more specifically Davidson (1984),
Rorty refuses to see metaphor as already a part of a language – a view that is at
odds with the findings of cognitive linguistics (e.g. Lakoff and Johnson 1980).

However, an interesting point made by Davidson and Rorty is that certain
expressions (and the ideas that go with them), which they term metaphors, are
unfamiliar on their first appearance in a culture but subsequently become ab-
sorbed and eventually understood as literal. One of their examples is “the earth
moves round the sun”, which, they claim, would initially have been regarded as
(merely) metaphorical. In this, they are actually in accordance with the cogni-
tive linguistic approach, which treats metaphor as more than mere ornamen-
tation, and in fact as “on a par with perception and inference” (Rorty 1991: 14).
But Rorty (1991, 1995) appears also, in essence, to be going beyond cognitive
linguistics in claiming a much grander role for metaphor, one that leads to “con-
ceptual revolutions” and that has major importance for scientific thought, ethi-
cal norms, political culture and political actions. His examples relate to major
cultural and scientific shifts, such as the Galilean paradigm shift, in line with his
assumption that metaphor is the product of creative genius. While he does in-
troduce the idea that liberal democracies have a close reciprocal relationship
with the possibility of absorbing (and literalising) metaphorical expression, he
appears to overlook the contestation that can occur over alternative metaphors,
as well as the potential that metaphors have for being wielded by political forces
that are not liberal or democratic.

In this section I will briefly address some of the issues that Rorty’s ideas
raise – the nature of metaphor, the pervasiveness of metaphor and the relation-
ship between metaphor and political power or influence. The notion of metaphor
I adopt is that developed by cognitive linguists on the foundation of ideas in La-
koff and Johnson (1980). According to this view, metaphor is a cognitive not a
linguistic process. Metaphorical expressions are possible because of cognitive
operations that map concepts from a known source domain to another conceptual
domain. The source domains include image schemas, which are non-linguistic
and arise in the human mind-brain as, for instance, spatial, kinaesthetic, visual,
etc., perception and cognition. The target domains vary and the mappings are to
some degree constrained by the pre-metaphorical contents of the target concepts.
But there is an element of selection arising in discourse in specific circumstances.

An example of the selection of a metaphor that led to policy change with
some significant historical effects is examined in Chilton (1996), where it is
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argued that the cold war policy of “containment” arose in a particular policy-
making milieu and crystallised around a few key texts and one key metaphor.
As in Davidson’s and Rorty’s perspective, “containment”, at first metaphorical,
became literal containment. One influential text was George Kennan’s “Long
Telegram”, which had a great impact on the way officials thought and talked in
the State Department and National Security Council in the late 1940s. Now, it
could be argued, and generally is, that containment was the policy that was
simply required because of the real facts of the situation. However, there could
have been alternative policies (e.g. negotiation, trade, aid), so it is worth con-
sidering the functioning of the term in providing a mode of thought, a concep-
tual framework that caught on and appeared to work for a community of experts.

How do such metaphorical political terms work? First, it may be noted that
“containment” requires, for at least part of its meaning, that speakers access the
image schema of spatial containment – a naturally meaningful concept that is
part of human mental equipment, including language. Second, like all meta-
phorical mappings, this mapping provides an inferential system, a means of
simplifying, reasoning about and talking about a complex situation. For
example, with the “containment” metaphor the Soviet Union could now be
thought about as an expanding substance that had to be physically kept in a de-
limited geopolitical space. There are also linkages with other conceptual sys-
tems, since diseases are also conceptualised as in need of containment, as are the
insane and criminals (cf. Musolff 2007). Third, there are two aspects to the ac-
ceptance and to what Rorty would think of as the literalisation of the contain-
ment metaphor. On the one hand, the metaphor is taken up and passed on be-
cause of its seeming naturalness; on the other hand, it was first promulgated by
an authoritative individual (Kennan, a diplomat based in Moscow) to other sup-
posed expert and influential individuals. This may not be a case of “an idiosyn-
cratic genius” (though it may be a case of a talented writer) but the key point is
that it was the product of somebody in a position of influence purveyed to
people who were anxious to find a solution to an international crisis. The case of
“containment” is important for world politics, but it was not of the order im-
agined in some of Rorty’s reflections; moreover, it is not self-evident that its
consequences were part of a process of liberalisation.

Another case in which an innovative expression went along with the defini-
tion of policy is the use of the expression “war on terrorism” by the adminis-
tration of George W. Bush in response to the atrocities of 11 September 2001.
One long-standing issue is the meaning of the term “terrorism”. As is well
known, the meanings of the term depend on who you are and what your political
ideology is, and include the meaning that makes it possible to use “terrorist” to
refer to states as well as to sub-state actors. Accordingly, the meaning of this
type of term can only be theorised in terms of a semantic theory that includes the
elements of variation, contestation and shallow processing outlined above.
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Here, however, I want to address the whole phrase, which, in some respects like
containment, had the function of offering a conceptualisation of a policy in un-
precedented political circumstances. The question is what are the semantic
workings of a phrase of this type?

Expressions such as “war on poverty”, “war on drugs”, seem to be un-
equivocally metaphorical, in the sense that poverty and drugs are not entities
against which war can be waged, in the conventional senses of the term war.
However, war on terrorism is a different matter, because “terrorism” is a meto-
nymy for human actors who use violence, and who thus can fill slots in the con-
ceptual frame for agents or victims of war. Even so, “war on terrorism” is not a
literal expression for some speakers, or not completely literal. One reason for
this might be that war (for some speakers) belongs to a conceptual frame in
which war is, amongst other things, waged between sovereign states after a dec-
laration of war that has status in international law, and specifically between the
organised armed forces of those states.

None of these elements correspond to the facts about the hostility and vio-
lence between terrorists and their victims. There should therefore be some sort
of conceptual problem with “war on terrorism”. This may be resolved in several
ways. One way is to redefine the conceptual frame of war so that it includes sub-
state agents and units other than institutionalised armed forces. Such a recon-
ceptualisation of the frame can accompany or lead to change in the practice of
war and in the attitude toward international law relating to war. A different way
in which the potential conceptual clash can be resolved is by shallow process-
ing. It is possible that in using or hearing the expression “war on terrorism” in-
dividuals access only part of whatever core meaning and encyclopaedic mental
structure they have for “war”. Thus some people may, for example in the post-
attack crisis, maximise relevance by limited processing effort that yields posi-
tive cognitive effects by accessing a minimal meaning such as “action against
our enemy” or “action using physical force against our enemy”. Such meanings
would constitute positive cognitive effects since they would, one might assume,
connect with security needs and emotional needs such as those of vengeance. In
fact, the different types of conceptualisation are likely to vary, but within a
range that does not include the more institutionalised or legalised concepts –
these being perhaps in any case reserved to expert groups of speakers.

Another important way of looking at the functioning of expressions of the
“war on terrorism” type is to apply Rorty’s perspective, at least in part, as out-
lined earlier. Since war cannot literally, in its old sense, be waged against ter-
rorists, the expression “war on terrorism” may be experienced, by some people
at least, as metaphorical or as slightly odd semantically, as we have noted. The
expression becomes banalised or literalised, through shallow processing. Or
substantively it can be literalised by adjusting the concepts of the source do-
main. But there is a further substantive possibility for resolving the conceptual
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anomaly, if there is one. The old structure of the source domain may be retained
but the target domain can be readjusted, so that the term terrorism is used to
refer not to sub-state actors but to sovereign states. This is indirectly what the
Bush administration did: terrorism was so closely associated, by means of dis-
course techniques not discussed in this article, with the sovereign state of Iraq
that it made literal sense (by the old conceptual frame for war) to wage war
against Iraq and to call it “war against terrorism”. Since it has been widely
claimed that there was no evidence that Iraq was supporting the perpetrators of
the atrocities of 11 September 2001, the meaning of the expression “war on ter-
rorism”, in this particular context, did in fact rely on establishing an initial con-
ceptual association between an entire sovereign state and a certain type of non-
state violence.

8. Conclusion

We have noted some key intuitions about the nature of political terminology –
that individuals contest concepts in the public arena, that such concepts vary
across society and across time, that such concepts may be more or less detailed
and that they may be part of or have an influence on political action. These ob-
servations are commonplace but have been developed to some extent by
thinkers like Gallie, Putnam and Rorty. What we have emphasised here is that
whatever meanings are, they are in the minds of individual humans. There is
perhaps nothing linguistically special about political terminology. What we
have seen is that, in order to explain what we intuitively know about political
terms, we have to draw on theories of meaning, particularly cognitive and prag-
matic theories of meaning. What the study of political terminology makes clear
is that an adequate cognitive-pragmatic theory must take account of the fact that
the phenomenon of lexical meaning occurs both in the mind and in the mind-in-
society.
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11. Rhetoric of political speeches

Martin Reisigl

The present chapter starts with a general characterisation of political speeches
from a rhetorical and a politolinguistic point of view (section 1). It then elabo-
rates on various characterisations and types of political speeches on the basis of
selected criteria (section 2). The rhetorical macro-structure and functional main
sections of (political) speeches are discussed in section 3. Fourth, it will be
shown that orally performed political speeches are not to be seen as monological
“discursive events”, but as semiotic realisations of conventionalised, multi-ad-
dressed activity patterns (section 4). Fifth, I will consider the main constitutive
conditions of political oratory then and now, reconstructing the genesis and de-
lineating the distribution of modern political speeches in the age of computer
and internet supported text production and multimodal mass media (section 5).
The article will conclude with an outline of possible tasks for applied linguists
who engage in speech criticism and political language consulting (section 6).1

1. What are political speeches? – A rhetorical and politolinguistic
approach

A speech is a structured verbal chain of coherent speech acts uttered on a special
social occasion for a specific purpose by a single person, and addressed to a more
or less specific audience (see Schmitz 2005: 698). Amongst other things, speeches
differ from each other in length, with respect to their occasion (including time and
place), their topic, their function, the speaker, their addressees, their form of pres-
entation and degree of preparedness and with respect to their style and structure.

Speeches are normally “texts” – in the sense of materially durable products
of linguistic actions (Ehlich 1983; Graefen 1997: 26; Reisigl 2000: 231).
Usually, they are prepared in writing, although the wording of their verbal pres-
entation may sometimes differ considerably from the written version. They are
rarely produced ad hoc or spontaneously, and even the sporadic ex tempore
speeches are never improvisations out of nothing, but compositions based on
speech patterns and set pieces that have entered the linguistic and episodic
memory of the speaker. The infrequency of spontaneous speeches is due to the
fact that speeches are, for the most part, given in formal situations, and on oc-
casions speakers have been familiar with for a long time.

In view of classical rhetoric,2 speeches are analysed within the theoretical
framework of rhetorical genre theory. Central criteria for the first rhetorical ty-
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pology of speeches are the social function, the occasion and – related to that –
the place of delivery. Classical rhetoric distinguishes three forms of oratory: the
judicial (genus iudiciale), the deliberative (genus deliberativum) (Schild 1992)
and the epideictic (genus demonstrativum) (Plett 2001: 17–18). This general
rhetorical typology is summarised in Figure 1.3

The division – still reproduced in many rhetorical textbooks today – is ab-
stract and ideal typical. Already the speech practitioners of antiquity knew that
this theoretical distinction, in practice, is not as strict as suggested (Engels
1996: 702), and empirical speech analyses also demonstrate that the theoretical
separation has first and foremost to be taken as a simplification produced for
giving a didactic overview.

A first attempt to locate political speeches within this genre-theoretical
framework of classical rhetoric leads to the finding that they are – primarily –
associated with the deliberative genre and – in second place – with the epideictic
genre. The first group of political speeches is especially related to differing
opinions about political decisions in the ancient public sphere of the deliber-
ative assembly or people’s assembly. The latter group is concerned with the ver-
balisation of political values and – at least apparently – of political (inter-party,
national or supra-national) consent in the public sphere of the assembled com-
pany that celebrates a victory, a jubilee, an anniversary, a birthday, a public per-
sonality etc. (Klein 2000: 748).

Since the first rhetorical genre theory was outlined by Aristotle, political
situations, systems, conditions and circumstances have changed and become in-
creasingly complex, and, with these transformations, the forms, types and func-
tions of political speeches have also altered remarkably. Rhetorical theory has
not always followed these developments closely. Thus, the ancient rhetorical
view of speeches alone cannot do analytical justice to the many complex politi-
cal changes. Consequently, the rhetorical view of political language and politi-
cal speeches gains a lot if complemented by a transdisciplinary politolinguistic
approach that tries to connect and synthesise rhetoric, political science, and lin-
guistic discourse analysis (see Burkhardt 1996; Reisigl 2006).

Politolinguistics theoretically relies on actual concepts in political science,
as well as on rhetorical and discourse analytical categories (see Reisigl 2003b:
chapter 3; Reisigl and Wodak 2001: chapter 2). With respect to the topic in ques-
tion, politolinguistics builds on a differentiated concept of “the political” that,
amongst others, distinguishes amongst the three dimensions of polity, policy
and politics, and tries to grasp the specific political functions of speeches with
respect to these dimensions more accurately than the traditional rhetorical ap-
proach did. According to this theoretical distinction, political speeches can be
“political” in a threefold sense.

The dimension of polity concerns the political frame for political actors, i.e.
the formal or structural prerequisites and basic political principles of political
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practical eloquence “artificial eloquence”

judicial genre deliberative genre epideictic genre

thematic focus
or guiding
norm

justice or
injustice /
right or wrong

expediency or
harmfulness

honour and disgrace /
worthiness or
reprehensibility

main function accusation or
defence

exhorting or
dissuading

praise or blame

aim / purpose decision (court
decision)

decision contemplation

place of
delivery

court deliberative /
people’s /
citizens’ assembly,
parliament

assembled company /
public gathering

time reference past future mostly present

appropriate
“argumen-
tation” form

enthymene
(“abbreviated
argumentation”)

example
(exemplum)

incrementation
(amplification)

prototypical
speakers

speakers in court
(prosecutor,
defender,
defendant,
witness)

speakers in deliber-
ative / citizens’
assembly (kings,
consulates, senators,
citizens) or in
advisory / parliamen-
tary committees
(politicians,
advisors)

speakers in assembled companies /
public gatherings and in celebrations
on various social occasions

role of
addressees

those who pass
judgement on the
defendants’ past
(judges, jurors)

those who pass
judgement on the
future (deliberators
and decision-makers)

spectators and observers who pass
judgement on the rhetorical ability
and ethos of the speakers

model cases judicial / forensic
oration (speech of
accusation / speech
of defence,
apology / address
to the jury), social-
critical drama,
lampoon, satire,
polemic

political speech
(debate, discussion),
promotional speech,
didactic poem,
utopia, sermon

laudatory speech / eulogy, ode,
admonitory speech, blaming speech /
vituperation speech / invective /
diatribe, occasion-specific speeches
like welcoming speech, farewell
speech / valedictory speech,
pleading speech, speech of thanks,
inaugural address, (official) opening
speech, closing address / speech,
birthday speech, wedding speech,
jubilee or anniversary speech,
commemorative speech, victory
speech, funeral oration / epitaph /
necrology, speech of consolation,
ceremonial address / panegyric

Figure 1. The three classical forms of rhetorical speech oratory
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action. This dimension relates to normative, legal procedural and institutional
manifestations, which help to establish the political order. The constitution, the
political system, the political culture, political norms and values as well as legal
and institutional rules are associated with this dimension. Amongst the political
speeches which primarily focus on polity are commemorative speeches, memo-
rial speeches, jubilee speeches and anniversary speeches, speeches of principle,
ceremonial addresses (Eigenwald 1996), funeral oration, necrology and
speeches of consolation, laudatory speeches (Hambsch 1996; Matuschek 2001),
speeches in honour of prize-winners, and birthday speeches. All these speeches
aim to express common values of a political “in-group”. They are mostly for-
mulated according to the rules of epideictic genre (Matuschek 1994) and fulfil a
laudatory or vituperative purpose. Many presidential speeches, including state
of the union addresses, but also various speeches given by chancellors, min-
isters and mayors, are of this kind.

The dimensions of policy and politics both relate to political action, albeit in
a different way. Policy concerns the content-related dimension of political ac-
tion. It regards the formulation of political tasks, aims and programmes in the
different fields of policy, such as foreign policy, domestic affairs, social policy,
cultural and educational policy, economic policy, family policy etc. This politi-
cal dimension answers the questions of what policy is aimed at whom and for
what purpose. Its central purpose is shaping the social by political means. Politi-
cal speeches strongly relating to policy are, amongst many others, chancellor’s
speeches like inaugural speeches, ministerial speeches, opening speeches on the
occasion of commercial fairs, speeches of resignation and (presidential)
speeches of appointment. Such speeches represent an important contribution to
the “government by speaking” (Peters 2005: 754). Many speeches in parliamen-
tary debates can, in particular, centre on this political dimension, especially
those given by representatives of the government who attempt to justify their
policies – despite the fact that parliamentary speeches are held within the field
of the law-making procedure and thus necessarily relate to polity.

The dimension of politics, finally, concerns political processes, i.e. the ques-
tion of how and with whose help politics are performed. Politics revolves
around the formulation of political interests, the dissensual positioning against
others, the conflict between political actors (be they single politicians or “col-
lective actors” like parties, nations etc.), political advertising and fighting for
followers and the acquisition of power. Its main purpose is to assert oneself
against political opponents, in order to make a specific policy possible. The
prototypical speech serving this political dimension is the election speech, but,
in a wider sense, all speeches with the aim to advertise one’s own political posi-
tion and to gain influence and power strongly relate to this dimension.

Even though the differentiation between political dimensions is an ideal
typical one, it helps speech analysts to orient themselves in the wide realm of
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political speeches. An additional politolinguistic differentiation of political
speeches becomes possible if we introduce the “field of political action” as a
functional concept. “Fields of action” (cf. Girnth 1996, 2002) can be conceived
of as “places of social forms of practice” (Bourdieu 1991: 74) or as frameworks
of social interaction (Reisigl 2003b: 148). They relate to at least eight different
functions or socially institutionalised purposes of discursive practices. Further
developing the initial division of Heiko Girnth (1996), who made distinctions
between four different fields, I propose to distinguish, according to these func-
tions, at least eight different political fields, viz.:

– the lawmaking procedure;
– the formation of public attitudes, opinions and will;
– the party-internal formation of attitudes, opinions and will;
– the interparty formation of attitudes, opinions and will;
– the organisation of international and (especially) interstate relations;
– political advertising;
– the political executive and administration; and
– the various forms of political control (for more details, see Reisigl 2003b:

128–142).

Moreover, bringing in the concept of “discourse”4 and connecting it with the
“fields of political action”, it can be stated that a “political discourse” about
a specific topic may have its starting point within one of the eight fields of
action and proceed onward through another one, not least via recontextual-
isation and intertextual linking. So, discourses and discourse topics can
“spread” to the different fields and cross between them, realised as themati-
cally connected and problem-related semiotic (e.g. oral or written) tokens that
can be assigned to specific semiotic types (i.e. textual types or genres), which
serve particular political purposes (see Reisigl and Wodak 2001: 36–37 for
more details).

The relationships between fields of political action, subgenres of political
speech and discourse topics are illustrated in Figure 2 with the example of com-
memorative speeches and their functional roles in the discourse about the Aus-
trian nation and identity (see also Reisigl 2003b: 140).

2. Types and functions of political speeches

Although Figure 2 focuses on the role of commemorative speeches in a spe-
cific discourse that has been studied extensively (see Reisigl 2003b; Wodak
et al. 1994: 163–190, 1999: 70–105; for other studies on commemorative
speeches see Ensink 1997, 1999; Sauer 1997; Ensink and Sauer 2003), the fig-
ure also shows the relationships amongst other subgenres of political speeches
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and the eight fields of political action. Similar to the commemorative speech,
these other subgenres of the political speech can accomplish more than one of
the eight political functions in a specific political discourse. The assignment of
the subgenres to the action fields can therefore never be exclusive.

Other attempts to typify political speeches are not based on strictly disjunc-
tive categorisations either, for the criteria of distinction partly overlap. Taking
the most common criteria employed in speech typologies and in labelling
speeches, political speeches can be characterised according to the following ten
heuristic criteria (the criteria are not absolute, but selected for their main em-
phasis; this sometimes allows for cross-typifying):

Question Criterion for speech
name

Examples of speech names

1 who? the speaker or the political
function of the speaker as
political representative

presidential speech, chancellor’s speech,
ministerial speech, speech of MPs,
mayor’s speech; King’s/Queen’s speech at
the opening of parliament

2 on what
occasion?

the occasion “occasional speech”

performative/illocu-
tionary quality

inaugural address, speech of resignation,
speech of appointment, speech of award,
welcoming speech, farewell address

cyclical recurrence of
the occasion

anniversary speech, jubilee speech,
commemorative speech, birthday speech,
speech on national holiday or New Year,
ceremonial address, memorial speech,
Aschermittwochsrede5 (“Ash Wednesday
speech”)

relative time of speech after-dinner speech, postprandial speech,
opening speech, closing speech/address

intertextual or inter-
discursive embedding
in a greater communi-
cative event

speech at a party convention, speech in an
election campaign, debate speech,
counterspeech, funeral oration/eulogy,
King’s/Queen’s speech at the opening of
parliament

organisation of inter-
state relations /
relations to political
opponents/enemies

speech on the occasion of a state visit,
victory speech, war speech, peace speech

one-off occasions funeral eulogy, speech of consolation,
speech of award, victory speech
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3 where? the place (or place name) speech in parliament, King’s/Queen’s
speech at the opening of parliament
(German: “Thronrede”, i.e. speech from
the throne), “soap-box speech”, “Hum-
boldt speech” (referring to the speech
given by the former German foreign min-
ister Joschka Fischer at the Humboldt
University on May 12, 2000;
see Weiss 2002)

4 when? the time

relative time of speech after-dinner speech, inaugural address

cyclical recurrence of
the occasion

anniversary speech, jubilee speech, com-
memorative speech, birthday speech,
speech on national holiday or New Year,
“Aschermittwochsrede” (“Ash Wednesday
speech”)

5 to whom? the addressees/ hearers

explicit “address to the nation”

implicit laudatory speech, admonitory speech,
blaming speech/ vituperation speech,
counterspeech

6 via what
media?

(mass) media of
transmission

TV speech, radio speech, orally delivered
speech, written speech, live speech,
recorded speech

7 for what
purpose?

communicative main
function, often naming the
performative / illocution-
ary quality of the speech
(closely related to the first
group of 2)

speech of thanks, pleading speech,
welcoming speech, farewell speech
or address, valediction, laudatory
speech/eulogy, admonitory speech,
blaming speech/vituperation speech,
speech of consolation, speech of
appointment, speech of award, speech
of protest

8 in what
form?

form of speech, form of
preparation, form of
presentation

free speech, read out speech, long speech,
short speech, abridged speech, unabridged
speech, fighting speech (i.e. an aggressive,
loud and often offensive speech),
polemical speech

9 about
what?

content, topic speeches of principle, victory speech,
war speech, state of the union address,
“Europarede” (“speech on Europe”)

Question Criterion for speech
name

Examples of speech names
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Figure 3. Types of political speeches

Types of speeches like those in Figure 3 are language-dependent. Please note
also that the two metalinguistic English words “speech” and “address”, which
widely correspond to German “Rede” and “Ansprache”, are not always syn-
onymous. Sometimes “address” and “Ansprache” denote a higher degree of
formality and/or consensuality than “speech” and “Rede” (see also Klein 2000:
751).

In particular, speeches whose illocutionary quality is explicitly mentioned in
the category name (see points 2 and 7) can easily be recognised as “deeds done
in words” (Campbell and Jamieson 1990; see also Sternberger 1991). Political
speeches are, however, not just actions in this speech act theoretical sense. They
are, most generally speaking, interactional contributions to identity politics and
accomplish the two political purposes of inclusion and exclusion. On the one
hand, they are socially integrative by contributing to the formation of transindi-
vidual identity and to the foundation of group solidarity. On the other hand, they
can fulfil disintegrative and destructive functions by mobilising addressees to
social exclusion and, at worst, to violent attacks against those excluded and
denigrated by the orator. The dual functionality manifests itself in all eight fields
of political action, but this cannot be exemplified in the short overview of the
present article.

To focus on just one extreme example: In his nationalistic speech on the oc-
casion of the 600th anniversary of the “Battle at the Kosovo field in 1389”, held
at Gazimestan on June 28, 1989, the former Serbian leader Slobodan Milošević
practiced a rhetorically cunning commemoration with both an integrative and a
disintegrative political function. Under the veil of euphemistic high-value words
like “harmony”, “cooperation”, “solidarity”, “unity”, “community” and “equal-
ity”, which suggest a high degree of consent on the state unity of Yugoslavia,
Milosevich announced a military conflict in passing.

Amongst the many subgenres of political speeches, five deserve special atten-
tion, viz. (1) the debate speech, (2) the inaugural speech, (3) the election speech,
(4) the TV address and (5) the commemorative speech (for the fifth subgenre see
section 4). The first three speeches are primarily dissent-oriented, whereas the
last two are mainly consent-oriented (for details on these subgenres see Klein
2000: 748–752).

10 belonging
to which
rhetorical
genre?

rhetorical genre
membership

deliberative speech, epideictic speech

Question Criterion for speech
name

Examples of speech names
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The debate speech can – according to Klein (2000: 749) – be subdivided
into the “parliamentary debate speech” and into the “debate speech at a party
convention or in a party meeting”. Klein observes that the majority of parlia-
mentary debate speeches are speeches aiming to (de)legitimise a specific policy,
to positively present one’s own political position, party or coalition, and to
negatively present political opponents (as far as these speeches are concerned,
the voting has mostly been fixed before the debate already), whereas debate
speeches at a party convention or in a party meeting are much more designated
to influence the vote on a bill, amendment etc. after the debate.6 Parliamentary
debate speeches are – apparently – mainly located in the field of law-making,
but they are also associated with the fields of formation of public attitudes,
opinions and will, of political advertising and of political control. By contrast,
debate speeches at a party convention or in a party meeting are primarily per-
formed in the field of party-internal formation of attitudes, opinions and will.
They show a prevalence for high-value words that are related to one’s own party
and its programme, but also a tendency to denigrate political adversaries by
stigma words and insults (Klein 2000: 750).

Inaugural addresses are mostly held by the head of the government (chan-
cellor, prime minister) and sometimes by a minister or secretary. Their primary
audience is composed of members of parliament. Their secondary audience is
the extra-parliamentarian public of the respective nation state, as well as, in
part, “foreign” public spheres (Volmert 2005: 210). Their main topic is the pol-
icy programme of the government in the most important policy fields for the
next parliamentary or congressional term. One of their main functions is to
show and promote a strong corporate identity of the government (see de Miche-
lis, this volume; see also Campbell and Jamieson 1990: 17). In Germany, they
are normally produced by teams of about five to ten speech writers and political
advisors (Schwarze and Walther 2002: 39), who engage in the elaboration of
the final speech manuscript for several weeks at least, if not months, whereas
the speakers themselves rarely contribute to the formulation of the text (Vol-
mert 2005: 213). Inaugural addresses are first and foremost located in the field
of political administration, but they additionally play a role in the fields of
formation of public attitudes, opinions and will, and – in the case of a coalition
government – of interparty formation of attitudes, opinions and will (see Klein
2000: 750). In the United States, where political speeches play a more important
role than in most European democracies, the inaugural address of the president
is one of the central “speech events” in the national political culture. The highly
ritualised event is characterised by an elaborated and conventionally scripted
orality rich in metaphors. Spontaneous deviations from the written script, which
has been carefully prepared by ghost writers and political advisers including
spin doctors (Meinhart and Schmid 2000), are very rare. Under the influence of
audiovisual mass media like radio, TV and internet, these speeches have be-
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come syntactically less complex and more colloquial in the past few decades
(Herget 2005: 762–763; see Holly, this volume). Inaugural addresses are nor-
mally far less dissent-oriented than debate speeches and election speeches.

The election speech (Panagl and Kriechbaumer 2002; Efing 2005) is one of
the central subgenres employed in the field of political advertising. The dimen-
sion of politics comes to the fore in this speech, since it aims to mobilise potential
voters and party supporters for the speaker and his or her party. Of all political
speeches, it is the most dissent-oriented, and, thus, the most crude and emotional-
ising in tone. It attacks the political “enemy” more fiercely than other speeches,
as the assertion against the opponent and the acquisition of power are its main
purpose. The election speech can also gain relevance in the field of political con-
trol, if the orator criticises the opponents’ abuse of political power, as well as in
the field connected with the formation of public attitudes, opinions and will.

Like the commemorative speech, the TV address belongs to the consent-
oriented subgenres. It is primarily uttered in the field of the formation of public
attitudes, opinions and will. Top-level political representatives such as presi-
dents and heads of government are usually the orators. The TV address is des-
ignated to express consensual political values and political norms, frequently
related to the imagined community of the nation (Anderson 1983) and to
national identity. Thus, the dimension of polity is central. Elevated in language,
it is often full of tropes, high-value words and flag words. Although it is mostly
read from a teleprompter which projects the well-prepared manuscript of the
speech, the orator often tries to suggest that she or he is speaking freely (Klein
2000: 752), hence hoping to produce good publicity as an eloquent politician in
the TV-constituted public sphere.

3. Rhetorical macro-structure and functional sections
of (political) speeches

The different functional sections of speeches are composed by sequences of
speech acts that are combined with each other in a specific way. Following the
rhetorical rules of disposition, the different speech acts are grouped together in
the three macro-structural units of introduction, main part and conclusion, as
well as in their respective subsections. The ideal typical rhetorical macro-struc-
ture of speeches is formed by the succession of the speech parts of (1) introduc-
tion (exordium), (2) narration (narratio) and argumentation (argumentatio), and
(3) conclusion (peroratio) (see, amongst others, Plett 2001: 18–20; Ueding and
Steinbrink 2005: 259–277).

In their composition, political speeches are often more freely organised than
other speeches (Schmitz 2005: 699). They seldom contain clearly separate sec-
tions of argumentation and narration. This deviation from the antique rhetorical
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ideal is due to the fact that political orators – especially nowadays – are
concerned with many new demands in addition to deliberative advising and
epideictic demonstration. The conditions of political oratory have changed re-
markably since antiquity, not least because of the transformation of political sys-
tems and the development of new means of mass communication that have led to
new forms of public spheres. The influence of the political system and political
culture (i.e. the polity) on the disposition of political speeches can best be illus-
trated with the example of argumentation (for the general relationship between
political speeches and persuasive argumentation see Dedaić 2006). In history,
whenever freedom of political decision had been restricted by the political form
of rule (e.g. by despotism, dictatorship or strict absolutism), the consequence
was that speeches for the most part lacked longer sequences of explicit plausible
argumentation and contained – as in the case of many of Hitler’s, Goebbels’ and
Mussolini’s speeches – much more dramatisation, hyperbolic exaggeration and
fallacious suggestion instead. On the other hand, in times of a strong democracy
and parliament, that is to say, of the political participation of many, argumen-
tation played and plays a much more important role in political speeches.

4. The “interaction structure” of political speeches as linguistic
action patterns

Speeches are often misunderstood as monological linguistic events. This short-
sighted, non-pragmatic view is even adopted by many of those who stress the ap-
pellative functions of speeches in principle and specific linguistic speech el-
ements in particular. A functional pragmatic view immediately reveals that
spoken political speeches are complex realisations of conventionalised linguistic
action patterns with a clear interaction structure (Beck 2001), even though they
have no transition relevance places and are, thus, not endowed with turn taking.

Following the functional pragmatic concept of “linguistic action pattern”
(sprachliches Handlungsmuster; see Ehlich and Rehbein 1979), a political
speech is an institutionally determined and institutionally embedded multipart
pattern that fulfils specific social-psychological and political purposes. Com-
memorative speeches, for example, accomplish the purposes of establishing
consent, solidarity, identification and the disposition to act as the speaker pro-
poses to do. These purposes are achieved by the commemoration of a past event
considered to be relevant for the political present and future of an in-group. As a
complex action pattern, commemorative speeches show a variety of different
specimens. These diverge with respect to the composition of the single parts that
are related with different purposes. Amongst these are epideictic purposes such
as the laudatory function, the vituperative function, the recalling function, the
admonitory function, the consolatory function, the thanking function, the
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congratulatory function, the optative function, the promising function and
the teaching function. Amongst the deliberative purposes of commemorative
speeches are the conciliatory function, the admonitory function, the promising
function and the teaching function (some of the deliberative and epideictic func-
tions of commemorative speeches overlap). Finally, the three characteristic
judicial purposes of commemorative speeches are the accusing function, the ex-
culpatory function and the justifying function.

Normally, the only listener positions scheduled in the interaction pattern of
many political speeches are those which articulate the listeners’ accord or agree-
ment with something the speaker just said and/or with the speaker her or himself.
These speaker-supportive places are prototypically associated with non-verbal
ratifications in the form of applause, if the speech occasion and situation is rather
formal and solemn, as for example in commemorative speeches and ceremonial
addresses. In less formal situations, as in the case of debate speeches given in par-
liament, listeners’ approval can also be expressed through cheers or – as in the
English parliament – through conventionalised directive attention getters like
“Hear, hear!”. Less formal speeches, as for example political speeches held during
election campaigns, additionally allow for whistling as a “collective” reaction.

Whistling, however, is not just employed as a sign of approval. It can also
signify the contrary. In most interaction patterns of political speeches (except
for debate and election speeches), the articulation of disapproval on the part of
the listeners is not desirable. It is considered to be a dispreferred response, a
breach of the interaction pattern. In order to prevent the articulation of disap-
proval, the participation in a speech event and the concrete joining in the inter-
action structure is often regulated by the selective invitation of a group of lis-
teners who are believed to behave themselves as prescribed by the rules.

If disagreement is expressed despite the cautious selection of listeners and
the speaker is, for instance, disturbed by unwelcome hecklings and protest cries,
those who have booed or interrupted are sometimes removed from the audi-
torium by security guards through physical force. A moderate form of protest
can also be expressed by ostentatiously leaving the place or room of the speech.
All these different articulations of disagreement break the regulated interaction
patterns of many types of political speeches and – as a consequence – can pro-
voke political scandals. A case in point is Philipp Jenninger, then president of
the German parliament, who gave a commemorative address on November 9,
1988, on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the so-called Reichskristall-
nacht (“night of broken glass”, a euphemistic name for the antisemitic National
Socialist pogrom in Germany and Austria in the night from November 8 to No-
vember 9, 1938; the name refers to the numerous broken windows of Jewish
shops). He was accused of having demonstrated too much understanding for
Nazi perpetrators, which is why about 49 members of the parliamentary audi-
ence ostentatiously left the room, and Jenninger subsequently resigned (Wodak
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et al. 1994: 180; for more details see, amongst others, Hoffmann and Schwitalla
1989; Ensink 1992; Krebs 1993).

Speeches during parliamentary debates, however, belong to linguistic action
patterns in which interruptions and hecklings (Burkhardt 2004) are generally
conventionalised and accepted as facultative reactions, as long as they do not
consist of serious insults, which chairpersons of debates usually sanction by a
call to order. This type of action pattern allows the speaker to spontaneously
respond to the hecklings. The same holds for election speeches.

The pattern positions that permit applause – I call them “acclamation rele-
vance places” in analogy to the conversation analytical concept of “transition
relevance place” – are partly obligatory, especially before the beginning of the
speech or address, when the speaker enters the room or place to speak, or when
the speaker is introduced by the previous speaker, and after the end of the speech
or address. The pattern positions that allow for intermediary acclamatory reac-
tions of the audience during the speech or address are facultative. They can be
initiated by appointed claques or be rhetorically triggered by prosodic and syn-
tactic elicitation cues, as, for instance, in many histrionic speeches of dictators
like Hitler (Reisigl 2003a; Beck 2001). By means of his marked intonation,
which was very often technically augmented and transmitted by loudspeakers
(Epping-Jäger 2003), in combination with syntactic parallelisms and the rhe-
torical figure of the three/four, the German dictator systematically elicited
acclamations and other reactions from his listeners.

The reactions of the primary audience can – though do not necessarily –
influence the media coverage addressed to the secondary or tertiary audience,
be these expressions of dissent or acclamations. It is sometimes the case that
press reports on speeches especially focus on those speech segments that have
been met with acclamations by the primary audience (see Reisigl 2003b: 518).
But it can also happen that the listeners’ expression of disagreement is not
covered in cases of consent-oriented speeches, if a journalist wants to paint a
picture of consent.

Before the audio-visual media of news distribution was developed, the
written version of a political speech had been the one that substantially decided
on the speech reception, especially for the non-primary audiences. It was and is
sometimes still today this version which journalists usually quote and report on
in the press, although the speech manuscripts distributed to the press before the
speech performance always stress that it is the spoken word which is valid.

Perhaps the one-sided focus on the written versions of political speeches
will be overcome by the use of the new electronic media that facilitate the reg-
istration, dissemination and transcription of orally presented speeches. Elec-
tronic mass media and particularly new media like the internet increase the im-
portance of oral speeches, since the co-present primary audience is no longer the
only audience that enjoys the oral performance.
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5. Constitutive conditions of political oratory in past and
contemporary public spheres

The following typology gives an overview of constitutive conditions of political
oratory then and now (more detailed explications can be found in Reisigl 2003b:
305–327). It is a revised and extended version of a schematic outline offered by
Josef Klein (1995: 71) and taken up by Christoph Sauer (1997: 36–50) and Titus
Ensink (1999: 80–83). The synopsis opposes, in an ideal typical manner, im-
portant basic factors and production conditions of classical and modern political
rhetoric:

dimension classical rhetorical type modern political communication

time momentariness /singularity:
x primarily future

(deliberative genre) or
x primarily present

(epideictic genre)

processuality / sequentiality:
x reference to past, present and

future

linguistic
context

simple linguistic context:
x monotextuality (speech without

intertextual relations)
x duotextuality (reference to the

counterspeech of the opponent)
x intertextual relation of imi-

tation (celebration speech)

complex linguistic context:
x multi- and intertextuality
x multi- and interdiscursivity

speaker /
author

individuality:
x speaker = author

representation:
x team of authors consisting of

ghost writers, political advisers
and the speaker

addressee general homogeneity of
addressees

plurality of audiences / multiple
addressing:
x primary audience (face to face)
x secondary audience (audience

listening to a live transmission
via mass media)

x tertiary audience (audience
listening to a later transmission
via mass media, or recipients
reading the press)

medium direct acoustic and visual
contact (co-presence: sequential
spatio-temporal unity of speech,
reception and reaction)

direct acoustic and visual con-
tact (co-presence) as well as
acoustic and visual mass mediated /
media echo (spatio-temporal
dissociation: diatopia and
diachrony)
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Figure 4. Constitutive conditions of political oratory in past and present public spheres

Ideally and theoretically, the speech genres distinguished by classical rhetoric
are realised as singular, momentary and point-blank speech events character-
ised by temporal, spatial, thematic and functional unity, by immediate se-
quential adjacency of the speech and its reception (including the audience
reactions), by a relative uniformity of the audience and by monotextuality or
textual duality (the latter is the case if a speech is followed by a counter-
speech). In contrast to the classical rhetorical genres (in their idealised and in
part counterfactual description), modern political communication is character-
ised by a great typological variety with multiple temporal relations to past,
present and future, by a thematical ephemerality and by a procedural embed-
ding into a complex network of discursive, interdiscursive and intertextual re-
lations and sequences, which is constituted by an often selective, fragmentary
or paraphrastic distribution of the speech via mass media to heterogeneous

type of speech two genres:
x deliberative genre and
x epideitic genre (laudatory

speech or vituperation speech)

variety of genres and subgenres
(see section 2)

aims /
functions

two basic aims/functions:
x preparation of a decision

(including law making) on
the basis of a persuasive
exhortation or dissuasion
(deliberative genre)

x laudatory or blaming
contemplation and creation of
a distinctive positive image as
a speaker (epideictic genre)

variety of aims/functions:
x positive self and other-presen-

tation (recognition, emphasis
on the exemplariness) and
negative self- and other-presen-
tation (including admonition,
warning)

x political advertising aiming to
acquire or maintain power

x influence on the formation of
public attitudes, opinions and
will (identity construction,
manufacturing of consent
and solidarity, ratification /
justification of political norms)

x law-making procedure
x party-internal formation of

attitude, opinions and will
x inter-party formation of

attitudes, opinions and will
x organisation of international /

interstate relations
x political administration
x political control

dimension classical rhetorical type modern political communication



Rhetoric of political speeches 259

groups of audiences. Individuality of the political speech is a less important
value today than it was in earlier times, since the principle of representation
has gained significance (particularly in representative democracies). On the
other hand, however, there is a strong tendency in politics towards personali-
sation, which is considered to be an antidote to the voters’ political reluctance
and political disinterest (see Holly, this volume).

5.1. How mass media influence the reception and success of a speech

Undeniably, the occasion of a speech and the audience which is being addressed –
both the immediate audience and the one reached by the mass media – consider-
ably influence the content, structure and form of a political speech. Many politi-
cians nowadays are faced with the problem of multiple addressing (Kühn 1992,
1995), that is to say, with the problem that, due to new means of technical media-
tion, they often have to address various publics – different political groups with
different problems, interests and political affiliations – at the same time. If these
audiences are to be addressed as potential voters in their speeches, the speakers
often apply the principle of calculated ambivalence (Klein 1996). The respective
speeches are characterised by the deliberate use of conflicting theses, of contra-
dictions often disguised by euphemisms and paraphrases, and of allusions and
ambivalent expressions as well as unintentional slips.

In times of technical reproducibility and mass mediated dispersion, political
communication is neither singular nor momentary, neither with respect to its ut-
tering nor to its effect. Mass media reduce the importance of the original situ-
ation in which a speech is given, for the speech is to be multiplied and the
speech situation dilated via technical mediation. Most of the addressees receive
just small pieces of the speech in the form of later transmissions of selected
speech fragments on the radio, TV or the internet, often in news formats. Even
journalists who report on the speeches do not always participate in the original
speech event. They are saved being present at the original scene, because indus-
trious public relations workers cooperating with the political orators supply the
press with copies of written versions of the speech in advance, or at least with
press releases that selectively summarise the content of the speech. Concepts
such as “textual chain”, “(multi)modal transposition” and “recontextualisation”
can help in the understanding of some of these complex semiotic interrelations
and transformations.

It is a remarkable characteristic of modern political rhetoric that the recep-
tion history of a speech need not depend on the eloquence of the political orator
(Jochum 1999: 143), and that even the applause of the primary audience need
not indicate the overall impact of a speech on the public (Sauer 1997: 37).7

Clever and targeted public relations work can actually compensate for the lack
of rhetorical eloquence (Jochum 1999: 144–145). Political speeches are increas-
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ingly becoming parts of interrelated “textual chains” and of dialogically con-
nected discursive practices. The reception of a political speech is decisively in-
fluenced by the journalists’ intentional selection and quotation of single speech
passages, and – even more – by exaggerating and reformulating interpretations
of speech fragments. Above and beyond that, the impact of a speech sometimes
depends on the media’s hunt for wider circulation and – in relation to this – on
accidental factors that can by no means be manipulated by the politicians. It is
Jochum (1999: 145–146) who supplies us with a striking example of this. On
2 December 1993, the former German president Richard von Weizsäcker – who
is well-known for his commemorative speech on the occasion of the 40th anni-
versary of the national socialist capitulation on 8 May 1945 – gave an address in
Hamburg’s council chamber on “Our common future: 1943 – 1993 – 2043”. The
address promised to become an important speech of principle for German
foreign policy and was enthusiastically acclaimed by the 400 listeners in the
room. About an hour after the address Weizsäcker was attacked by a thug and
punched on the head. The media immediately decided that the content of the ad-
dress was less newsworthy than the physical attack. As a consequence, the ad-
dress was lost in the scandalising flurry of the media reports on the assault.

5.2. The speeches’ authorship and the division of labour during
speech production

The genesis of political speeches under constitutive conditions of modern politi-
cal rhetoric (Kammerer 1995; Klein 1995; Sauer 1997; Ensink 1999) is,
amongst others things, characterised by team work, the importance of a “cor-
porate political identity”, and a strongly increased intertextuality and interdis-
cursivity, including multiple addressing via mass media. In view of these con-
ditions, political speeches are often produced according to a clear division of
labour. In classical rhetoric, the production of a speech is subdivided into five
stages: finding of topics (inventio), arrangement of topics (dispositio), linguistic
development of the arranged topics (elocutio), memory (memoria) and delivery
(actio). Today, ghost writers and political advertisers including spin doctors
(who gain importance especially in periods of election campaigns; see, amongst
others, Hofer 2005) are engaged in conceiving and writing during the first three
production stages (Kammerer 1995: 27). The political orator her or himself is
then primarily concerned with making some proposals and giving some rough
instructions with respect to the global content, the structure and linguistic pecu-
liarities of the speech. After a first version of the speech has been drafted, this
version is corrected and commented on by the speakers and in part also by the
advisers. The ghost writers will then take the corrections and comments into ac-
count and rewrite the text. Sometimes, the final version is not finished until after
several revisions that may occasionally lead to a complete rewriting. Memory
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and delivery of the final version are the sole responsibility of the politicians as
“principals”, who deliver their speeches as “animators” (Goffman 1981).

The increasing influence of the media on leading politicians results in some-
thing like rhetorical omnipresence. Politicians sometimes deliver more than 150
speeches a year (Kammerer 1995: 20; Schwarze and Walther 2002: 34). They
obviously do not have the time to write all these speeches themselves. However,
the increasing personalisation of politics forces them to conceal the origin of
their speeches from the public and to obscure the fact that top political offices,
such as those of the president, the chancellor, or the cabinet ministers8 necessi-
tate large teams with corporate identity status, of which speech writers and
political advisors including spin doctors are important members (this has been
shown by Campell and Jamieson [1990: 11] for the office of the President of the
United States). On the other hand, former professional speech writers have in-
creasingly started to put an end to the mystification of the production of political
speeches and to publicly correct the idolising image of the eloquent politicians
who purportedly write their speeches on their own (Volmert 2005: 213).

6. Speech criticism and political language advising – An issue
for applied politolinguistics

Speech criticism is as old as the production of speeches itself. Speech criticism
intends to evaluate and judge speeches with respect to their persuasive rhetori-
cal structure, aesthetic criteria, the actual performance and the political, social
and ethical dimension (Meyer 2005: 801). Speech criticism can relate to (1) the
object of critique, (2) the norms and values followed or infringed by the speech,
and (3) the functions and aims of the speech (Meyer 2005: 802).

As far as the object of critique is concerned, Meyer (2005: 802) distin-
guishes between (1a) the critique of speech theories (the present contribution
may be considered to belong to this area of critique); and (1b) the critique of
speech practices, that is to say, of single speeches and orators with respect to
questions of eloquence.

As for the second area of speech criticism, Meyer (2005: 802–803) differ-
entiates between: (2a) criticism relating to language internal norms and values
such as clarity and understandability versus obscurity (perspicuitas versus
obscuritas), dispositional order versus disorder, simplicity versus preciousness
(simplicitas versus ornatus), literal speech versus tropic speech (verbum
proprium versus verbum improprium, i.e. tropes), matter-of-factness versus
poverty of content, shortness versus long-windedness (brevitas versus taedium)
or choice of speech (sub)genre; and (2b) criticism relating to language external
norms and values such as practice, ethics, religion or knowledge, but also prag-
matic criteria such as free speech (improvisation) versus recitation or situational
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adequacy (e.g. of non-verbal means like gestures, facial expression and into-
nation).

The third criticism strives for an evaluation of the functions and aims of
speeches and is either linked to (3a) positive criteria like dialogicality, sincerity,
public, informativity, plausibility and convincingness, or to (3b) negative cri-
teria like manipulation, demagogy, agitation, propaganda, defamation and
fallaciousness. The latter have been most important in the 20th century, when
analysing speeches of political leaders like Hitler, Goebbels, Mussolini and Sta-
lin, and are still highly relevant when analysing current “war speeches” (see, for
example, Fairclough 2005; van Dijk 2005).

All these areas of speech criticism and the respective criteria are significant
for an applied linguistics that aims to combine rhetorical theory (including ar-
gumentation theory), political science and (critical) discourse analysis when ap-
proaching the topic of political speeches. The inclusion of concepts and theories
of political sciences is advisable, since it enables speech analysts to take into
consideration the influence of political systems and cultures of specific coun-
tries on the development of speech genres and subgenres.

There are three tasks that are amongst the main issues for applied linguistics
concerned with the analysis of political speeches and their functions and impact
in public spheres.

(1) Although there are several characterisations of different subgenres of
political speeches, many of them are rather abstract and theoretical and, thus, do
not do justice to empirical reality. Therefore, more empirical, transdisciplinary
politolinguistic work is desirable, in order to get adequate analyses and descrip-
tions of political speeches and their communicative, social, historical and politi-
cal context. In trying to accomplish this task, applied politolinguistics has to
research the conditions of production, distribution and reception of political
speeches (see, for a case study, Reisigl 2003a).

(2) The second important task for an applied politolinguistics identifying
with the programme of critical discourse analysis consists in the analysis of politi-
cal speeches with the purpose to detect and expose the persuasive, propagandist,
populist, “manipulative” character of political speeches, and to criticise orators’
rhetoric if it infringes upon basic ethical and democratic principles. In keeping a
watch on political speech practices related to political activities under democratic
legitimation-obligation, this speech criticism locates itself in the action field of
political control. It can sometimes take the form of linguistic expert reports pro-
duced for the juridical procedure (see, for instance, Wodak and Reisigl 2002).

(3) The third task of applied politolinguistics is to become even more prac-
tical and to try to change and improve the culture of political speech – which is
regularly said to be terribly neglected (see, for example, Kopperschmidt 1999) –
by means of consulting (see, for example, Rentrop 1992–2005; Duden 2000;
Roth 2004: 173–201). Competent advisory critique presupposes the satisfying
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fulfilment of the first task. Speech advisers who recognise ethical claims should
not be tempted by payment to help politicians to rhetorically “manipulate” their
audiences as effectively as possible. Rather, they will see their job as a possible
contribution to the further development of a democratic political culture, since
the quality of political speeches can be an important gauge of the state of a
democracy.

Notes

1 I would like to thank Veronika Koller and Ruth Wodak for constructive comments on
an earlier version of the article and Maura Bayer for correcting my English.

2 “Rhetoric” is here intended to denote both the practical art of speaking and writing
well in public, and the theory of eloquence (ars bene dicendi et scribendi).

3 The schematic synopsis is primarily based on Aristotle (1994: 1358b–1359a), Plett
(2001: 17–18), Kopperschmidt (1995: 91) and Zinsmaier (1999: 384), who quotes
Pernot (1993: 38). Extending the epideictic oratory, the figure also takes into account
the works of Matuschek (1994: 1258–1567), Sermain (1994: 1083–1086), Vallozza
(1994: 1160) and Hambsch (1996: 1377–1392).

4 I see a “discourse” as a complex bundle of semiotic social practices that are topic-re-
lated, involve argumentation about validity claims such as truth and normative valid-
ity, and involve various social actors who participate in the discourse and set up dif-
ferent points of view (Reisigl 2003b: 92). I adopt Foucault’s (2004: 106) general
characterisation of “discourse” as socially constitutive and socially constituted prac-
tice, although I do not take up his enigmatic and linguistically inscrutable concept of
énoncé (“statement”), which most of his theoretical characterisations of “discourse”
are based on.

5 In Christian Germany and Austria, such speeches are given after the end of carnival.
They are held in front of party members and party followers. Despite the fact that they
are given at the beginning of the fasting period, they are often designated to attack
political opponents polemically (Wodak and Reisigl 2002).

6 For parliamentary speeches see also Klein 2003; Van Dijk 2002; Illie 2006. For inter-
actions during parliamentary question time see Chilton (2004: 92–109).

7 However, outstanding orators lived not only in the past (for example, Woodrow Wil-
son, Vladimir Ilich Lenin, Lev Trotsky, Winston Churchill or Martin Luther King, to
mention just a few gifted orators of the 20th century), but act also in the present, where
examples of political speeches can be still found which owe their public political im-
pact for the most part to the eloquence of the speakers. The “Humboldt speech” given
by the former German foreign minister Joschka Fischer at the Humboldt University on
May 12, 2000 is just one good example of great public influence that is strongly based
on the elevated quality of a speech. This speech did much to stimulate the discussion
about European integration, constitution and identity and thus contributed to the con-
stitution of an “European public sphere” (see, among others, Weiss 2002).

8 For the influence of the speaker’s political position on the content of a speech see,
among others, Wodak et al. (1999: 72–74).
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12. Dissemination and implementation of
political concepts1

Florian Oberhuber

1. Introduction

“Dissemination and implementation of political concepts” does not constitute a
systematic field of scientific enquiry, neither within research on political language
nor within political science or sociology. There are no established approaches or
schools of thought in this area, no classic texts, no repertoire of basic concepts or
methods of data gathering and analysis. At the same time, one would find it hard
to argue that “dissemination and implementation” do not refer to important pro-
cesses in today’s social reality, or that such processes could not be scientifically
studied. And indeed, a second glance shows that a variety of disciplines have con-
tributed to the investigation of such processes with case studies as well as with
theoretical work. This chapter will draw some strands of this literature together,
and in a concluding section will propose a heuristic framework for research.

A few words of caution are necessary at this point. The following literature re-
view will not start from definitions of dissemination and implementation, but will
work with a rather broad understanding of those concepts. It will draw on a variety
of approaches which were not originally intended for the study of dissemination
and implementation of political concepts, but, as will be shown, can in fact be
used for such study. As a general rule, the character of the present subject lends
itself to an interdisciplinary approach. Both dissemination and implementation
refer to phenomena which are not to be found “in language”, but to extra-lin-
guistic processes. They cannot be fully apprehended by linguistic concepts only,
and scholars have often found it useful to draw on methodological and conceptual
resources from neighbouring disciplines such as sociology or political science.

The selection of the literature reviewed here does not claim completeness.
Apart from my own subjective focus, I attempted to include recent contributions
from various theoretical, geographical and disciplinary backgrounds. Special em-
phasis is put on research in linguistics and political science. Furthermore, dis-
semination and implementation are understood in this chapter from an actor-
centred perspective, i.e. implying conscious, intentional activities: who dissemi-
nates what, where, why and by what means? Who implements what, why, in what
context and by what means? Reception studies and agenda-setting will be not
dealt with since they are separate and well-established fields of enquiry. Political
terminology and contested concepts are discussed in Paul Chilton’s chapter in
this volume.
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2. Dissemination and implementation in linguistics

2.1. Language history, lexicology and discourse semantics

In the German-speaking academic tradition, research on language and politics
has a strong historical focus which can be traced back to the 19th century, when
“historism” became the dominant intellectual paradigm in the humanities (cf.
Oexle 1996). In the second half of the century, not only students of history, but
also legal scholars, economists and linguists2 turned to historical sources and
tried to reconstruct the meaning of specific constellations of institutions and cul-
tural production. They tried to understand (verstehen) the individuality of his-
torical phenomena rather than explain social life by establishing the causal laws
governing it, and consequently they put special emphasis on the historical roots
of their objects of study.

Over the past ten years, three excellent overviews of the vast literature on
the history of public communication in Germany were published by Armin
Burkhardt (1996), Peter von Polenz (1999) and Hajo Diekmannshenke (2001).3

As Burkhardt (1996: 85–86) observes, this body of literature failed to work out
a unified and systematic terminology, and the theoretical concepts as well as
methods applied are not specific, but reflect the general discussion in the histori-
cal disciplines. Moreover, neither “dissemination” nor “implementation” figure
among the basic concepts (cf. Polenz 1991) or topics of mainstream research
(cf. Burkhardt 1996: 85–89; Girnth 2002: 2–12). Nevertheless, many publi-
cations present historical case studies which are excellent resources for under-
standing the dissemination of political vocabulary such as the language of
nationalism, antisemitism, women’s rights or social reform.

2.1.1. Recent developments in research on language and politics in
Germany

Since the mid 1970s, a growing interest in political communication can be noted
among German linguists. Diekmannshenke (2001: 1) even speaks of an indepen-
dent discipline of political linguistics or “politolinguistics” (Burkhardt 1996).
Girnth (2002: 8–9) identifies the following main areas of research: language in
the National-Socialist era, language in the German Democratic Republic, and
the language of and after the 1989 Wende and German re-unification. Moreover,
many of the public debates in post-war Germany have been intensively studied,
for instance those on military politics, asylum and migration, ecology, nuclear
power, womens’ rights or the rise of the European Union (Polenz 1999:
561–562; Diekmannshenke 2001: 20–26). Among the main research foci were:
political terminology, language use by politicians, genres of political language,
language use in institutions, “semantic wars” (i.e. struggles over the meanings
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of concepts) and many more. In terms of methodology, scholars have drawn for
instance on rhetoric, speech act theory, conversation analysis, various methods
of text analysis, theory of argumentation and critical linguistics (Burkhardt
1996: 89). Dissemination and implementation, though, have not figured among
the central concerns. As Klein and Diekmannshenke (1996: v) put it:

Linguistische Analysen thematisieren politische Texte traditionell vor allem unter
dem Gesichtspunkt der Absichten und Strategien der Politiker. Wie es mit dem Er-
folg der Strategien aussieht, bleibt dabei unbeachtet. [Linguistic analyses traditio-
nally look at political texts above all from the point of view of politicians’ intentions
and strategies. Yet the question of the success of such strategies remains untackled.]

On the other hand, a theoretical development in the field can be noted which
tends to transcend the purely linguistic realm to include the extralinguistic con-
text, and thus extends to the problem of dissemination and implementation.
While earlier studies were often limited to the description and (critical) analysis
of single words,4 the seminal eight-volume conceptual history by Brunner,
Conze, and Koselleck (1972–1997) marks an important turning point. Focuss-
ing on the communicative function of language and language use, the aforemen-
tioned authors developed a new approach to historical semantics which would
integrate social and conceptual history.5 In subsequent years, text and discourse
oriented research came to complement lexicological studies, and emphasis was
put on the relationship between language and its larger context. Authors like
Dietrich Busse (1987) criticised traditional approaches in historical semantics
and advocated the investigation of the communicative practices constituting so-
cial knowledge (“discourse semantics”), while Fritz Herrmanns (1995) coined
the phrase of “language history as the history of mentalities” (Sprachgeschichte
als Mentalitätsgeschichte).

Drawing on such theoretical developments, a research group at the Univer-
sity of Düsseldorf published a series of monographs on the “history of public
communication in the Federal Republic of Germany” (e.g. Stötzel and Wengeler
1995; Böke, Liedtke, and Wengeler 1996). Aiming at reconstructing changes of
perspectives on reality in language, they focussed on Leitvokabeln, ‘the study of
thematic complexes and key terms’, i.e. concepts which are linked to the politi-
cal programmes of contesting groups. In this context, the Düsseldorf school also
looked at the persuasive interests of speakers and how they reach a broader pub-
lic via the mass media (Böke 1996: 20). Wengeler (1995), for instance, recon-
structed how conservative political parties succeeded after 1945 in disseminat-
ing their ideas of a “social market economy”, and Böke (1995) looked at the
changing terminology in political discussions on gender relations. Both studies
used a broad range of sources including print media, political advertising, ency-
clopaedias, legal texts and texts produced by various political actors. They
focussed on contested meanings, competing concepts and their changing roles
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in the political context. However, the conceptual and methodological elements
of such a research programme were not spelled out in detail, and general infer-
ences on how processes of dissemination of political concepts work were not
drawn. Rather, faithful to the tradition of historism in German academia, the
main focus remained on idiographic research, i.e. on the individual cases.

2.2. Theorising the mediation between the linguistic and the social:
Critical Discourse Analysis

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a network of scholars emerged in the
early 1990s, marked by the launch of van Dijk’s journal Discourse and Society
(1990) as well as books like Language and Power by Norman Fairclough
(1989) or Language, Power and Ideology by Ruth Wodak (1989). Critical Dis-
course Analysis as such cannot be viewed as a strictly defined paradigm, but
rather as a ‘school’, or a programme which many researchers find useful and to
which they can relate. As Michael Meyer (2001: 18) notes: “there is no guiding
theoretical viewpoint that is used consistently within CDA, nor do the CDA pro-
tagonists proceed consistently from the area of theory to the field of discourse
and then back to theory”.

As a basic premise, Critical Discourse Analysis shares the notion of “lan-
guage as social practice” (Fairclough and Wodak 1997) contributing to the re-
production of society. As a consequence, Critical Discourse Analysis does not
consider discursive and non-discursive practices as separated but, conversely,
places particular emphasis on the context of language use as well as the problem
of conceptualising the “mediation between the social and the linguistic” (Chou-
liaraki and Fairclough 1999).

Owing to this research focus, scholars have emphasised the need for inter-
disciplinary work in order to gain a proper understanding of how language func-
tions in constituting and transmitting knowledge, in organising social institu-
tions or in exercising power. Some of the ensuing theoretical issues are referred
to in the following quote from Fairclough and Wodak (1997: 258):

Describing discourse as social practice implies a dialectical relationship between a
particular discursive event and the situation(s), institution(s) and social structure(s)
which frame it: the discursive event is shaped by them, but it also shapes them. That
is, discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially conditioned – it constitutes
situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and relationships be-
tween people and groups of people. It is constitutive both in the sense that it helps to
sustain and reproduce the social status quo, and in the sense that it contributes
to transforming it. Since discourse is so socially consequential, it gives rise to
important issues of power.

The various research areas, protagonists and approaches of Critical Discourse
Analysis cannot be dealt with here, nor its theoretical background reconstructed
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in detail (cf. Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999; Wodak and Meyer 2001). In-
stead, let us consider an author who placed the linguistic/social interface at the
centre of his work and who provided a theoretical framework which addresses
some of the key problems concerning the dissemination and implementation of
political concepts.

2.2.1. Dissemination and implementation in Critical Discourse Analysis

In the early 1990s, Norman Fairclough began looking for ways of combining his
research on language with “social and political thought relevant to discourse
and language, in the form of a framework which will be suitable for use in social
scientific research and specifically in the study of social change” (Fairclough
1992: 62). With respect to the dissemination and implementation of political
concepts, the main features of his account can be summarised in the following
cyclical model (adapted from Fairclough 2005: 57):

1. Establishment and articulation: An emergent discourse (e.g. the
“knowledge-based economy”) brings elements of existing discourses (e.g. those
of “lifelong learning”, “social exclusion”, “flexibility”) into a particular, new
articulation. Through processes of contestation (“semantic wars”) and political
struggle, it may become hegemonic in particular social fields.

2. Dissemination: Processes of dissemination may take place across struc-
tures (e.g. between governments, public and social services such as education
and health) and scales (between global or international, national and local
scales of social life). Those processes entail the recontextualisation (cf. below)
of discourses in new social fields, institutions, organisations, countries,
localities.

3. Implementation: Discourses change and reproduce discursive and non-
discursive elements of social realities. They may be enacted as new ways of
(inter)acting (like regulatory regimes), inculcated in new ways of being (iden-
tities), materialised in new institutional arrangements or ways of organising
social relations (like monitoring agencies).

For each step of this model, different data and methodological tools are
required. Fairclough proposes genealogy and interdiscursive analysis for stu-
dying the specific articulations of different discourses. This entails the collec-
tion and analysis of a historical series of texts, the identification of key terms,
discursive strategies, and of interdiscursive relationships.6 Moreover, texts are
subject to or reflect discursive practices and are co-articulated with social prac-
tices: Discourse internalises and is internalised in other, non-linguistic elements
(cf. Fairclough 2003).

The investigation of processes of dissemination requires focusing on the dis-
tributive aspects of discursive practice, which involves the comparative analysis
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of a large number of texts from various social fields and institutions. With re-
spect to the factors determining successful dissemination, Fairclough (2005:
55–56) identified a number of conditions:

First, “structural selectivities”: structures are more open to some strategies than to
others. Second, the scope and ‘reach’ of the discourse (narrative) – for instance, the
discourses of ‘globalization’ or ‘knowledge-based economy’ might be seen as
“nodal discourses” which articulate many other discourses (…). Third, the differen-
tial capacities and power of the social agents whose strategy it is “to get their mes-
sages across”, e.g. their access to and their control over mass media and other chan-
nels and networks for diffusion. Fourth, the “resonance” of discourses, their capacity
to mobilize people, not only in the institutions but also in the lifeworld.

As a key term for studying processes of dissemination, Fairclough draws on the
concept of recontextualisation which has become widely used in discourse
analysis (cf. Iedema 1997; Iedema and Wodak 1999; Kovács and Wodak 2003).7

Recontextualisation can briefly be defined as the integration of elements bor-
rowed from different contexts in a new context. Such processes can be studied
by comparing texts in different social fields and at different scales. In a recent
study, Fairclough (2007) has, for instance, looked at how Romanian policy texts
integrate elements from discourses of the “knowledge-based economy” and “in-
formation society” formulated at the level of the European Union. At the textual
level, this involved taking a close look at the “texturing” and “rhetorical struc-
tures” of the respective documents. Recontextualisation practices are never
fully governed by external discourses, but they involve a dialectic of coloni-
sation and appropriation (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999). Moreover, authors
can never fully control the meaning of texts, but meaning is co-constituted by
the interpretations of the readers. Thus, Kovács and Wodak (2003), for instance,
studied different corpora from public, semi-public and quasi-private domains
(focus groups) in order to investigate the various understandings of a discourse/
topic/argument/topos by various publics.

Finally, the third step of the cyclical model takes us to implementation, i.e.
the ways in which discourse may be inculcated, enacted, institutionalised and
materialised. Arguably, implementation is the most difficult process to grasp
both with respect to empirical research and theoretical conceptualisation. Fair-
clough proposes the use of ethnographic methods of data collection to study
such processes in social organisations from the “inside”. As a key analytical
category, he draws on the concept of “genres”, i.e. the practices of “(inter)act-
ing semiotically” (Fairclough 2005: 58) such as meetings, reports, policy
papers and so on. Genres can be seen as institutionalised ways of framing and
regulating interaction (Chouliaraki 1995). Being organised in “chains” or “net-
works”, they are “articulated together in intra-organisational or cross-organisa-
tional procedures, routines and practices” (e.g. practices of “evaluations” or of
“benchmarking”) (Fairclough 2005: 64–65). Thus, implementation can be con-
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ceptualised as the operationalisation and institutional enactment of a discourse
by “a complex set of network relationships between genres” (Fairclough
2005: 59). Genres function as “filtering devices (…) selectively including or
excluding discourses in the shift from one genre to another” (Fairclough
2005: 65). Moreover, certain genres (such as white papers of the European
Commission or codes of conduct in companies) can govern other genres and
also practices.

3. Discourse, power and the Foucauldian tradition

Studying processes of the implementation of political concepts requires a prob-
lem-oriented approach which permits the integration of a variety of theoretical,
conceptual and methodological resources which are adequate for an understand-
ing and explanation of the object under investigation. With respect to concep-
tualising the relationship between discursive and non-discursive practices, the
writings of Michel Foucault have proved to be particularly influential. For many
scholars in the humanities, Foucault’s studies of the 1970s on bio-politics and
the disciplinary society signalled a turn to a new kind of endeavour, namely ana-
lysing the constitutive function of discourse for the “construction of reality”. To
this end, Foucault provided a range of powerful conceptual notions such as “dis-
positive”, “diagram”, “discipline”, the “microphysics of power”, and “govern-
mentality”.

Foucault started out by analysing the internal structures and formative prin-
ciples of discourse, and only later turned to social practices and institutions.
From the very beginning, however, he vigorously defended a view of discourse
as not being representative (i.e. mirroring reality), but as productive, i.e. consti-
tuting reality and, above all, human subjects (cf. Foucault 1982). Foucault
achieved an important expansion of this perspective when he began investigat-
ing the “practical” dimension of the discursive processes of the production of
subjects, namely power. With his perhaps most famous concept, power/knowl-
edge, he coined an influential term for this new focus. Foucault (1977: 27)
writes: “power and knowledge directly imply one another (…) there is no power
relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any
knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power re-
lations.”

The potential of such an approach for an examination of the implementation
of political concepts cannot pass unnoticed: by emphasising the dialectical re-
lations between regimes of power on the one hand, and orders of discourse on
the other, Foucault pointed to the many pathways that language can take in in-
fluencing social reality. For Foucault, power, understood as the structuring of a
possible field of action, can be literally everywhere. It circulates throughout the
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entire social field down even to the tiniest and apparently most trivial extrem-
ities. Thus, it is important to focus at the concrete, local techniques and micro-
practices of power. Furthermore, such local “dispositives” of power are always
conceived as connected with a set of discursive practices. Knowledge is indis-
pensable for the reproduction of institutionalised power. It can be translated into
technologies of power, and it participates in the (self-)objectivisation of humans
as subjects of power.

4. Exemplary applications: Policy and discourse

Recent years have brought an increased interest in social construction in
political science research. Scholars of European Studies, for instance, have at-
tempted to open up the “black box” of institutions and negotiations and to focus
on the micro-level dynamics of social interaction and their institutional environ-
ments (for a literature review cf. Jupille, Caporaso, and Checkel 2003; Checkel
2004). Such efforts include research by linguists on problems traditionally
treated by political scientists. Eugène Loos (2004), for instance, studied the text
production of advisers in the European Parliament by drawing on sociolin-
guistic concepts such as “discursive interculture” and applying methods from
discourse analysis. On the other hand, political scientists used concepts such as
“speech community” or “shared language” in order to explain how language
permits the reduction of contingency and thus successful co-operation in com-
plex political organisations.8 Furthermore, cognitive metaphor theory first for-
mulated by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) has been applied in political science re-
search for looking at the ways in which language shapes the ways of thinking
and acting of political elites and civil servants (cf. Schön 1979; Schäffner and
Wenden 1995; Lakoff 2004).

4.1. The rise of “sustainability” in public policy

As a reaction to the (re-)introduction of the concept of sustainability in the
aftermath of the United Nations’ Brundtlandt report Our Common Future
(1987) and the Earth Summit held in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992, a vast lit-
erature emerged in the 1990s tracing the historical genealogy of the concept of
“sustainability” (cf. Torgerson 1995), its ambiguous and contested meanings
(cf. Williams and Millington 2004), as well as its dissemination and implemen-
tation in policy contexts. Summarising this literature on “sustainability”, two
basic foci can be highlighted, namely language on the one hand, and social
practices on the other (see Skulstad, this volume). Pointing to the first of these
two aspects, Yvonne Rydin (1999) asked “can we talk ourselves into sustain-
ability?”. The author took an actor-centred perspective and highlighted the cen-
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tral aspect of language and communication in policy processes, i.e. the con-
structive nature of “the ways in which we define issues, understand problems
and delimit possible solutions” (Rydin 1999: 473). Applying such an approach,
Rydin (2003) provided a comprehensive account of the role of talk within en-
vironmental planning and presented case studies on, for instance, air pollution
control and housing land policy. Fischer and Black (1995) took a closer look at
“sustainable development” as a policy discourse with a special focus on its cul-
tural-political underpinnings (cf. also Dryzek 1997). At a more general level,
Peet and Watts (1996) introduced the concept of “environmental imaginaries”
understood as a set of “modes of thought, logics, themes, styles of expression
and typical metaphors” through which social groups construct and communi-
cate nature. Applying this concept in an empirical case study, McGregor (2004)
developed a typology of environmental discourse with respect to “key nar-
ratives”, “key terms” and “nature metaphors”, and he used focus group dis-
cussions to study the relevance of those discursive frameworks in interpersonal
communication.

At the level of material practices, the institutionalised forms of communi-
cation in policy processes as well as organisational practices such as scientific
management, monitoring or risk assessment were investigated. In 1997, an
edited volume on The politics of sustainable development would clearly place
such research focus at the centre of interest, claiming that “sustainable devel-
opment needs to be understood as a social and political construct and, as such,
the study of the operationalization of sustainable development through the im-
plementation of specific policies provides the critical focus for research”
(Baker et al. 1997: 1). The concept of power/knowledge has been widely used
in this respect (cf. Luke 1995), and the normative and cultural assumptions
underlying institutional arrangements have been scrutinised (Hajer and
Fischer 1999).

Maarten Hajer’s book on The Politics of Environmental Discourse (1995)
set a milestone for the discursive turn in policy analysis. Focussing on the case
of the regulation of the problem of acid rain in Britain and the Netherlands,
Hajer highlighted the constitutive function of discourse in defining and framing
public policy: “ecological problems do not pose institutional problems by them-
selves, but only to the extent that they are constructed as such” (Hajer 1995: 40).
Consequently, the two issues of dissemination and implementation of environ-
mental discourse are closely linked. The ways in which the problem of acid rain
is framed by certain actors often implies certain policy-relevant recommen-
dations. A focus on the critical limits of emissions that nature can endure, for in-
stance, clearly favours an end-of-pipe oriented regulatory regime. Thus, Hajer
(1995: 30) conceives of discourse as an “organizing principle for the innovation
of institutional procedures”. “Discursive hegemony” and “discourse institu-
tionalisation” are seen as mutually implying one another:



280 Florian Oberhuber

We will speak of discourse institutionalization if a given discourse is translated into
institutional arrangements, i.e. if the theoretical concepts of ecological moderni-
zation are translated into concrete policies (…) and institutional arrangements (…).
If these two conditions are satisfied, a discourse can be said to be hegemonic in a
given domain. (Hajer 1995: 61)

At the methodological level, Hajer implemented this theoretical programme by
studying the construction of the problem of acid rain both at the level of pro-
grammatic statements (such as memoranda) and of concrete practices (such as
regulatory regimes). The author analysed a wide variety of genres, including
conference proceedings, scientific reports, mass media coverage of crucial
events, parliamentary debates and many others. His main focus was on the vari-
ous ways of defining an issue and on the main “story-lines” used by various ac-
tors. “Story lines” were conceptualised as “narratives on social reality through
which elements from many different domains are combined and that provide ac-
tors with a set of symbolic references that suggest a common understanding”
(Hajer 1995: 62). The “acid rain story-line”, for example, relates “certain indus-
trial emissions to the dying of fish, lakes, and trees” and thus gives meaning to
“previously singular and unrelated events”. Moreover, story-lines “are devices
through which actors are positioned, and through which specific ideas of
‘blame’ and ‘responsibility’ (…) are attributed” (Hajer 1995: 64–65). When ac-
tors routinely utter these story-lines and actively relate their practices to one an-
other, Hajer speaks of the formation of “discourse-coalitions”. In the Dutch
case, for instance, scientists, government officials and actors from the environ-
mental movement built a coalition that challenged the mainstream regime of
moderate ecological modernization, that is, they publicly made a much more
wide-ranging statement on the “ecological crisis”.

Another innovative characteristic of Hajer’s approach is the broad atten-
tion he pays to all kinds of practices involved in the construction of the acid
rain problem. The restructuring of ministerial departments, for instance, is
used as an indicator for changing conceptions of environmental regulation.
The practices and main concepts organising the negotiations between the gov-
ernment and representatives of industry are looked at (drawing on interviews
with officials). The contribution of “sub-political” practices like tree health
surveys, excursions and public awareness campaigns for the “public construc-
tion of damage” are analysed. Hajer even goes to great lengths to reconstruct
the story-lines informing the set-up and model assumptions of the Dutch Prior-
ity Programme on Acidification, and he also dissects the practices of translat-
ing scientific knowledge into policy-relevant information.

With respect to methodology, Hajer often fails to provide a systematic
account of how to approach textual material or how to operationalise the
key concepts of “story-lines” and “discourse-coalitions”. On the other hand,
the creative use of a wealth of sources for reconstructing the relationships
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between discursive and non-discursive practices makes this study an invalu-
able resource for any student of processes of dissemination and implemen-
tation.

5. Conclusions: A heuristic framework for research

For the time being, there is neither an overarching theoretical framework for the
study of dissemination and implementation of political concepts nor a specific
set of concepts and methods. Consequently, conclusions have to be limited to a
set of heuristic principles derived from the literature discussed. While those
principles might be useful for designing individual research projects, any par-
ticular research design will mainly depend on the characteristics of the specific
case that one wants to study.

Secondly, the above literature review implies that a focus on political con-
cepts is too narrow. Generally speaking, concepts are always embedded in dis-
courses, and discourses are always situated in social, political, economic etc.
contexts (cf. Panagl and Wodak 2004). As pointed out above, recent years have
seen a general shift of research from lexicology to discourse semantics.

A heuristic framework for studying dissemination/implementation:

Note: In practice, dissemination and implementation cannot be neatly separated
since dissemination is a prerequisite for implementation, and implementation
fosters dissemination.

1. Dissemination:
a) Possible foci of research at the discursive level:

– How is a given discourse established (genealogy) and co-articulated
with other discourses (cf. step 1 in Fairclough’s [2005] model)

– How is meaning transferred between various social fields and discourses
(recontextualisation, interdiscursivity)?

– What metaphors, story-lines, key terms, arguments etc., are widely ac-
cepted and routinely used?

– How is a particular discourse interpreted and communicated in various
social contexts and by various social groups?

b) At the level of situational context:
– How are discourses situated and embedded in social fields, institutions,

practices, etc.?9 Depending on the case studied, this might include con-
text at the macro and/or micro-level.

– The actors’ perspective: Who propagates a discourse, who adopts it, what
are its strategic values and functions for particular actors? What are the
practices in which this discursive activity is embedded?
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– What are the media of dissemination, and how do they imprint on the
semantics of a particular discourse?

– What are the communicative practices of dissemination, ranging from
the everyday (like jokes) to the discourse of formal institutions (like
education or administration)?

2. Implementation
a) Discourse as organising ways of thinking and talking:

– How are social problems constructed and communicated through lan-
guage? What are the normative and cultural assumptions underlying a
given discourse?

– How are issues defined and framed in such a way that they pose chal-
lenges for collective action or institutional change?

– How does discourse (metaphors, story-lines, etc.) contribute to provid-
ing a cognitive and communicative framework for social practice
(orienting actors, reducing contingency etc.)?

b) Discourse as organising ways of doing:
– How are elements of a discourse translated into concrete policies and in-

stitutional arrangements?
– What are the institutionalised practices that provide standardised ways

for organising communication and implementing knowledge in admin-
istrative contexts (e.g. the use of scientific indicators, monitoring net-
works, expert committees, etc., cf. Muntigl, Weiss, and Wodak 2000;
Wodak 2000)?

– How are genres organised as ways of regulating interaction in institu-
tional settings?

– How are sub-political practices (such as scientific studies, information
campaigns etc.) influenced by discourse and vice versa?

Again, it should be noted that it is the objectives and research questions of any
particular study which should determine which concepts and methods are ap-
plied. Such a problem-oriented approach implies an eclectic use of theories and
methods. A variety of data from multiple public spaces can be used, while the
interpretation of particular texts should be linked to an examination of the prac-
tices and contexts they are embedded in.10 Interdisciplinarity, in terms of theory,
fieldwork and research teams, is thus called for.
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Notes

1 A previous version of this research paper was presented at a meeting of the Lan-
guage, Ideology and Power Group, Department of Linguistics and English Lan-
guage, Lancaster University. Insights gathered from the discussion greatly benefited
this article. I also would like to thank the colleagues who advised me on the literature
in their respective disciplines, Teun van Dijk, Karin Liebhart, Oswald Panagl, and
Martin Reisigl, as well as Ruth Wodak and Veronika Koller for their critical com-
ments. The responsibility for what follows lies entirely with the author.

2 A historically oriented linguistics had developed in Germany since the beginning of
the 19th century (See 1984: 242; cf. also Gardt 1999).

3 For English language publications see section 2.2 below as well as the literature re-
view by van Dijk (1997). Reviews of publications in political communication (John-
ston 1990; Kaid 2004) reveal that dissemination and implementation have not fig-
ured among the central topics of research in this field. – For French discourse
analysis, I want to draw particular attention to the rich research on the “semiotics” of
the French Revolution published since the late 1970s (cf. Guilhaumou 1989).

4 Already in the 19th century, various dictionaries of political communication were
published. After 1945, dictionaries of language use in the National-Socialist era
were among the first books in language and politics (e.g. Sternberger, Storz, and Süß-
kind 1957; Berning 1964).

5 “Hiermit wird deutlich, daß Begriffe zwar politische und soziale Inhalte erfassen,
daß aber ihre semantische Funktion, ihre Leistungsfähigkeit nicht allein aus den so-
zialen und politischen Gegebenheiten ableitbar ist, auf die sie sich beziehen. Ein Be-
griff ist nicht nur Indikator der von ihm erfaßten Zusammenhänge, er ist auch deren
Faktor. Mit jedem Begriff werden bestimmte Horizonte, aber auch Grenzen mög-
licher Erfahrung und denkbarer Theorie gesetzt.” [This shows that concepts do grasp
political and social phenomena, but that their semantic function and potential cannot
be inferred only from the social and political realities they refer to. A concept is not
only an indicator of the phenomena that it grasps, but it is also a factor. Every con-
cept sets certain horizons and limits of possible experience and of conceivable the-
ory.] (Koselleck 1989: 120)

6 Studying interdiscursive relationships entails reconstructing how meaning is trans-
ferred between various domains, how cognitive models from one domain (e.g.
science) are used in another domain (e.g. politics), and how metaphors play a funda-
mental role for structuring discourse. The well-documented history of the dissemi-
nation of racist discourses since the 18th century provides an excellent example of
this (cf. Weingart, Kroll, and Bayertz 1992; Hannaford 1996; Weikart 2004).

7 Recently, Ludwig Jäger (2004: 69–74) proposed the concept of “transcriptivity” for
conceptualising processes of translation, transformation and “remediatisation”
which are immanent to the generation of meaning. Such a research programme
implies shifting the focus from content to operations and media, i.e.: What are
the characteristics and preconditions of language use in politics, and how are politi-
cal concepts integrated, employed and applied? Which concepts and which el-
ements of, say, scientific discourses lend themselves to be transcribed in political
contexts, and which do not? What functions does the implementation of concepts
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from external sources play in various political contexts (e.g., reducing contingency,
legitimising decisions)?

8 Gumperz (1968: 219) characterised a speech community as “any human aggregate
characterized by regular and frequent interactions by means of a shared body of ver-
bal signs and set off from similar aggregates by significant difference in language
usage.” Administrative codes or trade languages are used as examples of “shared
language”.

9 Reisigl and Wodak (2001) distinguished the following political “fields of action”:
legislation, self-presentation, the manufacturing of public opinion, developing
party-internal consent, advertising and vote-getting, governing as well as execu-
ting, and controlling as well as expressing (oppositional) dissent. Particularly ex-
tensive literature is available on parliamentary debates (e.g. Bayley 2004; Ilie
2005).

10 Victor Klemperer ([1946] 2000), in his famous Lingua Tertii Imperii, already dem-
onstrated such a broad use of quantitative as well as qualitative data. For recent
examples of how to integrate fieldwork and ethnography with methods of text analy-
sis, the discourse-historical research done by Ruth Wodak and co-workers can be re-
ferred to (cf. Wodak et al. 1999; Muntigl, Weiss, and Wodak 2000; Krzyżanowski and
Oberhuber 2007; for an introduction to methodology, Wodak and Meyer 2001).
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13. The contribution of critical linguistics
to the analysis of discriminatory prejudices
and stereotypes in the language of politics

Ruth Wodak

1. Introduction

What form of “discrimination” are we talking about? Racism, ethnicism, differ-
ence, discrimination, multiculturalism.

The spectre of a new cultural racism is often invoked as a feature of present-day
patterns of social exclusion and is, moreover, related to the existence of a more
deeply rooted structural racism pervading some of the key institutions of contem-
porary society, in particular those pertaining to politics, the media, work, edu-
cation, housing and state services. Racism, it would appear, despite the absence of
clearly defined “races”, is alive and well. But how pervasive is it and what kind of
claims can be made about the relation between the obvious reality of racial in-
equality and social exclusion, on the one side, and the extent of racial discrimi-
nation within politics, social institutions and in everyday life on the other?

This chapter, of course, is not able to cover all these challenging dimensions.
I will focus primarily on investigating discriminatory practices in various do-
mains of politics from a critical perspective. Thus patterns of everyday racism
will have to be neglected (see Essed 1991, Delanty and Wodak 2005); moreover, I
am restricting myself to research on xenophobic, racist and anti-Semitic discrimi-
natory practices (see Lazar, this volume, for other dimensions of discrimination).

In the following, after defining the notions of “difference/discrimination/rac-
ism”, I will first summarize salient issues of Critical Linguistics1 related to the
field of politics (and related to it, media). Then important theoretical approaches
in Critical Discourse Analysis on politics and discrimination will be briefly dis-
cussed. One example of an interview with a politician on TV will serve to illus-
trate the impact of such research. Due to space restrictions, I will have to refer
readers to an extensive bibliography for more details.

At this point, I would like to emphasize a caveat: One way of looking at dis-
courses of difference/discrimination is to examine the ways in which minorities
or migrants actually experience racial discrimination in European societies
today. Such an analysis will not and can not lead us to a casual explanation of
racial inequality, but it will provide relevant knowledge about the many facets
of racial discrimination from the perspective of the marginalized and vulner-
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able – i.e. “insider” perspective (see Delanty, Jones, and Wodak 2007; Krzyża-
nowski and Wodak 2007).2

The other way to proceed is from “outside”, investigating the arenas where
politics are performed, such as parliamentary discourses, election campaigns,
public speeches, media reporting, and so forth. In these cases, we study dis-
courses about minorities, as well as the frequently to be observed positive self-
presentation of politicians which manifests itself, inter alia, in disclaimers and
in the denial of racism.3 This necessarily implies that we are confronted with a
gap between self-assessment and other-assessment which can only be bridged in
small ways, but never in its entirety (for example, by data triangulation, trans-
and interdisciplinarity, and so forth; Weiss and Wodak 2003).

In this chapter I rely on a working definition of racism which considers at
least two levels: the level of ideology and beliefs (about groups, minorities,
“others”) and the level of social practices (Who is included? Who is excluded?)
(see also van Dijk 2005a). Moreover, it is important to stress that the term “rac-
ism” means different things in different languages: in English there is a ten-
dency to label any discrimination as “racist” whereas in German, due to the
semantic history of the terms (i.e. in National-Socialism), only biologically con-
structed inferiority is accounted for by the terms rassistisch or Rasse. Clearly
not all discrimination experienced by migrants, for example, is racist in a sense
that is universally acceptable. I have to neglect a more detailed discussion of the
terminology here; however, this historical semantic tradition also accounts for
major methodological difficulties in cross-cultural or cross-national comparison
(see Reisigl and Wodak 2001 for an extensive discussion).

2. What is the New Racism? Difference and discrimination

Much discussed in recent times is the emergence of new kinds of racism in
European societies, often referred to as “Euro-racism”, “symbolic racism”,
“cultural racism”, or, in France, a racisme differentiel (Holmes 2000; Mac-
master 2001). While these approaches differ, there is widespread agreement
that racism in Europe is on the increase and that its main feature is hostility to
immigrants, refugees and asylum-seekers, who are often the new “Others”. In
this respect the new European racism is characterized by a focus of hostility that
is not exclusively defined by the traditional terms of colour and race that were
typical of “biological” racism in the industrial and colonial period. In many
European countries the extreme right has refined their electoral programs under
the rubric of nationalist-populist slogans and has adopted more subtle (i.e.
coded) forms of racism (Wodak and Pelinka 2002; Rydgren 2003, 2005).

The move away from overt neo-fascist discourse has in fact allowed these
parties to expand their electoral support as populist-nationalist parties (Delanty
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and O’Mahony 2002). This has paradoxically led to an increase in racist dis-
course, not to its decline, since racism often takes more pervasive, diffuse
forms, frequently to the point of being expressed in the denial of racism (van
Dijk 1989). There is considerable evidence of a normalization of racism in
political discourse, and there is much to indicate that this is also occurring on all
levels of discourse, ranging from the media to political parties and institutions
(Race and Class 2001) to everyday life.

The distinctive feature of this is a confluence of racism and xenophobia. The
“new” racism differs from the older kinds in that it is not expressed in overtly rac-
ist terms or in the terms of neo-fascist discourse, for instance by some notion of
biological or racial superiority, white supremacy or skin colour. Instead, the rep-
ertoires of justification that are typically employed use social characteristics (e.g.
protecting jobs, concern about welfare benefits) or cultural incompatibilities (im-
migrants lack “cultural competence”, they are not “tolerant”). The new racism
exploits xenophobic frames (fear of the “other”), ethnocentrism, masculinities,
and “ordinary” prejudice in subtle ways and often, too, in ways that are subcon-
scious or routinized (Wodak and van Dijk 2000; Geden 2005). For these reasons
the new racism can be termed “xeno-racism”, a mixture of racism and xenopho-
bia. While being racist in substance, it is xenophobic in form: its outward defens-
ive mode of expression disguises a stronger opposition to migrants and the con-
tinuation of racism in a new guise (Fekete 2001; Sivanandan 2001).

The new racism has also incorporated a quasi anti-racism into it, thus diffus-
ing criticism. In ways that have been documented on the level of political dis-
course, but are not yet fully understood in wider socio-cognitive processes, lib-
eral values are inverted. In this way, multiculturalism seems to become a defense
of the “national” culture and of “tolerance” and thus becomes an argument to
keep communities separate (this is why minorities reject the term “tolerance”
and propose “acceptance, recognition and respect” instead).4 This confluence of
“nation and race” is occurring at a time when the nation-state is undergoing
major transformations, and there are, as yet, unclear implications of EU enlarge-
ment. Where nationalism was once defined by reference to other nations, in the
current post-industrial/information societies, nationalism is becoming more de-
fensive and defined by reference to immigrants and other marginalized groups.5

Moreover, the border between xeno-racism and the more overt and explicit
neo-fascist racism is frequently blurred in political discourse. In everyday dis-
course ordinary people tend to be more susceptible to xeno-racism than to the
more explicit messages of neo-fascist racism (Essed 1991).

In order to capture the multidimensional nature of racism the concept of syn-
cretic racism lends itself, which encompasses everyday racism, xeno-racism
and other concepts of racism (such as racialisation, otherism etc). By syncretic
racism I mean the construction of differences which serve ideological, political
and/or practical discrimination on all levels of society. Old and new stereotypes
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form a mixed bag of exclusionary practices, they are used whenever seen to be
politically expedient – such as in gaining votes.6 It is a “racism without races” in
which the discourse of racism has become removed from any direct relation
with a specific constructed racial subject (Jews, Blacks, Roma), and is similar to
an “empty discourse” (analoguous to an “empty signifier” in the view of Ernesto
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe) in which xenophobic attitudes are combined with
racist stereotypes.

3. The discursive construction of US and THEM:
The racialized subject

Who is the subject of the racist discourse constructed and disseminated by dif-
ferent agents and actors in the public sphere? There are at least three important
points to be made here (see Delanty and Wodak 2005):

– First, the racialized subject today is different from the past in that skin col-
our and physical signs of racial difference are less important. Perhaps it is
for this reason that “the veil and the scarf” have become key symbols of
racially constructed “others” today and the debate about them has become
integral to liberal values rather than to any direct assertions about inferiority.
A significant number are poor whites and come from within Europe and are
not identifiable in “race” terms (which is not to suggest that they are not
racialized) (Richardson 2004).

– Second, non-European migrants generally fall into two categories, asylum-
seekers or refugees on the one hand, and migrants from (East) Asia on the
other. The first group are more likely to come from Africa, Afghanistan, Iran,
and Russia and are smaller in number than other racialized groups. The second
group is more likely to come from Asia and is more likely to be educated and,
unlike refugees, have a quasi permanent right to work in areas of the economy
that require professionally qualified workers. The new semantic process used
here in public discourses is to conflate two notions, refugees with migrants,
and to push both groups discursively into “criminality” and “illegality”. How
would one otherwise, for example, explain the term “illegal refugees”?7

– The third category presents the greatest difficulty for any comparative study
since it calls into question the adequacy of the notion of “migrant”. Migrants
do not constitute a coherent group that is homogeneous, in which all
“others” who are not national citizens can be subsumed. Indeed, it could be
argued that if “migrant” refers to non-national citizens, it fails to address
some of the most pervasive forms of racial discrimination, namely that as-
sociated with ethnic and/or religious groups and “others” who have already
obtained citizenship in an EU country (Camus 2005).
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We are thus presented with the paradox that the racialized subject is not easily
connected with a simple and clear-cut person or group. The extreme example of
this is the existence of strong anti-Semitism in Poland, where Jews do not exist
in any numerical sense and yet anti-Semitism is rife. Bernd Marin has labelled
this phenomenon, also true for Austria, as “anti-Semitism without Jews and
without anti-Semites” (because of the contrast between the constant denial of
being anti-Semitic in public discourses and the results of opinion polls which
prove that anti-Semitism is strongest when no Jews live in the respective area and,
moreover, when the interviewees have never met any in person) (Marin 2000).

What this finally draws attention to is the discursive nature of racism. Rac-
ism exists without concrete or observable “races”; it is bound up in language
and proliferates in our societies on all levels in many subtle ways.

Differences between various social groups take on a negative character. It is
not the existence of differences that produces discrimination or racism, but the
generalization of such differences into negative categories and their attribution
to whole groups, which constitutes stereotyping. Each individual experience
with a foreigner, Jew, gay person etc. is viewed as explanatory for the whole
group (while, interestingly, positive experiences with migrants, Jews, Others,
are classified as exceptions).

Within the system of racism, discourse may be used to problematize, margi-
nalize, exclude or otherwise limit the human rights of ethnic/religious/minority
out-groups. Such may be the case either by direct discriminatory discourse in in-
teraction with “Others”, or indirectly by writing or speaking negatively about
the Other.8

The discursive construction of US and THEM is thus the foundation of
prejudiced and racist perceptions and discourses. This discursive construction
starts with the labelling of social actors, proceeds to the generalization of
negative attributions and then elaborates arguments to justify the exclusion of
many and inclusion of some. The discursive realizations can be more or less in-
tensified or mitigated, more or less implicit or explicit, due to historical conven-
tions, public levels of tolerance, political correctness, the specific context, and
public sphere.

4. Discourse/text/politics

Critical research in the field of language, politics and discrimination has ex-
panded enormously in recent years.9 According to the underlying theoretical
approach the notion of discourse is often defined in many different ways. Since
the 70s and 80s this notion has been subject to manifold semantic interpre-
tations (see Reisigl 2004 for a recent discussion of the concepts of discourse).
In the analysis of discourse and politics, the meaning of the notion of discourse
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is therefore closely linked to the respective research context and theoretical
approach. Possible definitions range from a “promiscuous use of ‘text’ and
‘discourse’” (Ehlich 2000), as it may be found predominantly in Anglo-Saxon
approaches, to a strict definition from the perspective of linguistic pragmatics
(see Lemke 1995; Titscher et al. 2000).

The notion of politics is also defined in many different ways depending on
the theoretical framework. It ranges from a wide extension of the concept ac-
cording to which every social utterance or practice of the human as a zoon po-
litikon is “political”, to a notion of politics referring only to the use of language
by politicians in various settings and in political institutions:

On the one hand, politics is viewed as a struggle for power, between those who seek
to assert their power and those who seek to resist it. On the other hand, politics is
viewed as cooperation, as the practices and institutions that a society has for resolv-
ing clashes of interest over money, influence, liberty, and the like. (Chilton 2004: 3)

Chilton (2004) embraces an interactive view of politics, which cuts through
both of the above-mentioned dimensions. This is also the perspective endorsed
in this chapter.

Furthermore, it is important to define the political domains and the genres
which are relevant in this field (in the sense of Bourdieu’s theory of fields, habitus
and capitals). The most important domains can thus be summarized in Figure 1.

Reviewing the relevant theoretical concepts and studies, the following issues
will be discussed in this chapter:

a) How wide or narrow should political action (or political language behaviour) be
defined? Should one restrict oneself to the study of the traditional political genres
(like speeches, slogans, debates) or are all everyday actions in some way “political”
and can all of them be functionalized for discriminatory means?
b) What is the role of the political elites? Who determines political issues? Who pro-
duces and reproduces discrimination? These questions lead to the debate about poss-
ible causalities: “top down” or “bottom up”? Do people believe what politicians (or
the media) tell them? Do citizens influence the slogans in an election campaign, etc.?
What about grass root movements that exist increasingly outside party politics?
c) Politics is tied to ideologies, party programs, opinion leaders, and political inter-
ests. How do ideologies and belief systems manifest themselves in various genres of
political discourse? How are topoi and arguments recontextualized through various
genres and public spaces? Which arguments and discursive strategies are frequently
used for discriminatory purposes?

There are certainly many more related questions, such as the influence of glo-
balizing processes, language change or the change of political rhetoric and its
functions over time (Kovács and Wodak 2003; Mokre, Weiss, and Bauböck
2003; Beck 2004). In this chapter, I have to restrict myself to the functions of
producing and reproducing stereotypes and racism in the public field of politics.
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5. Critical Linguistics and Critical Discourse Analysis

The terms Critical Linguistics (CL) and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) are
often used interchangeably. In fact, it seems that the term Critical Discourse
Analysis is preferred and is used to denote the approaches formerly identified as
Critical Linguistics. Critical Discourse Analysis sees “language as social prac-
tice” (Fairclough and Wodak 1997), and considers the context of language use
to be crucial (Anthonissen 2001; Weiss and Wodak 2003; Wodak and Weiss
2004a,b). Critical Linguistics and Critical Discourse Analysis may be defined as
fundamentally interested in analyzing opaque as well as transparent structural
relationships of dominance, discrimination, power and control, as they are
manifested in language. Four concepts figure indispensably in all Critical Dis-
course Analysis: the concepts of critique, of power, of history, and of ideology.
Let me elaborate these in turn:

“Critique” carries many different meanings. Some adhere to the Frankfurt
School, others to a notion of literary criticism, some to Marx’s notions (Reisigl

Figure 1. Selected dimensions of Discourse as Social Practice (see Wodak 2001).
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and Wodak 2001; Sayer 2006 for overviews). Basically, “critical” could be
understood as having distance to the data, embedding the data in the social,
making the respective political stance explicit, and having a focus on self-reflec-
tion as scholars undertaking research. For all those concerned with Critical Dis-
course Analysis, application of the results is important, be it in practical sem-
inars for teachers, doctors and bureaucrats or in the writing of expert opinions or
devising schoolbooks.

Thompson (1990) discusses the concepts of ideology and culture and the re-
lations between these concepts and certain aspects of mass communication. He
points out that the concept of ideology first appeared in late 18th century France
and has thus been in use for about two centuries. The term has been given a
range of functions and meanings at different times. For Thompson, ideology
refers to social forms and processes within which, and by means of which, sym-
bolic forms circulate in the social world. Ideology, for Critical Discourse Analy-
sis, is seen as an important means of establishing and maintaining unequal
power relations. Critical Discourse Analysis takes a particular interest in the
ways in which language mediates ideology in a variety of social institutions (see
also Eagleton 1994).

Critical theories, thus also Critical Discourse Analysis, are afforded special
standing as guides for human action. They are aimed at producing enlighten-
ment. Such theories seek not only to describe and explain, but also to root out a
particular kind of delusion. Even with differing concepts of ideology, critical
theory seeks to create awareness in agents of how they might be deceived about
their own needs and interests. This was, of course, taken up by Pierre Bour-
dieu’s concepts of violence symbolique and méconnaissance (Bourdieu 1989).
One of the aims of Critical Discourse Analysis is thus to “demystify” discourses
by deciphering ideologies.

For Critical Discourse Analysis, language is not powerful on its own – it
gains power by the use powerful people make of it. This explains why Critical
Discourse Analysis often chooses the perspective of the vulnerable, and criti-
cally analyzes the language use of those in power, who are responsible for the
existence of inequalities and who also have the means and the opportunity
to improve conditions. In agreement with its Critical Theory predecessors,
Critical Discourse Analysis emphasizes the need for interdisciplinary work in
order to gain a proper understanding of how language functions in constituting
and transmitting knowledge, in organizing social institutions or in exercis-
ing power.

An important perspective in Critical Discourse Analysis related to the no-
tion of power is that it is very rare that a text is the work of any one person. In
texts discursive differences are negotiated; they are governed by differences
in power which is in part encoded in and determined by discourse and by
genre. Therefore texts are often sites of struggle in that they show traces
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of differing ideologies contending and struggling for dominance (see also
Jäger 2001).

Language provides a finely articulated vehicle for differences in power in
hierarchical social structures. Very few linguistic forms have not at some stage
been pressed into the service of the expression of power. Power is signalled not
only by grammatical forms within a text, but also by a person’s control of a so-
cial occasion by means of the genre of a text, or by access to certain public
spheres. It is often exactly within the genres associated with given social occa-
sions that power is exercised or challenged.

6. Different theoretical approaches to discourse, politics and
discrimination

Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999) illustrale extensively how Critical Discourse
Analysis is useful in disclosing the discursive nature of much of contemporary
social and cultural change. Particularly the language of the mass media is scru-
tinized as a site of struggle and social exclusion, and also as a site where lan-
guage is apparently transparent. Media institutions often purport to be neutral
in that they provide space for public discourse, that they reflect states of affairs
disinterestedly, and that they give the perceptions and arguments of the news-
makers. Fairclough (1995) shows the fallacy of such assumptions, and illus-
trates the mediating and constructing role of the media with a variety of
examples.

In critically analyzing various kinds of discourses that encode prejudice,
van Dijk’s interest lies in developing a theoretical model that explains cognitive
processing mechanisms related to the production and reproduction of racism
(van Dijk 1984). In his view, one of the main roles of discourse is the reproduc-
tion of social representations, such as knowledge, attitudes, ideologies, norms
and values. This means that discourse constitutes the main interface between
the social, emotional and cognitive dimensions of racism. On the one hand it
may itself be a discriminatory social practice, and on the other, it expresses and
helps reproduce the negative social representations (prejudices, etc.) that are
socially shared. However, not all types of discourse are equally influential in
the reproduction of society and of systems of domination such as racism. Ob-
viously, public discourses are more influential throughout societies than private
discourses, such as everyday conversations in the family, among neighbours or
friends.

Those groups who are in control of most influential public discourses, that is
symbolic elites such as politicians, journalists, scholars, teachers and writers,
thus play a special role in the reproduction of dominant knowledge and ideo-
logies in society (van Dijk 2003, 2004, 2005a). Since prejudices are not innate,



300 Ruth Wodak

but socially acquired, and since such acquisition is predominantly discursive,
the public discourses of the symbolic elites are the primary source of shared eth-
nic prejudices and ideologies (van Dijk 1993). Popular racism, and its practices
and discourse, are often based on, exacerbated or legitimated by such elite dis-
course and racism (van Leeuwen and Wodak 1999). It is unlikely for everyday
discourses to have the widespread influence of public discourses such as parlia-
mentary debates, news, TV programs, novels, movies or textbooks. Even when
the media or politicians may “give voice” to popular racism, it is still the media
and political elites who are responsible for this publication and reproduction in
the public sphere. That is, the elites at least pre-formulate, legitimate or condone
popular racism.

Obviously, the same arguments hold for the reproduction of antiracist prac-
tices and ideologies in society (van Dijk 1998). However, the antiracist elites in
all domains of society – politics, media, education, research, etc. – have much
less influence, and are themselves often problematized and marginalized (Pe-
linka and Wodak 2002).

A growing awareness in media studies of the importance of non-verbal aspects
of texts has turned attention to semiotic devices in discourse other than lin-
guistic ones. Particularly the theory put forward by Kress and van Leeuwen
(2006) should be mentioned here, as this provides a useful framework for
considering the communicative and also discriminatory potential of visual
devices in the media and in politics. This type of work leads to a particular
relation between discourse analysis, ethnography, history and theory in which
these disciplines are no longer contributing to the whole through some kind
of indefinable synergy or triangulation, but are complementary in quite spe-
cific ways. Van Leeuwen also focused on visual traits of carica tures in the
media which manifest generalizing and racist traits/features (van Leeuwen
and Jaworski 2003) and on specific sexist stereotypes as transmitted globally
by the magazine Cosmopolitan (Machin and van Leeuwen 2003). Particular-
ly, the latter research detects the power of white, upper middle-class fem-
inine traits as symbolically prestigious and therefore selected as global
role-models.

The discourse-historical approach created by Ruth Wodak and her collabor-
ators at the University of Vienna combines theoretical discourse studies with
ethnographic fieldwork and interdisciplinarity. The study for which the dis-
course-historical approach was actually developed tried to trace in detail the
constitution of an anti-Semitic stereotyped image, or Feindbild, as it emerged in
public discourse in the 1986 Austrian presidential campaign of Kurt Waldheim
(Wodak et al. 1990; Wodak 2004, 2005).

To illustrate this context-dependent approach, I would like merely to men-
tion some of the many layers of discourse investigated in the study of the Wald-
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heim Affair. The context was that during the presidential election 1986, Wald-
heim had at first denied active involvement with Nazism and Nazi military
operations in the Balkans. The data were collected from day to day during the
whole election campaign and comprise a total set of the three months involved
from March 3rd 1986 to June 6th 1986.

– There were documents of the Wehrmacht about the war in the Balkans in
general, as well as documents relating specifically to Waldheim’s activities
there.

– There were also several statements and interviews with other Wehrmacht
veterans who had served with Waldheim.

– One step removed from these was the research by historians on the Balkan
war in general, and on Waldheim’s wartime role specifically.

– At still another level there were the reports in Austrian newspapers on the
Balkan war, on Waldheim’s past, and on the historical research into war and
Waldheim’s role.

– There were reports in newspapers on Waldheim’s own explanation of his
past; on the other hand there was the reporting of all these previously men-
tioned aspects in foreign newspapers, especially in The New York Times.

– Simultaneously, the press releases and documents of the World Jewish Con-
gress provided an autonomous informational and discursive source.

– Finally, apart from these, there were statements of and interviews with
politicians, as well as the vox populi on all these topics.

Though sometimes tedious and very time consuming, such an approach allowed
the recording of the varying perceptions, selections and distortions of in-
formation, i.e. the recontextualization of anti-Semitic topoi. As a result, we
were able to trace in detail the constitution of an anti-Semitic stereotyped
image, or Feindbild, of the “Others” as it emerged in public discourse in Austria
in 1986 (see also Wodak and de Cillia 1988).

The discourse-historical approach has been further elaborated in a number of
more recent studies, for example, on the genesis of discrimination and dis-
courses of difference after 1989 (Wodak and Matouschek 1993; Matouschek,
Wodak, and Januschek 1995), on right wing populist rhetoric as developed by
Jörg Haider and the Freedom Party in Austria, on discourses about coming to
terms with traumatic pasts as well as on the discursive construction of European
identities.10 Particularly, the complex mediation between context and text was
further elaborated.

Five research questions have proven to be relevant for theoretical and me-
thodological approaches to inclusion/exclusion from a discourse-historical per-
spective (Reisigl and Wodak 2001):
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(1) How are persons named and referred to linguistically?
(2) What traits, characteristics, qualities and features are attributed to them?
(3) By what arguments and argumentation schemes do specific persons or social

groups try to justify and legitimize the inclusion/exclusion of others?
(4) From what perspective or point of view are these labels, attributions and ar-

guments expressed?
(5) Are the respective utterances articulated overtly, are they intensified or are

they mitigated?

According to these questions, we are especially interested in five types of dis-
cursive strategies, which are all involved in positive self-presentation and
negative other-presentation. By “strategy” we generally mean a more or less ac-
curate and more or less intentional plan of practices (including discursive prac-
tices), adopted to achieve a particular social, political, psychological or lin-
guistic aim. As far as the discursive strategies are concerned – that is to say,
systematic ways of using language – we locate them at different levels of lin-
guistic organization and complexity:

Figure 2. Discursive strategies for positive self-presentation and negative other repre-
sentation11

Strategy Objective Devices

reference/nomination construction of in-groups and
out-groups

membership categorization:
biological, naturalizing and
depersonalizing metaphors,
metonymies and synecdoches
(pars pro toto, totum pro parte)

predication labeling social actors more or
less positively or negatively,
deprecatorily or appreciatively

stereotypical, evaluative
attributions of negative or
positive traits, implicit and
explicit predicates

argumentation justification of positive or
negative attributions

topoi used to justify political
inclusion or exclusion,
discrimination or preferential
treatment

perspectivization,
framing or discourse
representation

expressing involvement
positioning speaker’s point
of view

reporting, description,
narration or quotation of
(discriminatory) events
and utterances

intensification,
mitigation

modifying the epistemic status
of a proposition

intensifying or mitigating
the illocutionary force or
(discriminatory) utterances



The contribution of critical linguistics 303

6. Example: Interviews with politicians on TV12

The Freedom Party in Austria (FPÖ), a rightwing populist party similar to Le
Pen’s Front National in France, launched a new party program in October 1997
which was discussed widely in the media. In contrast to the former positions of
the Freedom Party, this new program contains two issues, which lead the party
in a new direction and which – as they hoped – would attract new voters. Firstly,
after having always been secular the Freedom Party adopts Christian values
explicitly and underlines how important such values are for family life and
everyday behaviour. Secondly, while originally rejecting patriotism and even
labelling the Austrian nation eine Mißgeburt (“a freak birth”), they now cham-
pion the concept of an Austrian nation and Austrian patriotism. Jörg Haider, the
then leader of the Freedom Party, was interviewed to comment on his party’s
new program.

The interviewer, Robert Hochner, was the most widely known moderator of
the late evening news and known as an opponent to the ideas of the Freedom
Party. The interview tradition in the Austrian Broadcast Company is very “soft”
and avoids conflicts because politicians have been known to sue, claiming that
they had been unfairly treated. Because of this, interviewers hold back with
their opinions and allow the politicians much space to voice their positions and
generally allow the interviewees a considerable margin of freedom in their
answers. Austrian interview culture is thus very different from what we find in
the United States or in Britain, both known for interviewers who are not afraid
to challenge politicians openly.

RH: “Doctor Haider, in this party-program, Christian values and the obligation to de-
fend these Christian values are relatively strongly emphasized – uh, but there is no
Christian xenophobia, Christianity does not distinguish between Austrians and
foreigners and Christianity in fact obliges people – who don’t have a lot, even to share
what one has – how does – – does this in fact fit into the politics of your party?”
JH: “First of all in that we are Christian when cutting back privileges because we
are the only ones who are voluntarily making an income sacrifice – whereas, in
times of the austerity package, from the Federal Chancellor right to all of the min-
isters, regional leaders, regional government members, everyone has given him-
and herself the gift of salaryincreases. That’s the first thing that’s Christian about
us. The second is – ah, that we take the words of the Pope seriously and – ah there –
the cur- / current Pope made it very clear that neighbourly love really means to care
for your immediate neighbour and not to embrace the whole world but also to think
of the Austrians.”
RH: “So, your neigh- / the neighbour has to have an Austrian passport for you to
love him.”
JH: “Not necessarily but he has to have a legal residency permit for th / this country
because otherwise for us it’ll be that one – ah – lets in illegals – and then in the end it
creates a problem for the Austrians and the foreigners residing here legally. So, in
that respect we are very much – on the basis of the rule of law – and because: / the
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reactions of the government just show how we are completely on the right track, also
with the – ah – “Austria First” principle that we are thinking about this country: and
that we want to stop the sell-out, or rather an unrestrained immigration in any case.”
(see Appendix for the German text)

The first step of deconstructing this text applies the analysis by topoi: which ar-
gumentative strategies are employed and how pseudo-causalities and a certain
logical argumentative structure are constructed:13 On the one hand, Haider em-
ploys decontextualization and recontextualization (of the attribute Christian), on
the other hand, he applies certain typical topoi which emphasize his arguments
and give them authority. Moreover, through further references to other topoi,
he discursively constructs salient discriminatory arguments. In a second step, I
will consider some aspects of the microstructure of clauses on a syntactic level,
to illustrate how the discourses of exclusion function on all levels of text and
grammar.

Haider mainly exploits the topos of definition: He redefines a concept promi-
nent in common knowledge and thus launches a new meaning into the public
sphere. He subsequently presents a systematic three-step argument as to why the
Freedom Party can be seen as being Christian. First of all, the Freedom Party has
agreed to lower members’ own salaries in an acknowledgment that “we are
going through bad economic times. This is something none of the other parties
have proposed or done; on the contrary, they have increased their salaries.”

And then, employing the topos of authority, the pope is called on. “The pope
has emphasized that we should be concerned about our neighbours.” In an inter-
esting twist, Haider proposes to take the meaning of neighbour literally: “our
neighbours are those people close to us; that is, the Austrian people, and not the
rest of the world.” The pope’s word can thus be interpreted, Haider suggests, as
emphasizing that “we should consider Austrians and exclude foreigners”, em-
ploying a pragmatic device, an implicature, as well as presupposing that the words
of the pope would be acknowledged by all Austrians. In this way, the group of
Austrians is constructed as being Catholic, thus excluding all people with other
religious beliefs and labelling them as non-Austrians and non-neighbours.

This strategy is thus likely to have serious impact in a primarily Catholic
country where the pope is highly respected. It was already put to good use dur-
ing the petition “Austria First” in 1992/93 where the Freedom Party attempted
to align their racist slogans with the statements of some Catholic bishops (see
Reisigl and Wodak 2001).

The neighbours who could have been constructed as “the Other”, which the
interviewer tried to point to, are thus taken into the in–group and become in-
siders. Others (neighbours) in this sense are only Austrians and legal immi-
grants. Then there are positively evaluated others, the pope for example and
other authorities. The “bad Others” are therefore construed as “foreigners” who
are illegal and a threat. This topos is elaborated later. The topos of being respon-
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sible for one’s country and for the Austrians is central here. The FPÖ thus wants
to present an image of being a state party, a party which could also be in gov-
ernment and not only in opposition (positive self-presentation).

Moreover, Haider emphasizes closeness and equality, not difference. Thus,
he creates a possibility to identify with his argumentation because nobody
would contradict the statement that politicians should think of their voters and
be concerned for them (argumentum ad populum). This strategy of claiming
positions which nobody would or could reject, is used to cover latent racist
opinions and ideas. This argumentation device, of course, is an old rhetorical
strategy which Haider combines with the strawman principle. Haider does this
throughout the interview; he never comes close to uttering an explicit racist
opinion. In alluding, however, to the “Austria First” petition of 1992/93 in his
next turn, he presupposes previous and implicit knowledge of the contents of the
petition, which were in some respects openly racist. But the petition is never
really talked about in the interview and the interviewer does not challenge
Haider on the issue of racism. But, because of the implicit accusation and in-
sinuations of the moderator, Haider is enabled to push through his argumentation
and employ all the above mentioned rhetorical devices, decontextualize and
redefine central concepts and apply typical discriminating and populist topoi.

As always, interviews are interactions: other questions might have entailed
other responses. But, an explicit accusation of being racist would have been easy
to reject, as Haider himself stays with implicit presuppositions, insinuations,
redefinitions and topoi. His attempt in presenting his party as responsible, con-
siderate and “taking care of the real Austrians” is therefore successful. The cyni-
cal and ironic overtone of the moderator can not threaten such a discourse.

Moreover, clause analysis demonstrates how Haider delegates boundary
drawing to the grammar, thereby rendering it “unseen” for most except dis-
course analysts (see Wodak and Iedema 2004). First, and more specifically,
Haider reserves verbs to do with thinking, feeling and knowing (i.e. mental-
affective processes) for those associated with the Freedom Party. And he allo-
cates doing verbs (material and behavioural processes) to the “Other” (“An ad-
ditional 150 000 people from Eastern Europe will enter Austria”). This strategy
implies that people “on our side” are thinking and feeling human beings. The
“Other” engages in material and behavioural acts only, with little or no ability to
give their actions intellectual or moral depth.

Second, discriminatory statements are attributed to others, like the pope, the
notion of the German language, as the official vague research and studies, and
the like. We do not know which studies by whom came to which conclusions or
when the pope stated the quoted utterance. This rhetorical-grammatical strategy
places the responsibility for the views expressed with authorities other than
Haider, thereby naturalizing his views as deriving from and as aligned with
those of important sources of knowledge and morality, a common strategy of
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legitimization. Third, Haider buries the crux of his views very deeply in the
rheme (the last part) of his sentences. Thematic (i.e. at the front of the sentence)
are the authorities on whom Haider relies to authorize his points. The effect
of leaving the crux of his divisive message until last in the sentence is that it
is both most prominent (because most recent), and most difficult to retrieve for
negotiation (due to the levels of embedding).

Finally, when Haider refers to himself or his party he does so in very short
and pithy statements, using relational processes of being, which project stasis,
positive evaluations, and no negatives: “We have clear principles; we are clear,
and we are a party for all those who care about Austria”. In these ways, Haider
exploits different sources to edify his own views. He allocates negativity,
causality and action to immigrants, while reserving for himself the appearance
of a considerate and non-aggressive thinker. His evaluations of the people he
discriminates against are not realized overtly, but as tokens of judgment whose
mitigating effect rounds off the quasi rationality he manages to project.

7. Conclusions: The institutional and political logic of racial
discrimination

Institutional and political discrimination is a striking feature of some of the key
social institutions in European societies. Undoubtedly, it is true that in almost
every society, the nation-state itself tended to exclude those at the periphery.
However, in recent times there has been a major undermining of the dominant
hegemonic designs as a result of a gradual move towards post-national member-
ship, especially in European countries. More and more claims can be made by
reference to the rights of individuals (Soysal 1994).

The Europeanization of the public sphere has given minorities and migrants
more opportunities to mobilize and to bring counter-claims to challenge exclu-
sionary and discriminatory practices. The result of this is that political and
institutional discrimination has become a major site of public discourse
and contestation.

Discrimination is both a discourse and a practice. It is obviously enough of a
practice in that it is easy to prove that there is endemic, although variable, dis-
crimination against minorities. It is a discourse in the sense that institutional dis-
crimination does not take place in a pre-political context.

The evidence gathered in the research summarized in this chapter does not
confirm the existence of a hegemonic apparatus of institutional-political and
public racism, but does provide evidence of widespread institutional discrimi-
nation and even of institutional racism along with some of the traditional ex-
pressions of racist bigotry. The important finding is that such practices are re-
sisted and contested. Such resistance takes place in a legal and public context.
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Appendix

Interview with Jörg Haider about the new party program, in
“Zeit im Bild 2”, 29th October 1997 (Interviewer: Robert Hochner)

RH: Herr Doktor Haider! In diesem Parteiprogramm sind christliche Werte und
die Verpflichtung, diese christlichen Werte zu verteidigen, relativ stark un-
terstrichen. – Äh, es gibt keine christliche Ausländerfeindlichkeit. Das
Christentum unterscheidet nicht zwischen Österreichern und Ausländern,
und das Christentum verpflichtet eigentlich Menschen, – die wenig haben,
das, was man hat, noch zu geben. Wie ver / paßt das eigentlich zur Politik
ihrer Partei? –

JH: Zum ersten einmal, daß wir christlich sind bei Privilegienabbau, weil wir
sind die einzigen, die freiwilligen Einkommensverzicht leisten, – während
in Zeiten des Sparpaketes vom Bundeskanzler angefangen bis zu allen Mi-
nistern, Landeshauptleuten, Landesregierungsmitgliedern, jeder sich Ge-
haltserhöhungen verpaßt hat. So, einmal das erste Christliche an uns. Das
Zweite ist, – ah daß wir das Papstwort ernst nehmen, und äh der – äh je /
jetzige Papst hat ja ganz deutlich gemacht, daß Nächstenliebe bedeutet,
wirklich sich um den Nächsten zu kümmern und nicht die ganze Welt zu
umarmen, sondern auch an die Österreicher zu denken.

RH: Also, der Näch / der Nächste muß einen österreichischen Paß haben, daß
Sie ihn lieben.

JH: Nicht unbedingt, aber er muß eine legale Aufenthaltsberechtigung hier in
d / im Lande haben, denn sonst geht’s uns so, daß man – äh Illegale herein-
läßt – und dann letztlich den Österreichern und den hier legal lebenden
Ausländern ein Problem schafft. Wir sind also da sehr – auf der rechts-
staatlichen Grundlage – und der / die Reaktionen der Regierung zeigen ja
nur, daß wir völlig richtig liegen auch mit der Linie – äh “Österreich zu-
erst”, daß wir an dieses Land denken und den Ausverkauf beziehungs-
weise eine ungehemmte Zuwanderung jedenfalls stoppen wollen.

Notes

1 I use this term as synonymous with CDA; see Wodak and Meyer 2001; Gee 2004;
Wodak 2004; Blommaert 2005; Wodak and Chilton 2005.

2 Many results and insights reported in this chapter stem from an EU project (5th

framework) in which I was involved as PI of the Austrian team: XENOPHOB, coor-
dinated by Masoud Kamali in Uppsala. This research studied social exclusion and
discrimination in eight EU countries from 2002 until 2005. A short summary of the
theoretical considerations in sections 2, 3 of this paper were presented at a project
meeting at Brussels, January 2005, together with Gerard Delanty. Other relevant re-
sults were obtained in another interdisciplinary and comparative project, together
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with Teun van Dijk, funded by the Austrian Ministry of Science 1996. There, we in-
vestigated parliamentary debates on immigration in six EU countries (Wodak and
van Dijk 2000). I am grateful to Gerard Delanty, Teun van Dijk,and Martin Reisigl
for their important contributions to the research reported in this chapter.

3 See van Dijk 1984, 1989, 2005a; Wodak et al. 1990; Matouschek, Wodak, and Janu-
schek 1995; Reisigl and Wodak 2000a, 2000b, 2001; Wodak and van Dijk 2000;
Ensink and Sauer 2003; Heer et al. 2003; Martin and Wodak 2003; Chilton 2004; Ri-
chardson 2004; Camus 2005; Wodak and de Cillia 2005.

4 Most recently, the term “celebration” has also been used instead of tolerance, imply-
ing a proactive meaning of embracing and welcoming diversity (i.e. “celebrating di-
versity”).

5 Among the many studies on racism, see Lauren 1988; Balibar and Wallerstein 1991;
Essed 1991; Wrench and Solomos 1993; Wieviorka 1994; Solomos and Back 1996;
Goldberg 1997, 2002; Bulmer and Solomos 1999, 2004; Back and Solomos 2000;
Feagin 2000; Sears, Sidanius, and Bobo 2000; Boxill 2001; Feagin, Vera, and Batur,
2001; Essed and Goldberg 2002; Goldberg and Solomos 2002; Marable 2002; Cash-
more 2003; Doane and Bonilla-Silva 2003.

6 I have created this term in analogy to the term “syncretic anti-Semitism”, which
grasps forms of anti-Semitic discourses and actions after WWII more adequately
then the traditional concepts of Christian, racial or economic anti-Semitism; see
Mitten 1992.

7 This is even more salient if one considers migrants in prestigious professions or from
rich countries, such as “mobile academics” who are considered to be “flexible”. The
ranking of migrants from different countries and differing economic backgrounds is
obvious; Boltanski and Thévenot (1991), see Brubaker (2002).

8 See, e.g. van Dijk 1984, 1987, 1989, 1991, 1993, 2005a,b; Jäger 1991, 1999; We-
therell and Potter 1992; Blommaert and Verschueren 1998; Reisigl and Wodak 2000,
2001.

9 See Wilson 1990; Jarren, Sarcinelli, and Saxer 1998; Wodak and van Dijk 2000;
Chilton and Schäffner 1997, 2002; Girnth 2002; Gruber, Menz, and Panagl 2003;
Chilton 2004; Wodak and Chilton 2005; Billig 2006.

10 Wodak et al. 1999; Wodak and Pelinka 2002; Heer et al. 2003; Martin and Wodak
2003, Wodak and Weiss 2004a, b.

11 For specific examples for all these categories see Reisigl and Wodak (2001: 40–52).
Due to space restrictions, examples will be given while analyzing the TV interview
in the last section of this chapter whenever they occur.

12 See Wodak and Iedema (2004) for an extensive analysis of this interview.
13 Within argumentation theory, topoi or loci can be described as parts of argumen-

tation which belong to the obligatory, either explicit or inferable, premises. They are
the content-related warrants or “conclusion rules” which connect the argument or ar-
guments with the conclusion, the claim. As such, they justify the transition from the
argument or arguments to the conclusion (Kienpointner 1992: 194).
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14. Tabloidisation of political communication in
the public sphere1

Werner Holly

1. Politics, democracy, media and communication

Media development has changed the structure of the public sphere fundament-
ally. Some speak of a “colonisation” of the political system by the media
system, of a “mediocracy” (Meyer 2001) that has allegedly replaced even demo-
cratically legitimated power. Just as the major mass media themselves increas-
ingly follow commercial interests, politics too has become subject to a process
of tabloidisation, in that it caters to the taste of the masses and their entertain-
ment needs, albeit for persuasive rather than commercial reasons. It is nowadays
seen as sufficient for public communication to be “successful”, irrespective of
the quality of actual political decisions; “symbolic politics” functions as a
replacement (Sarcinelli 1987). This process is accompanied by political com-
munication becoming more visual, more performative, more theatrical and
more aestheticised.

Admittedly, an orientation towards more entertainment and clarity does not
necessarily lead to a loss in quality and in turn to more trivial, banal and, ulti-
mately, seemingly “depoliticised” politics (which nevertheless have strong
political implications). As long as political communication remains true to the
basic categories of all good communication, i.e. stays informative, true, relevant
and comprehensible, politics with a broad impact could signal a modernisation,
popularisation or even democratisation of political communication rather than
its tabloidisation. Thus, the development of public communication, up to the re-
cent impact of electronic media, continues to be ambivalent.

First of all, however, we can state that communicative conditions are more
than the merely external aspects of politics; rather, they are central and consti-
tutive factors without which political processes would not be conceivable in the
first place. Many definitions of politics therefore include a reference to (verbal)
communication (e.g. Sternberger 1966: 98; Dieckmann 1975: 29; Strauß, Haß,
and Harras 1989: 29; Heringer 1990: 9). After all, politics is about a “con-
strained use of social power” (Goodin and Klingemann 1996: 7), not about
violence, which – to quote Proudhon (1843: 82) – is only “the last word in
politics”. Furthermore, what holds true for politics in general (see Frevert and
Braungart 2004 for a historical perspective) is all the more relevant for democ-
racy as the only truly legitimate form of power in present-day societies. Any
democracy worth its salt will be measured against the quality of its public com-
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munication. Contemporary mass democracy, however, is by nature about media
communication, or “mediated politics” (Bennett and Entman 2001).

In the beginnings of Attic democracy, it was still conceivable that the few
free men who had civil rights would reach agreement through direct interaction
and “noble dispute” (Meier 1983; Assmann and Assmann 1990: 91). Concern-
ing the second attempt at democracy, which followed the model of “government
by discussion”, a well-known phrase for the notion of power legitimated by par-
liament (e.g. Mill 1864; Bagehot 1872), only the early parliaments consisting of
notabilities from the aristocracy and bourgeoisie enabled small-scale deliber-
ation without the media. As more groups gained suffrage, the “fourth power” in
the form of the press became ever more important, bringing about a change in
the structure of the public sphere (Habermas 1962). Under the new system,
what counted was not only rhetorical prowess in more or less small assemblies,
but also leaving a good impression with the “masses” of the electorate, who,
however, mostly relied on debates being published in newspapers, then later
broadcast on the radio and finally shown on television. Due to the triumph of
television over other media, political communication underwent a number of
fundamental changes (Meyrowitz 1985).

Parliamentary debates as the original centres of political processes have
seen a substantial loss in persuasive force in many parliamentary systems, where
they are now merely seen as an institutionalised and staged event that is kept on
life support but has to all intents and purposes been replaced by television talk
shows (Tenscher 2002). Thus, direct verbal agreement in the form of individual
talk between citizens and their representatives is no longer seen as the basis for
decision making in all democratic nations. Rather, such direct interaction has
been replaced by the complex discursive process of the media interacting with
the political system. As part of this process, political language has become the
subject of professionally developed strategies and – despite or perhaps because
of this – seems less effective now (Klein 1998b: 393).

Ever since the truly democratic form of verbal agreement (the unmediated in-
teraction of authentic and lively debate) became backgrounded, the subsequent
return to monologic forms of verbal interaction in the media and the mere staging
of dialogue in parliament have led to problems with credibility. Where truth
claims can no longer be challenged in interaction, the fact that linguistic signs can
be used strategically becomes crucial, and verbal utterances are always regarded
with suspicion. By the same token, the visual component of communication is
rendered more important. Since the visual can be transmitted directly, body lan-
guage regains importance, and the visual impressions afforded by the artificial
closeness of the camera and its specific rules become a factor of public communi-
cation that is hard to gauge. As Meyrowitz (1985) has shown, electronic media
not only re-introduce orality into public communication – albeit a “secondary
orality” based on written language and technology (Ong 1982; Holly 1995) –, but
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also a new and equally secondary intimacy. As a multi-coded and multimodal
one-way programming medium, television seems to meet the needs of modern
societies perfectly. In this respect, it can still be regarded as the leading public
medium (Holly 2004a), even if new electronic media – like all previous new
media in history – further change and complement the overall mediascape.

When television started to blend the public and private spheres, it went
against the traditional “sense of place” (Meyrowitz 1985): Politicians seem to
enter the living rooms of the audience while the audience invades the privacy of
politicians, making them their media friends or foes. Television transforms
everything, including the political sphere, into a familiar and everyday object
that is perceived and evaluated according to everyday criteria and everyday
knowledge. However, this also means that politics are integrated more and more
seamlessly into the stream of everyday communication. As a consequence, what
is communicated via the media has no effect on its own; rather, the process of
media communication is only made complete by the subsequent communi-
cations among the many and heterogeneous primary audiences (Livingstone
and Lunt 1994; Holly, Püschel, and Bergmann 2001; Holly 2002; Couldry, this
volume). Thus, communication in the public sphere becomes both more com-
plex and more difficult to control for its protagonists. This is in contrast to the
illusion of total manipulation by an effective machinery of political propaganda,
which both the producers and the critics of grand ideologies still subscribed to,
believing in significant effects of a centrally controlled one-way communication
in the image of Orwell’s Big Brother.

Today, the attempts of political players to achieve effects through communi-
cation seem much more subtle and sophisticated; they are both less conspicuous
and less clandestine, but certainly no less elaborate, even if their success is by
no means guaranteed. Power elites more than ever regard the media as key in
their struggle for dominance. This is why even under the “pluralistic” condi-
tions of modern democracies and their non-governmental mass media, be they
regulated by public law or commercial political and media systems, are as inex-
tricably linked as ever. Even if some already see such close links to be waning
again, suspecting the media to be symbiotically linked to business (Jarren
1998: 77), it is safe to say that the framework for the media is still set by politics.
The work of journalists and thus the media reporting on politics still depends on
their access to government, parliament and other political arenas (Schneider
1998: 422), just as vast chunks of political media content are pre-structured
through the ready-made information and publications issued, i.e. the public re-
lations efforts made by the actors themselves. The “embedded journalism” of
Iraq war reporting was an extreme case in point (see Anthonissen, this volume).
On the other hand, there is no doubt that politicians not only need the media but
increasingly also have to accommodate to the media’s specific forms of com-
munication and their anticipated conditions; this is most obvious in the growing
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importance of media consultants or “spin doctors”, as well as in the proliferation
of political “initiatives” and campaigns (Baringhorst 1998; Holly 2007), and
public relations measures of various kinds. While researchers have long tried to
answer the question of who was leading and controlling who in this context (e.g.
Graber 1997; Iyengar and Reeves 1997; Norris 1997; Cook 1998), academic ac-
counts now seem to subscribe to a model of “interpenetration” (e.g. Münch
1991; Choi 1995) which includes more than just occasional “structural re-
lations” between the two systems (Luhmann 1996: 124). Weischenberg (1995:
239) characterises the model as follows:

One of the features of such a model of interpenetration is the fact that while both sys-
tems show increasing interdependence, they nevertheless operate in a self-referential
manner and can therefore not be steered from outside. In this context, the media – on
the basis of their legal, economic and technological structures – make public politi-
cal topics according to their own rules of editing and processing. In doing so, they are
highly dependent on the information supplied by the political system. The political
system, which has an ever more urgent need for the media in order to stage politics,
in turn accommodates to the media-specific modes of operation insofar as it simu-
lates the media’s strategies of topic presentation.
In the end, one system thereby subjects itself to the rules of the other: Media com-
munication follows the logic of political decision-making and leadership, and politi-
cal processes follow the media institutions’ logic of selection and construction.

In his characterisation, Weischenberg distinguishes between a “system level”, on
which politics are mediatised and media are instrumentalised, and an “actor
level”, on which the “relationship games” (Donsbach et al. 1993) played by the
various actors in political communication – the party spokespersons, the journal-
ists and the audience – can be observed. To describe these relations, Weischenberg
draws on a concept of roles developed by Michael Gurevitch and Jay G. Blumler
in the 1970s (1977). By structuring hypotheses for the different constellations that
can be deducted from the normatively organised relations between media and
political institutions, their concept distinguishes “autonomous”, “socially respon-
sible”, “commercial” and “government regulated” media systems. One constel-
lation of roles which the authors ascribe to commercial media institutions seems
prototypical of tabloidisation tendencies: Here, the audience remains in the role of
“spectator”, while journalists function as “entertainers” and politicians as “actors”.

Thus, the focus is again on the actual sovereign in democratic systems, but
only as a spectator. Other constellations conceivably cast him or her in other
roles as well: as “party follower” (in authoritarian or totalitarian regimes with
government control of the media), as “member of the electorate” (while politi-
cians “argue” and journalists “mediate”) or as “observer” (while the media play
the role of “comptroller” and politicians are mere “informants”). Thus, even
democratic systems allow for different relationships between the participants in
political communication.
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The range gets even broader when one distinguishes between different
forms of democracy, according to the degree to which they involve the people
(Schmidt 2000: 307–389). Following Meyer (2001: 17–21), these have vastly
different requirements for political communication: the most common and,
according to its advocates, “realistic” form is the “market model”, in which
voters only need to be provided with sufficient access to information to be
able to take legitimate decisions. Other, more democratically ambitious mod-
els, however, need to account for very different forms of communication,
in particular deliberation between present actors, which traditional mass
media characteristically fail to afford. Their structures seem to promote a
development that can be captured by the terms commercialisation and “tab-
loidization” (Sparks 2000: 35–36) and seems to square best with the “market
model”.

In the following, we will address the following questions: What constitutes
such tabloidisation tendencies; which of the above-mentioned rules of editing
and processing do they give rise to; how does the political system simulate the
strategies of topic presentation; and finally, what notion of democracy do they
imply.

2. The term “tabloidisation” and its common characteristics

“Tabloidisation” cannot be regarded as a scientific term (see also Esser 1999;
Sparks 2000: 9). Even though its existence is uncontested and indeed con-
sidered important, it is best seen as a term used by media critics. As such, it
needs to be elaborated further, because its negative connotations evaluate the
phenomenon in a premature and biased way, and also because it lumps together
different phenomena that require different evaluations. The German equival-
ent, Boulevardisierung, can be traced back to the term “boulevard papers”
(papers sold on the street). The term has been used in Germany ever since the
first wave of commercialisation and the advent of the mass press at the turn of
the 20th century afforded cheap and sensationalist press products that could be
marketed and sold without subscription. Both German and English associate
the same characteristics with boulevard papers/tabloids: news presented in a
brief and sensationalist form, large letters in the headlines, many pictures and
cartoons. The specific features of tabloids pertain to their thematic and se-
miotic structure, as well as their layout and verbal style, as illustrated by the
following two, more or less explicitly evaluative, quotes concerning the most
successful German tabloid, the Bildzeitung published by Springer. These
quotes are equally valid for British or Austrian papers like The Sun or the Kro-
nenzeitung (see Esser 1999 for a comparison of the Anglo-American press with
its German counterpart):
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The clever mixture of sensationalist cover stories, a predominance of sports repor-
ting, human interest stories, conservative edification and pictures of attractive page-
three girls, all of which adapt to the “modern illiterate” (to quote Hans Zehrer,
whose brainchild this product is), proved to be extremely successful. (Schildt 1999:
638)

The transition from a pure picture publication to an illustrated paper entailed the use
of headlines as “eye catchers” and a more dynamic make-up aiming at maximum
stimulation of the superficial reader. He had sensations and exclusive news an-
nounced to him in screaming headlines, but was fobbed off with trivia and banalities
on one of the next pages. The increased amount of text led to a more pronounced
politicisation, to more explicit opinions and to the conscious attempt to influence
politics. (…) Since the reader was not supposed to think about but merely to scan the
news, he was offered bite-sized chunks of the interesting, the incredible and the
never-read-before, so that he could whet his appetite for the next bite while still
chewing on the first one. This consumption of small bites was best achieved by a tel-
egraphic language broken up into its components. (…)
The Bildzeitung shows all elements of a repressive language, as the texts merely sug-
gest informativity while their unusual and insufficient design makes them hard to
understand and evaluate, providing no prompts for interpretation. They are mostly
vague while at the same time notably stereotypical. Although stereotypical compo-
nents facilitate text processing by activating models stored in the reader’s mind, the
fact that the text in itself is inconsistent and that the entertaining, baffling and jokey
components always outshine the informative ones means that such language torsos
can neither survive nor be remembered; they are mere disposable products. (Straßner
1997: 50–51)

More recently, media critique of “tabloidisation” has occasionally also ad-
dressed the changing layout of quality papers and magazines (e.g. the German
news magazine Focus). Mostly, however, such critique concerns itself with
commercial broadcasting (radio, television) and consequently also with broad-
casting governed by public law, to which it ascribes a tendency for self-com-
mercialisation (see some chapters in Holly and Biere 1998). The occasionally
scathing evaluations are plausible and form part of a long-standing complaint
that has already triggered an international debate on journalistic standards
(Turner 1999; Sparks and Tulloch 2000): Although a tabloid-like style can be
considered harmless in the area of pure entertainment, transferring it to the
context of political communication is regarded as a danger to essential el-
ements of political culture. Apart from institutional structures and professional
standards, two aspects of this development in particular give rise to continuing
discussion: On the one hand, media with visual affinities are said to render
political communication increasingly visual, performative, theatrical and aes-
theticised. On the other hand, critics identify a predominant orientation to-
wards the entertaining, which, in the form of different varieties of “infotain-
ment”, is said to already define the central domain of political communication,
i.e. news reporting and debate. This latter phenomenon, although related to the
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former, is worth a specific mention as it clashes with the informativity and
discursivity required by political communication. The following sections will
therefore address these two areas: visualisation or aestheticisation, and enter-
tainment.

2.1. Visualisation, performance, theatricality, aestheticisation

Media development has reinforced the mediation of politics through forms of
communication that process mostly visual signs (Meyrowitz 1985). In contrast
to a culture of books and newspapers that is imagined as, but in fact never was,
non-visual, the contemporary public sphere of the media seems dominated by
the visual medium television and a visually increasingly opulent (tabloid) press;
it seems to be heavy on, if not dominated by, visuals (Meyer 2001: 104–110). In
this context, we can also observe the revaluation of design and the emergence of
globally distributed visual stereotypes (Pörksen 1997; Holly 2003a; Machin
2004). The increasingly visual nature of the media, which, parallel to writing
and reading, also asks for new skills in users, has been called a modernising pro-
cess of “visualisation” (Ludes 1993, 1998). However, the term is a misnomer
and inappropriate for contrasting contemporary media to the “old” culture of
writing, because writing itself is of course visual as well.

Perhaps more importantly, increased visuality is part of a more comprehen-
sive process of “performing politics”, which was already described some time
ago (Boorstin 1961; Edelman 1964, 1971, 1988; Schwartzenberg 1980); others
have conducted empirical case studies on visualisation (e.g. Holly, Kühn and
Püschel 1986; Sarcinelli 1987) and, more recently, analysed a cross-section of
television programs on a given day (Meyer, Ontrup, and Schicha 2000). Accord-
ing to the above-mentioned claim, politics have been “colonised” by the media,
leaving one to question whether or not democracy has turned into “mediocracy”
(Meyer 2001). The main feature of such “mediatised politics” would be the pro-
duction of images:

In a media society, politics increasingly present themselves as an ever more sophis-
ticated sequence of visuals, camera-friendly pseudo-events, personifications and im-
ages in which gestures and symbols, episodes and takes, surroundings, scenery and
props, in short visual messages of all kinds become the central structures. In parts,
these are even conceived by advertising and communication experts and re-enacted
by actors to generate maximum media attention. (Meyer 2001: 109–110)

Although visual performances in politics are of course not new, they have re-
cently been discussed with renewed vigour (see e.g. Müller 1997; Hofmann
1998, 1999). Images are part of the all-encompassing “theatricality” of politics,
which operates with devices used in the theatre. At its centre, we find the actions
of the human body, including facial expression, gestures, proxemics (spatial
communicative behaviour), props, scenery and also linguistic and paralinguistic
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signs (Meyer 2001: 112). The latter, however, are understood as mere parts of a
performance geared towards the visual. In this context, techniques of impres-
sion management, as they have been described in social psychology (Schütz
1992; Laux and Schütz 1996), also take effect. Marketing activities such as
event politics, image projections and pseudo-actions, which we know not only
from election campaigns, are the concrete strategies employed in such political
performances (Meyer 2001: 112).

Instead of “visualisation”, the more accurate term may be one that has been
used in the same context, namely “aestheticisation of the public sphere”. It
better captures what is occasionally implied by the term “performance”; that it
remains unclear “whether or not the staged images are covered by political ac-
tions” (Meyer 2001: 111). Just like images in other aestheticised areas, like art
or advertising, they are not bound by truthfulness, even though they are not
necessarily “false”. In addition, their features of personalisation and intimisa-
tion (Sennett 1974), emotionalisation and dramatisation, banalisation and enter-
tainment ultimately “depoliticise” communication in the public sphere in a
politically meaningful way.

The forecast is not entirely pessimistic, however. There are also positive as-
pects to “symbolic expressivity”, which is said to potentially “focus attention,
provide motives, trigger action” and as such is a “legitimate and often produc-
tive means of politics”. In sum, the evaluation of theatrical strategies remains
ambivalent (Meyer 2001: 117).

2.2. Language vs. images in politics

The partly skeptical, partly more optimistic claims about the development of
public communication start out from particular political implications of visual
and verbal communication, which we will now look at more closely. As a rule,
certain prototypical characteristics of linguistic and visual signs are contrasted
in a polarising manner. Schmitz (2003: 253) offers the following concise sum-
mary of such a contrast between verbal texts and, here, static images (for a more
detailed review, see e.g. Burger 1990: 300–304):

Texts are processed in a successive and linear fashion, while images are perceived
simultaneously and holistically; texts provide arbitrary and symbolic representation,
images are iconic and analogous; texts serve argumentative and images presentative
purposes; texts are discursive, general and regulated, whereas images are “presen-
tative” (Langer 1942: 103), unique and impossible to translate – if these usual
contrasts are valid at all, that is.

So the core differences lie in the different semiotic foundations of linguistic and
visual signs, but also, and related to that, in the different part-whole structures of
communicating meaning, as Schmitz (2004: 114–115) elaborates:
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Language operates with a grammar that organises the framework for relating a whole
to its parts. Because of it, meaningless or decontextualised material from the lin-
guistic repertoire (phonemes, morphemes, words, …) can quickly be assembled into
situationally meaningful utterances. This is why language lends itself well to sym-
bolic signs whose form bears no similarity to their content. With images, however,
the technicalities of relating a whole to is parts are much less pre-defined, although
certain conventions, usages and styles do emerge. However, images are not used to
formulate, but to design and present. Images thus operate iconically: They depict or
present something. Texts are more about informing and thinking, images about
showing and looking.

Even if one acknowledges that, on closer inspection, the differences are not as
clear-cut, and therefore hesitates to embrace such polarisations, they do seem to
at first glance make sense. Judging their respective political relevance takes us
back to a number of tenaciously ambivalent idealisations of images and lan-
guage, which seem to feed into often overly generalising and mostly culture
critical evaluations (Sachs-Hombach 2003: 308–318). On the one hand, images
are said to lack rationality, argumentative power, possible abstraction and de-
tached reflection because they can only ever show the concrete and the individ-
ual and thus do not afford the discursive agreement necessary for democracy. In-
stead, they provide a direct, fast, holistically dense and partly intimate realisation.
They are regarded as an attractive, expressive eye-catcher, as emotionally loaded
(see some chapters in Knieper and Müller 2001) and, due to their analogous
structure, as universally comprehensible: “An image says more than a thousand
words”. Images thus have an indispensable potential to motivate, explain and
popularise. This includes mediating politics to a heterogeneous mass audience,
albeit not always in a democratic sense, as witnessed by the visually powerful
performances of totalitarian regimes. In addition, images have a suggestive
power and credibility, in line with the old adage that “the camera never lies”. Al-
though now clearly obsolete, this belief still seems to take effect for photo-
graphic “representation”, going back as it does to its “quasi-natural meaning-
making” that does not seem to originate from any communicative action (Span-
genberg 1988: 783–785) and that is therefore prone to an “essentialist fallacy”
(Kepplinger 1987). The subsequent possible loss of reality is particularly dan-
gerous for democratic politics – just think of the meticulous staging of visual
symbols in political campaigns, e.g. the “mission accomplished” publicity stunt
that depicted George W. Bush in military dress on an aircraft carrier, intended to
make an end to the Iraq war visually plausible. In yet another sense, electronic
visuality is also guilty of making it impossible, once and for all, for the visual
sense – which is characterised by distance anyway (Köller 2004: 12–16) – to be
in direct “touch” with the world (Robins 1996).

Language by contrast, especially spoken language, is the sign system that
seems inherent to parliamentary democracy. Although, as elaborated above, the
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trustworthiness and efficiency of linguistic actors, politicians and journalists,
seems to be waning, language, for its terminological and rhetorical potential
alone, is still indispensable for mediating democratic politics. Thus, linguistic
signs still play the central role in phrasing political matters, especially where
such matters are conceptually comprised into formulaic slogans and supported
by (ideally short) arguments; “waging semantic battles” and “occupying terms”
(Liedtke, Wengeler, and Böke 1991) are therefore still very much part of the
game. As far as language can combine the comprehensibility and brevity of im-
ages with its own unique capacity for abstraction, and as far as it “appropriately
performs” (Meyer 2001: 206–209) the demands of thematic relevance and truth-
fulness of content, it is still a crucial factor in the democratic communication of
politics.

At the same time, however, it should be noted that any theoretical consider-
ations which decouple verbal and visual political communication have hardly
any basis in reality anymore, since the vast majority of political communi-
cations is effected through the verbal-visual combinations found in the print
media with their increased use of layout (see Kress and van Leeuwen 1998) and
even more so in the audiovisual texts of television, which integrate the different
qualities synergistically. This is why we should rather ask how we can best
model the interrelations between the two components in audiovisual meaning
complexes and how the two reinforce each other in a way similar to, or different
from, the above-mentioned idealisations. Describing the relations between lan-
guage and images, while still part of the current research agenda (see Holly,
Hoppe, and Schmitz 2004; Stöckl 2005 for summaries), has stagnated and
should be further developed for audiovisual texts (e.g. Burger 1990: 289–320,
354–362; Jäger and Stanitzek 2001; Liebrand and Schneider 2002; Holly 2004b,
2005; van Leeuwen 2005: 231–237).

Taking a broader view, the critique of “tabloidisation”, as it concerns in-
creased visuality, can be seen against the backdrop of the long-standing dispute
between written and visual cultures, as it played out, for instance, in the conflict
between Catholic visual piety and Protestant textual exegesis. At the same time,
it is a critique voiced by sciences based on writing, whose self-stylisation de-
mands discipline and asceticism and condemns the effortless, entertaining and
varied ways of visual communication; by associating it with the “boulevard”,
communication not centered on written language is associated with pointless,
if not harmful, activities. In this regard, “tabloidisation tendencies” can also be
interpreted as a liberating step away from letter-based rationality, and as a
counter-movement against the exclusive focus on a high culture that requests
gestures of reverence and thereby serves no other purpose than elitist self-assur-
ance.
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2.3. Entertainment in media and politics: politainment

First of all, reference shall be made to Josef Klein’s (1996, 1997, 1998a) theor-
etical reflections on the notion of entertainment. Generally speaking, one can
contrast the two ideal types – information and entertainment – as basic com-
municative goals; following the tradition of ancient rhetoric (docere vs. movere
and delectare), they long influenced the structure of media products (e.g. fiction
vs. non-fiction, genres in newspapers, “hard news” vs. “soft news”) as well as
media institutions (departments in newspapers and broadcasting companies).
Both come with different expectations, which also surface as the criteria of re-
spective reviews. As for the categories linked to informative communication,
Klein (1998a: 103) draws on Grice’s conversational maxims (Grice 1975) and
points out the parallels between the Gricean categories (plus one) and the terms
commonly used in journalistic practice (in brackets below):

– informativity (currency/news value)
– foundation in fact (objectivity)
– truthfulness (reliability)
– relevance (newsworthiness)
– clarity (comprehensibility)

Klein then contrasts the Gricean information categories (“I-categories”) with
entertainment categories (“E-categories”), which correspond along a particular
“mental processing dimension” (Klein 1997: 182).

Table 1. contrasts between I-categories and E-categories

These basic entertainment categories are then elaborated further, yielding sub-
categories or extensions of the basic categories (Klein 1998a: 104).

Entertainment characteristics are thus rendered more systematic and more
easily comparable to those of information. What about the features then that

mental processing dimension I-categories E-categories

quantitatively appropriate for processing capacity informativity variety
appropriate for processing goal truth lightness
appropriate for focus preference relevance interest
appropriate for structural processing capacity clarity intelligibility

basic category sub-categories, extensions of basic categories

variety speed, surprise, diversity, …
lightness amusement, fictitiousness, easy-going nature, …
interest emotional and/or erotic arousal, suspense, spectacular nature, …
intelligibility conventionality, simple structure, friendly and trustworthy presentation
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many authors keep listing for tabloidisation (see also the references given
above)? In this context, Klein (1998a: 103) mentions the following:

– emotionalisation
– personalisation
– dramatisation
– aestheticisation up to the point of kitsch
– decreased distance (e.g. in formal attitude or respect).

According to his analysis, all these features can also be found as elements of en-
tertainment categories, especially in the categories of interest and comprehen-
sibility (Klein 1998a: 104). Only the elements variety and lightness need to be
added to make for complete entertainment. Of course, we cannot speak of tab-
loidisation when explicit entertainment programming is entertaining, i.e. shows
its typical features, nor will every occurrence of these features count as tabloidi-
sation. The crucial point is: When, how and to what end are such elements em-
ployed? Our focus is on the tendency found with entertaining elements to pen-
etrate text types and programming formats that are traditionally characterised
by information categories, for instance in the case of so-called “infotainment”
and, further on, the phenomenon that entertaining genres and programming
formats are on the rise in general.

It is obvious that the tendency criticised as tabloidisation of the media has
largely commercial reasons. Private for-profit media institutions are strictly
geared towards sales and viewer levels, and the resulting competition for pub-
licly held institutions lures these into using strategies that help them survive on
the “media boulevard”. All of this means that content is often not dictated by
what makes journalistic sense but by what is most cost-efficient and sells best.
In this regard, we should rather speak of a new wave of commercialisation.

If we look at individual programming formats or text types (e.g. news, re-
ports, feature pages, science and higher education), we have to start from the
premise that regardless of commercial orientation and entertaining design, there
are still good and bad media products. However, quality should be assessed not
only on the level of content but also with regard to presentation. Aestheticising
and entertaining elements in information contexts have to be checked individ-
ually as to whether they only function as mere “icing” and “packaging”, making
them ultimately dysfunctional, or whether they can be seen as stimulating, en-
riching and facilitating comprehension.

It has to be noted that an orientation towards anticipated recipient expec-
tations does not necessarily mean trivialisation or a decrease in quality. Since
there is an overlap between the categories “comprehensibility” and “relevance”
(as important factors in informative communication) on the one hand and the
entertainment factors “intelligibility”, “variety” and “interest” on the other, en-
tertaining elements can indeed make informative communication more interest-
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ing, easier to understand and therefore better. In principle at least, an orientation
towards entertainment on commercial grounds offers a chance for texts and pro-
grams to be better designed, even to better meet the goals of informative com-
munication, e.g. through modular presentation, information charts and more
pictures in the print media (see e.g. Lutz and Wodak 1987; Bucher 1998). The
new commercialisation here meets a historically continuous tendency for mod-
ernisation that is commercially and communicatively motivated and has long
tried to better reach audiences by means of media-specific design, various incen-
tives, increasing recipient loyalty, aestheticisation, decompressed information,
colloquial formulations etc. There can never be too much recipient orientation
to make communication less elitist. Having said that, the loss of information
under layers of packaging is by no means a rare phenomenon in commercially
oriented media institutions and the criticism is therefore still valid.

The fact that media increasingly communicate in terms of entertainment, in-
cluding in areas which were hitherto reserved for information, may have to do
with their increased orientation towards commercial and viewer level goals. It is
a much criticised consequence that the one area of public communication that is
perhaps most important, i.e. politics, has also witnessed a further change in its
communicative guidelines. This, however, is not steered by the media system
alone. After all, the commercial orientation of the media meets with convergent
interests on the part of political actors. In this perspective, we can reformulate
the above-mentioned hypothesis that the media and the political system are in-
terrelated with regard to their joint orientation towards entertainment cat-
egories. Andreas Dörner has done so by introducing the term “politainment”
(Dörner 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003):

Generally speaking, politainment always emerges on two levels, which, however,
often appear as inextricably linked in media reality: entertaining politics and politi-
cal entertainment. Entertaining politics is at stake whenever political actors resort to
the instruments and stylistic devices of entertainment culture in order to realise their
respective goals. (…) Thus, entertaining politics serve to acquire and stabilise politi-
cal power.
Political entertainment on the other hand starts from the opposite direction. The en-
tertainment industry uses political tropes, topics and events strategically as material
to construct its fictional world of images and to make its products interesting and at-
tractive. (…) Such activities are not, or not primarily, geared towards political goals
(…) – the main point is success in the mass media market. (Dörner 2001: 31–32;
original emphasis)

Starting from the conditions in US “event culture”, which is seen as paradig-
matic, the author first shows how Hollywood films and numerous television
series increasingly depict political processes. He also points out how entertain-
ment in the US was, as a consequence of a more radical democratisation, never
as suspicious as in Europe, but has been and still is an obvious and legitimate el-



330 Werner Holly

ement of politics (Dörner 2001: 45–46) – which is also reflected in its academic
treatment (e.g. Jewett and Lawrence 1977; Combs 1984, 1991). Dörner then
analyses German election campaigns and talk shows as examples of entertain-
ing politics, as well as soap operas and other series, but also feature films that in-
corporate elements of political entertainment (Dörner 2001: 112–234). The Ger-
man examples show that US conditions have long since been exported to many
European countries and other parts of the world.

This development is also reflected in relevant academic work. Ever since the
1960s, Cultural Studies in the UK and later in the US and Australia have inves-
tigated the relation between entertainment-oriented popular culture and political
communication, especially with regard to recipient activities and practices (e.g.
Hall 1980; Fiske 1987, 1989, 1993, 1994; for a summary see Dörner 1999,
2000: 98–145). Their proposals have also been drawn upon by German scholars
(Hepp and Winter 1999; Hörning and Winter 1999; Winter 2001) and have
given a significant boost to the hitherto scarce research in entertaining political
communication, particularly linguistic work on talk shows and interviews (e.g.
Linke 1985; Mühlen 1985; Holly, Kühn, and Püschel 1989; Holly 1990b; Burger
1991; Holly 1992, 1993, 1994; Holly and Schwitalla 1995; Gruber 1996). There
are now a number of German articles and edited collections which address not
only talk shows (e.g. Tenscher and Schicha 2002), but also other forms of poli-
tainment (e.g. Willems and Jurga 1998; Schicha and Ontrup 1999; Dörner and
Vogt 2002; Schicha and Brosda 2002; Soeffner and Tänzler 2002; Nieland and
Kamps 2004).

3. Tabloidisation and popularisation, performance and
representation

In the Critical Theory tradition of the Frankfurt School, there was hardly any
doubt that the mass communicative offers of the cultural industry first and fore-
most meant a mass deception that reduced a mostly passive and numb audience
to unquestioning dependence. In contrast to that, Cultural Studies tried to show
how recipients could independently construct entertaining texts for themselves,
even act as a kind of subversive “semiotic guerilla” (de Certeau 1984) and adapt
whatever the media had to offer in more or less creative ways. In any case,
simple cause-effect models did not stand the test of reality (see also Holly, Pü-
schel, and Bergmann 2001). As the notion of direct manipulation is disproved
by studies of media effects on audiences, the elitist suspicion of all things enter-
taining is weakened as well: Entertaining programming can apparently become
the object of intelligent reception games. The positive aspects of entertainment
have subsequently been acknowledged, with theorists claiming that entertain-
ment culture does not a priori exclude the general audience from the exclusive
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discourse of a politically reflecting cultural elite. Despite all skepticism, poli-
tainment and its “inclusive design” along the lines of entertaining communi-
cation can in this sense be seen as potentially opening up space for participation
(Dörner 2003: 220–221).

Still, the simplification and bias brought about by an entertaining presenta-
tion must not be played down or, worse still, overlooked. The personalisation
and emotionalisation of popularising formats may make them more lively and
comprehensible, but the concomitant reduction in complexity soon exceeds the
level that is permissible for rational political debate. If arguments cannot be
understood anymore, because they do not even feature anymore, responsible
decisions can no longer be taken. Election campaigns in particular, if they follow
a pattern of entertaining politics only, become mere feel-good events. As such,
they are out of place, and may even defeat their purpose if they diverge too much
from the immediate reality as perceived by the voters. Frivolous or superficially
emotional political performances and their in-your-face mood management can
become counterproductive in the face of real problems requiring serious sol-
utions. This was the lesson learned by both the former German chancellor
Schröder after too many entertaining television appearances as well as by his ad-
versary, Liberal Party chairman Westerwelle, whose self-displays were at one
point perceived as “too much fun” and gave way to a more serious stylisation.

On the other hand, forms of political entertainment employing appropriate
dramatic means can indeed be used to talk about, and raise public awareness of,
serious political problems, as for instance done in a committed soap such as the
German Lindenstraße. These forms can even counteract some effects of the
“politics fatigue” claimed by groups in society who are particularly alienated
and disengage themselves from public discourse.

In general, it would be an exaggeration to interpret aestheticising forms of
political communication as merely biased and ultimately immoral performances
that are meant to distract from what is really happening, and that can be un-
masked to reveal an undisguised reality. On the one hand, performance is indis-
pensable even under private and everyday conditions of communication, as
shown in Erving Goffman’s micro-sociological studies (e.g. Goffman 1959). On
the other hand, the performance metaphor in politics cannot be reduced to a
simple dichotomy of front stage with show effects and backstage with open
decisions (Holly 1990a: 54–59; Soeffner 1998: 218). The structures and pro-
cesses of communication are too complex to allow for that; rather, their inherent
conflicts between roles force every politician into ambiguous and necessarily
conflicting moves (Holly 1990a: 272–273).

According to Soeffner (1998; 220–226), politics needs ritual and cer-
emonies (Wulf and Zirfas 2004) exactly because public interests allows politi-
cians to “get their hands dirty“; after all, political activity consciously factors in
and uses immorality, deception and potential power abuse to redress the balance
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between the represented and their representatives. This relationship is redefined
as a quasi “holy order”, so that any “unavoidable” moral trespassing is immu-
nised right from the outset:

On closer inspection, the ritually supported representation agreement consists – not
exclusively but also – of voters granting their representatives a kind of collective
permission to commit moral trespasses when public interest seems to demand it:
Those represented can stay “clean” because others get dirty on their behalf. (Soeffner
1998: 224; original emphasis)

This is why representative elements in political communication (Gauger and
Stagl 1992) also mean that aesthetics help to cover what is ethically question-
able “with the incense of ceremonial acts” and with an “aura” (Soeffner 1998:
220, 231), yet do not abandon moral control altogether. This opens up a difficult
set of evaluations requiring constant negotiation, where it has to be decided in
each case whether the line of what is tolerable “for the common good” has been
crossed. What is not at stake, however, is whether political communication
should relinquish general ethical principles of communication in general. On
the contrary: Only if the structural danger to the political sphere is recognised
and accepted can necessary counter-measures, such as the ones that modern
public spheres have created by cultivating scandals (e.g. Ebbighausen and
Neckel 1989; Hondrich 2002; Burkhardt and Pape 2003; Holly 2003b), be better
understood and reinforced.

Both critical perspectives on tabloidisation in political communication come
up with ambivalent results: Functionally, one has to continuously check whether
the balance between far-reaching democratic inclusion and necessary rational
adequacy has been maintained, and ethically, one has to ask whether the aesthet-
icisation required by ritual has created an aura that is still legitimate, or whether
this aura has to be tested and demystified against political and moral standards.

Notes

1 This chapter was translated from German (transl. V. Koller).
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IV. Language and communication
in the media





15. News genres

Theo van Leeuwen

1. Introduction

The term “genre” refers to a type of text or communicative event. Genre analysis
should therefore aim to bring out the characteristics of types of texts. The prob-
lem is, this can be done in many different ways. The everyday words we use
to refer to genres of text characterize them in terms of their subject matters
(e.g. “Westerns”, “romances”), their functions (“advertisements” seek to per-
suade, “sermons” to teach a moral lesson), their truth claims (e.g. “fiction”,
“documentary”, “report”, “opinion piece”), their effects (“thrillers” seek to
thrill, “comedies” to raise a laugh), or their forms and mediums (e.g. “musicals”
incorporate song, “radio plays” use the medium of sound broadcasting). In
this chapter “genre” will be used in the narrower and more specific sense which
it has acquired in linguistics and discourse analysis over the past 30 years or so –
as characterizing texts and communicative events in terms of the way they em-
body particular types of interaction that come with particular relationships
between the interactants (e.g. participants in a dialogue, or writers and readers)
and with particular communicative functions (e.g. persuading, teaching, enter-
taining).

In this conception “genre” is distinct from two other ways of characterizing
texts (cf. e.g. Fairclough 2000; van Leeuwen 2005). The first is discourse, the sub-
ject matter of the text, together with the interpretation that is put on to it, in other
words, the way the text constructs a particular kind of representation of the as-
pect(s) of reality of which it speaks. The second is style, the way in which a text
expresses the identity of the speaker or writer (or the organisation or institution on
whose behalf he or she speaks or writes). All texts and communicative events can
be, and perhaps should be, analyzed in all three of these ways, as illustrated by this
example from Cosmopolitan magazine (USA version, November 2004, p. 146):

Sip a soothing beverage
The act of slowly drinking any hot liquid calms you down, says New York City psy-
chotherapist Anne Rosen Noran, PhD. Green tea is your best bet since it’s packed
with skin-beautifying antioxidants. Try Susan Ciminelli Afternoon Delight Tea, $ 15.

The text is based on a discourse of tea drinking – “a” discourse, because there
can be several. Tea drinking can be interpreted as something you do as a “con-
noisseur”, to seek refined pleasures, or as something you do for purposes of
health or beauty, as in this case, where slowly drinking tea “calms you down”
and beautifies your skin. And that does not exhaust the possibilities.
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As a genre, the text is a typical “advertorial” – a mixture of providing in-
formation (“The act of slowly drinking […] calms you down”), advice (“Green
tea is your best bet”) and persuasion (“Try Susan Ciminelli Afternoon De-
light Tea”). The direct address (“you”) and the use of imperatives is typical of
the kind of relations which writers of such material try to set up with their
readers.

In terms of style, the piece conveys a hybrid identity. It combines the voice
of the expert (the mention of the psychotherapist’s PhD, expressions like “the
act of drinking” and terms like “antioxidants”) with the voice of the advertiser
(“Try Susan Ciminelli Afternoon Delight Tea”) and with a casual, conversa-
tional style that makes the message sound more like the advice of a friend than
the advice of an expert (“your best bet”, “it’s packed with”).

2. The concept of genre

As mentioned above, the term “genre” is narrowed down here to refer to texts
and communicative events as pieces of interaction that create specific kinds of
relations between their interactants, and fulfil specific communicative func-
tions, for instance bonding, entertaining, persuading, teaching, etc. Analysing
texts and communicative events in terms of their “genre” is therefore (1) de-
scribing what people do to, for, or with each other by means of texts and com-
municative events, and (2) describing how the way in which they do this helps
set up or maintain specific relationships (formal or informal, equal or unequal,
and so on).

Longacre (1974) distinguished four basic types of genre: the narrative
genre; the procedural genre (the “how-to-do-it” or “how-it-is-done” text); the
expository genre, which describes, explains and interprets the world; and the
hortatory genre, which aims to “influence conduct”, to get people to feel or
think or do in certain ways. He claimed that these genres are universal, and
studied examples from various traditional societies (Longacre 1971), corre-
lating their functions (entertaining, instructing, explaining, persuading, etc)
to the linguistic features that typically manifest them, as shown in Table 1
below.

Narratives, Longacre (1974) said, are about people and their actions, and
link these actions chronologically (which of course does not exclude flashbacks,
parallel stories and so on). As they deal with events that have already happened,
they must be told in “accomplished time”, and in the first or third person.
Changing one or other of these features creates special types of narratives:
a narrative in “non-accomplished” time is the special case of “prophecy”, for
instance, and a narrative in the second person will either praise or accuse the
addressee(s).
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Table 1. Longacre’s discourse genres

Procedural texts also deal with actions but for purposes of “how to do it”
instruction. They may use imperatives (“wash the vegetables”), “we” (“first, we
wash the vegetables”) or “you” (“first you wash the vegetables”), but no specific
people are addressed and the focus is on the sequence of actions that is being
explained (which must be chronologically ordered if the instructions are to be
effective).

Expository texts do not narrate specific events in chronological order but
link more general statements in some form of logical structure, for instance an
“argument” or an “explanation”. Hortatory texts, finally, are like procedural
texts in that they address the listeners or readers directly, in order to persuade
them to do or think or feel something. Their structure, however, is logical, as in
expository texts: reasons must be given, for instance, for why things should be
done, or why they should be done in the way proposed.

Longacre stressed that the features that manifest these genres are “deep
structure”, semantic features. For instance, in a procedural text, time is always
“projected”, always oriented towards the future because the task that is being
explained has not yet been performed by the listener or reader. But this need not
be realized by future tense. A procedural text may also take the form of a “case
story”, or “best practice example”. On the surface it will then have the features
Longacre described as typical of narratives. But a closer look would show that
all the stages of a particular process are included, so that the text can serve as in-
struction just as surely as a straightforward procedural text. As a whole, such
texts will then combine the entertainment function of the narrative with the in-
structional function of the procedural text. As Walter Ong has shown (1982: 43),
this was common in oral story telling traditions:

– prescriptive + prescriptive

+ chronological

Narrative
First or third person
Actor-oriented
Accomplished time
(encoded as past or present)
Chronological linkage

Procedural
Non-specific person
Goal oriented
Projected time (encoded as
past, present or future)
Chronological linkage

– chronological Expository
Any person (usually third)
Subject matter oriented
Time not focal

Logical linkage

Hortatory
Second person
Addressee oriented
Commands, suggestions
(encoded as imperatives or
“soft” commands)
Logical linkage
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The articulation of such things as navigation procedures (…) would have been en-
countered not in any abstract manual-style description but (…) embedded in a nar-
rative presenting specific commands for human action or accounts of specific acts.

But it is common in today’s media as well, for instance in celebrity profiles in
women’s magazines, which often provide what is, from the point of view of nar-
rative flow, an excess of detail on the beauty and health regimes that keep them
looking young and beautiful.

In addition to describing the typical features and functions of all four of
these genres, Longacre also described the typical beginning-middle-end struc-
ture of narratives, as did Labov, more or less at the same time (Labov 1972).
Later this approach was extended also to non-narrative genres (Hasan 1978;
Martin 1985, 1992; van Leeuwen 1987; Ventola 1987; Swales 1990 ). The es-
sential characteristics of the approach are as follows:

– A genre is described as a series of “stages”, each of which has a specific
function in moving the text or communicative event forward towards the
realization of its ultimate communicative aim. In the analysis each stage is
given a functional label to bring out this function, e.g. “Revealing a prob-
lem”, “Appealing for help” etc. in the following example, which is taken
from a magazine advice column in the Indian version of Cosmopolitan
magazine (November 2001: 58):

I lied on my CV Revealing a problem (confession)
Should I come clean with my boss? Appealing for help (question)
Yes Providing a solution (answer)
But be prepared for the possibility of losing
your job if you have a scrupulous boss Issuing a caveat (warning)
The bright side: you will gain her respect Predicting the result (prediction 1)
if you speak up and accept your mistake
and having got this burden off your chest (prediction 2)
will help you focus better on your work

– Each stage consists of one or more of the same speech acts (e.g. “question”,
“answer”, “warning” etc. in the above example). In the example the first
stage contains only one “confession”, but in many other advice columns the
“revealing a problem” stage might be a short narrative containing a series of
confessions.

– The sequence of stages as a whole realizes a particular strategy for achiev-
ing an overall communicative goal, in this case the solution of a prob-
lem.

– Because each stage is homogeneous in terms of the communicative acts it
contains, it will also be relatively homogeneous in terms of the linguistic
features that characterize it. The “revealing a problem” stage of an advice
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column, for instance, will have the features typical of confessions: first per-
son, statements, past tense and verbs that express what is, in the context,
considered to be a deviant action or state.

We can now see that genres are not as homogeneous as Longacre’s characteriz-
ations might have us believe. Advice columns, for instance, can be character-
ized by the ways in which they combine narrative, explanatory, hortatory, and
sometimes also procedural stages. Not all the stages in the above example
would occur in every advice column. “Predicting the result” could be omitted,
for example. For this reason genre analysts often indicate which stages are in-
dispensable (“obligatory”) and which “optional” (e.g. Hasan 1978). It is not
possible, for instance, to have an advice column without, at the very least, a
problem and a solution, in that order (an advertisement, on the other hand, could
offer a solution before indicating the problems it might solve).

3. Stories

Journalists refer to news, not as “articles”, but as “stories”: “A good journalist
‘gets good stories’ or ‘knows a good story’. A critical news editor asks: ‘Is this
really a story?’ or ‘Where’s the story in this?’” (Bell 1991: 147).

But journalists’ stories differ from most other stories, including such media
stories as magazine feature articles. The best way to bring this out is by refer-
ence to Labov’s (1972) classic account of narrative. It was originally written as
an analysis of a specific kind of narrative, the boasting stories of Harlem teen-
agers, but turned out to apply to many other kinds of stories, and it uses the ap-
proach described in the previous section of this chapter: dividing narratives into
stages, and showing the communicative function of each stage as well as the
way these stages, through the particular order in which they occur, create the
communicative function of the narrative as a whole – the way it entertains and
enthrals an audience by telling a story, and the way it delivers something of rele-
vance to the listeners’ lives.

In describing Labov’s stages I will use a feature article from Cosmopolitan
magazine (USA version, November 2004: 92–95).

1 Abstract
The storyteller begins with a brief summary or indication of the topic of the
story, to attract the listener’s attention and interest:

Her Bridesmaids were Killed on Their Way to the Wedding.
What was to be the happiest day of Bree Mayer’s life turned into the worst with one
phone call. She shared her heartbreaking experience with Cosmo.



350 Theo van Leeuwen

2 Orientation
The storyteller then introduces the setting – who is involved, when and where –
and the “initial event”, the event that kicks off the story. This provides orien-
tation for the listener. Elements of orientation may also occur later in the story
as new people, places and things are introduced.

Joey and I met in 2000, when we were both freshmen at North Central University in
Minnesota. We were in a gospel band on campus; he played the guitar and I sang.
I was intrigued by Joey because he seemed kind of mysterious (…) One day, Joey
invited me on a boat ride, but we ran out of gas in the middle of the lake. Since we
didn’t have any oars, we were stuck, so we started talking. By the time someone
paddled out to rescue us I knew I wanted to spend a lot more time with this guy.

3 Complication
The story then moves into the events that make up its core: Joey and Bree decide
to get married. Joey’s three sisters will be bridesmaids and are due to attend the
pre-wedding “bachelorette’s party”. They are late to arrive. Then there is a
phonecall and Bree learns that all three have died in a road accident.

4 Evaluation
Throughout the development of the story there are moments of evaluation. At
such moments the storyteller reasserts the relevance, importance and interest of
the story. In this story this is done mostly by indicating and reinforcing the nar-
rator’s feelings about the events:

“I was in total shock”
“I felt completely numb”

5 Resolution
The final event, the outcome of the story, provides the listener with meaning.
Stories are told to convey ideas about life. They have an issue, a life problem, to
resolve. In this case the issue in need of resolution is whether, such a short time
after the tragedy, the wedding should or should not go ahead. The resolution is
that it should. Marriage is a celebration of love, and “love can heal”.

6 Coda
This stage, which is “optional”, has the storyteller signing off and making a
bridge from the resolution to the “here and now” of the telling of the story, and
to its continuing relevance for the storyteller and/or the listeners. Here is the
coda of the Cosmopolitan story:

Now we try to take it one day at a time. Some are more difficult than others, but we’re
settling into the routine of any couple. We miss the girls terribly. But we are helping
each other deal with the loss and learning to balance grief with joy.
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All these stages are realized by specific linguistic features, as indicated by the
examples in this table:

Table 2. Speech acts and their realizations

4. News stories

The typical “hard news” story differs from the classic “complication-resolution”
story described above in a number of ways. As van Dijk (1988: 176) has said,
“News reports in the press are a member of a family of media types that need
their own structural analysis”. The account below is based on the analysis of van
Dijk (1988), Bell (1991), Iedema, Feez and White (1994) and White (1998).

Stages and their
typical speech acts

Typical realizations Examples

Abstract (speech acts
of summarizing and
attracting interest)

Action clauses sum-
marizing the story;
relational clauses with
evaluative attribute

Her bridesmaids were
killed on their way to
the wedding.
What was to be the
happiest day of Bree
Mayer’s life turned into
the worst.

Orientation (speech
acts of description)

E.g. relational clauses
describing people and
places

He seemed mysterious.
We were in a band.

Complication (speech
acts of narration)

Action clauses Alyssa then called the
highway patrol.
He looked at me and
said: “They’re dead.
They’re all dead.”

Evaluation (speech acts
of emotive expression)

E.g. first person
relational clauses
with mental process
attributes

I was in shock.
I felt completely numb.

Coda (general observa-
tions of the impact of
the narrated events)

E.g. clauses of habit-
ualized action or
relational clauses
with mental process
attribute.

We are helping each
other deal with the loss.
Some (days) are more
difficult than others.
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I use the first five paragraphs of the following Sydney Morning Herald story
(22 October 2005: 15) as an example:

Hurricane’s fury echoes that of Katrina official
Powerful winds and lashing rain pounded the Yutacan Peninsula, one of Mexico’s
top tourist destinations, as thousands of tourists went to ground in shelters to escape
a weakening-then-strenghtening Hurricane Wilma.
The category four hurricane is likely to strike densely populated Southern Florida
late tomorrow.
Described by forecasters as extremely dangerous, Wilma was expected to send a
three-metre surge of water over Mexico’s “Maya Riviera” early this morning.
It killed 10 people in mudslides in Haiti earlier this week.
Mexican authorities said yesterday nearly 22,000 tourists and residents had been
evacuated from low-lying coastal areas. In one gymnasium shelter in Cancun, 1600
people spent Thursday night on mattresses.

The first point to make is this: the news story has a beginning, but no end. Like
the classic complication-resolution story, it begins with an abstract. But it does
not end with a resolution and a coda. And the abstract, or “lead” as it is called by
journalists (“intro” in the US), does not serve to entice the listener or reader into
the story, but instead conveys, without delay, the whole of the “central event” of
the story, as concisely as possible, in maximally 40, preferably only 30-odd
words. Any “orientation” is tightly wrapped into this, rather than presented sepa-
rately. We do not have, for instance, “Yucatan is one of Mexico’s top tourist des-
tinations” but “ pounded the Yucatan peninsula, one of Mexico’s top tourist des-
tinations”. As former Sunday Times editor Harold Evans said (1972: 158), in a
story, the writer “begins at the beginning and goes step by step to the stirring con-
clusion”, but “for most hard news, story-telling is too slow a technique”.

Secondly, while the “Hurricane Wilma” story is an “action story”, a story
recounting actions and events, these actions and events are not necessarily told
in their chronological order. During most of the 19th century, news stories were
still organized chronologically, as for instance in this example from the Sydney
Gazette of March 5, 1803:

On Tuesday, the 15th ultimo, fifteen labouring men fled from the Agricultural Settle-
ment at Castle Hill, after having committed many acts of violence and atrocity. They
at first forcibly entered the dwellinghouse of M.DECLAMB, which they ransacked,
and stripped of many articles of plate, wearing apparel, some fire and side arms,
provisions, spirituous liquors, a quantity of which they drank or wasted in the house.
They next proceeded to the farm houses of Bradley and Bean, at Baulkham Hills.
Mrs. Bradley’s servant man they wantonly and inhumanly discharged a pistol at, the
contents of which so shattered his face as to render him a ghastly spectacle, in all
probability, during the remainder of his life. In Mrs. Beane’s house they gave aloose
to sensuality, equally brutal and unmanly. Numerous other delinquencies were per-
petuated by this licentious banditti, whose ravages, however, could not escape the
certain tread of justice.
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But from the 1880s onward, the modern newspaper story developed, with its
focus on a single central event, and its “inverted pyramid” structure. To bring
this out, the following summary of the “Hurricane Wilma” story reconstructs
the chronological order of events from the story’s many time indications (“ear-
lier in the week”, “early this morning”, “late tomorrow” etc.), and uses numbers
in brackets to indicate the place of the events in the story as it was actually pub-
lished:

1. Hurricane Wilma kills 10 people in Haiti (5)
2. Powerful winds and lashing rain pounds the Yucatan peninsula (1)
3. 22,000 tourists and residents are evacuated (2 and 6)
4. 1600 people spend the night on mattresses in a shelter in Cancun (7)
5. Hurricane will send a three-metre surge of water over Mexico’s “Maya

Riviera” (4)
6. Hurricane will strike densely populated Southern Florida (3)

The central event, the event that is happening now, on the day of publication,
leads the story, and is thereby treated as the most important item of information,
more important for instance than what happened in Haiti a few days earlier.
Such a central event must have an “angle”. It must be newsworthy (cf. Bell
1991: 156–160): recent, urgent, unexpected, relevant to the readers’ interests
(as construed by the newspaper), and, in some sense, “bad news”, an event
which threatens to “destabilise the social order” (Iedema, Feez and White 1994:
107). But there is a practical reason for starting with the whole of the most im-
portant event as well. It allows copy editors to fit the stories on the newspaper
pages by taking as many paragraphs from the end as needed: the information in
a newspaper story is presented in descending order of importance, with the least
important details kept to the end of the story, according to the principle of the
“inverted pyramid”.

Still, although news stories focus on a single central event, they tie it in with
many other events. For instance, in the “Hurricane Wilma” story, the central
event is the storm in “Mexico’s top tourist destination” and its effect on (West-
ern) tourists. But, as has been pointed out by Allan Bell (1991), other events are
related to it in a number of ways:

1 Background
Earlier events can serve as “background” or “context”. As defined by Bell
(1991: 170):

The category of “background” covers any events prior to the current action. These
are classed as “previous episodes” if they are comparatively recent. They probably
figured as news stories in their own right at an earlier stage of the situation. If the
background goes beyond the near past, it is classed as “history”.
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An example from the Hurricane Wilma story:

“It [Hurricane Wilma] killed 10 people in mudslides in Haiti earlier in the week”.

2 Follow-up
Follow-up “covers any action subsequent to the main action of an event” and
also includes reactions. It is therefore a “prime source for subsequent updating
stories” (Bell 1991: 170), and journalists intending to keep a story alive will en-
sure that they include some follow-up. An example of “follow-up” from the
Hurricane Wilma story:

“The category four hurricane is likely to strike densely populated southern Florida
late tomorrow.”

3 Commentary
Commentary “provides the journalist’s or news actor’s observations on the ac-
tion” (Bell 1991: 170). It may be realized by explicit evaluation (e.g., in the
“Hurricane Wilma” story, “described by forecasters as extremely dangerous”),
or, for example, by comparisons with previous events. The latter happens exten-
sively in the “Hurricane Wilma” story, as already indicated by the headline
“Hurricane’s fury echoes that of Katrina official” – the “official” in question was
the only Federal Emergency Management Agency employee present in New Or-
leans when Katrina hit, and the writer of the piece uses the comparison to sug-
gest that the authorities are once again badly prepared for the new emergency in
Southern Florida.

4 Details
As Iedema, Feez and White (1994) have pointed out, the same event may be re-
told a number of times, each new re-telling adding further detail, for instance:

Thousands of tourists went to ground in shelters to escape (…)

Mexican authorities said yesterday nearly 22,000 tourists and residents had to be
evacuated from low-lying coastal areas (…)

In one gymnasium shelter in Cancun, 1600 people spent Thursday night on mat-
tresses (…)

Extending this term also to what Bell (1991) calls “background” and “follow-
up”, they called the central event the “nucleus” and these details “satellites”:
“Each satellite provides a new set of details about the ‘crisis’ event, including
details about the past or details about the consequences” (Iedema, Feez and
White 1994: 168). They represent this diagrammatically as shown in Figure 1,
which models the structure of a news story about a car crash:
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In all these ways, then, news stories “knit diverse events together” (Iedema,
Feez and White 1994: 168), and the “Hurricane Wilma” story, much as it may be
built around a single central event, nevertheless ties this event to other events
that happened, are happening, or are predicted to happen, in New Orleans,
Washington, Haiti, Cancun and Florida.

We can now summarize our analysis of the “Hurricane Wilma” story (the itali-
cized items show how orientations and evaluations are tucked into the narrative
clauses in various ways, rather than featuring as separate stages):

Powerful winds and lashing rain pounded the
Yucatan Peninsula, one of Mexico’s top tourist
destinations, as thousands of tourists went to
ground in shelters to escape a weakening-then-
strengthening Hurricane Wilma

Establishing central event (1)
Orientation
Establishing central event (2)

The category four hurricane is likely to strike
densely populated Southern Florida late tomor-
row

Predicting follow-up event (b)
Orientation

Described by forecasters as extremely danger-
ous, Wilma was expected to send a three-metre
surge of water over Mexico’s “Maya Riviera”
early this morning

Evaluation (commentary)
Predicting follow-up event (a)

Figure 1. Nucleus-Satellite Structure (from Iedema, Feez and White 1994: 104)
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5. Types of news stories

Many news stories (or parts of news stories) deal with opinions rather than
events. Such stories often have a double structure. They are at once a narrative, a
“story”, a report, an expository, an “argument”. This is possible because, in
journalism, all opinions must be “attributed”, to signify that they are the
opinions of spokespeople, and not of the journalist him or herself. So from
the point of view of what is conveyed by the “projecting” clauses (“he said”, “Mr
Bush said”, etc.), the story is simply a report of what one or several spokes-
people said, again presented in order of importance rather than chronologically
(as shown in the left half of the example below). But from the point of view of
the “projected” clauses (the reported or quoted utterances), judicious editing can
turn the story into a logical argument (as shown in the right half of the example
below (the example is from the Sydney Morning Herald, 22 October 2005: 15):

Report structure PLUS Argument structure

It killed ten people in mudslides in Haiti earlier
this week

Contextualizing by means of
“background” event

Mexican authorities said yesterday nearly
22,000 tourists and residents had to be evacu-
ated from low-lying coastal areas

Elaborating central event in
more detail

In one gymnasium shelter in Cancun,
1600 people spent Thursday night on
mattresses

Further elaborating central
event

Event he [Mr Bush]
said

“Israel should not undertake
any activity that contravenes its
roadmap obligations”.

Warning

Next event he added that Israel would be “held to account
for any actions that hampered
the peace process”.

Reason

Next event Mr Abbas said Israel should stop settlement
building on the West Bank

Similar warn-
ing

if it wanted to foster an
“atmosphere for peace”.

Condition
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So far I have discussed three media story genres: a magazine feature genre
which follows the classical “complication-resolution” pattern, and the hard
news “action story” and “opinion story” formats. But there are further genres of
news story. The two fundamental elements of the “human interest story”, for in-
stance, as analyzed by Iedema, Feez and White (1994), are (1) the chronological
narrative or incident which opens the story and may be preceded by an abstract
and orientation and followed by details that elaborate the orientation and the
incident, and (2) the interpretation. Their example is a story about a woman who
“grew up in a close, caring and supportive family”, but became a heroin addict
and ended up holding up a corner shop armed with a syringe.

Abstract After years of upheaval, Keris Hodge seemed to be finally getting
her life back on track.

Orientation She had been free of heroin for three years, her methadone was
gradually being reduced and she was working at the job she liked
best: nursing in an old people’s home.

Incident But then she injured her back carrying a patient and was prescribed
Normison for the pain. Within days Keris was addicted. Five
months later, she was holding up an all-night supermarket in En-
more, threatening the cashier with a syringe.
Keris Hodge who will be 30 tomorrow is now serving a four-year
jail term, for armed robbery. The District Court judge who imposed
the sentence this week, Judge Court, said that in “this era of AIDS”
a syringe is as terrifying a weapon as a knife.

The “interpretation” that concludes the story has the “double structure” de-
scribed above, as shown by the following short excerpt:

Next event he said “Peace and security cannot be
guaranteed by the construction
of walls, by the erection of
checkpoints and the confis-
cation of land, but rather by the
recognition of rights”.

Reason

Event Judge Court
described it as

a crime with very
serious overtones’

Interpretation

Next event he said she should get a full-time jail
term

Result

to reinforce the notion
of deterrence (…)

Purpose
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It follows that the “human interest” story is “not a collection of facts around a
central event”, like the hard news story, but a story that focuses on how particu-
lar events came about, on how someone who “grew up in a close, caring and
supportive family” could end up in jail (Iedema, Feez and White 1994: 144)

Van Leeuwen (1987) focuses on a story from the Australian Daily Mirror
(24/1/1984) interpreting it as an advice column in the form of a news story.
Today, when much newsprint is devoted to “lifestyle” stories, such mixtures of
news and advice are becoming an increasingly important genre. This particular
example is a piece of parental advice which appeared on the first day of the new
school year, and opened with a mini-narrative, in order, perhaps, to entice the
reader into the story and to provide a small measure of “human interest”:

“When Mum first took me to school I started to cry because I thought I would never
see her again. But after a few days I really loved school.” – Mark, aged six.

It then moved into an “opinion story” in which a child psychologist explained
that children might be anxious about “the first day” and that “preparation” is the
answer to the problem:

Finally it became “hortatory”, to use Longacre’s (1974) term, providing a set of
“first day” do’s and don’ts for parents. But the advice was still attributed to the
child psychologist and therefore still read like a news story:

The first day at school can be a
happy and a memorable one,

Statement

Event Valerie said, But the secret is to get ready
and preparing now.

Condition

Next event Valerie said the main problems for new
pupils were separation from
families, meeting large
numbers of children they didn’t
know and conforming to a
classroom situation.

Reason

Event Valerie says it is important your child knows
how to use and flush a toilet,
ask for things clearly say his or
her name and address.

Suggestions

On the first day it is important
not to rush children.

Suggestion
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Clearly such “news” stories do have a beginning, a middle and an end, and do
progress, step by step, towards a conclusions such as this one:

“And finally don’t worry if you or your child cries”, Valerie says. “It won’t last
long”.

Equally clearly, they mix different genres – news and advice column, narrative,
exposition and procedure. Texts are rarely “pure” in terms of genre, and perhaps
it is better to think of genres as resources we use to create strategies for achiev-
ing social goals of various kind, or, from the point of view of analysis, as refer-
ence points for analysis, rather than as schemas in which texts can be expected
to fit neatly.

6. The procedural turn

Ever since the beginnings of speech act theory, the main emphasis in the study
of language and text has shifted from meaning to action. The growth of genre
theory has been part of this “procedural turn”. Genres as defined in this tradition,
and therefore also in this chapter, are conceived of as (inter)actional formats that
can accommodate an ever widening range of discourses, and as strategies for
achieving objectives, rather than, for instance, as resources for negotiation.
Today this concept of genre is used, not only in text analysis, but also in text de-
sign, for instance by the designers of software (Powerpoint is a key example),
the scripts used by call centre operators and other service workers (cf. Cameron
2000), and so on.

The supersedure of genre over discourse (as that term is used in this chapter)
can in principle lead to a new form of social cohesion-in-diversity, a form in
which it no longer matters that people believe different things, so long as they
do more or less the same things. Universities are a good example of this prin-
ciple. In universities many different and often contradictory truths can be
taught. This poses no threat to the cohesion of the institution, so long as these
truths are all delivered and examined in the same formats, subject to the same
ritualized quality assessment procedures, and so on – so long as we all do the
same things in increasingly homogeneous ways.

The same principle also allows us to be at once local and heterogeneous, and
global and homogeneous. In a series of studies of the global magazine Cosmo-
politan, Machin and van Leeuwen (e.g. 2003, 2004) described how different

Next event Valerie says give them plenty of time to get
ready, eat breakfast and wash
and clean their teeth (…)

Suggestion
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versions of the magazine used different discourses of women’s work. The Dutch
version, for instance, was oriented towards employees taking personal respon-
sibility for their work, and working for the sake of job satisfaction rather than
material rewards, while the Indian version was oriented towards working for
status and material rewards. In the Indian version women had high status occu-
pations, while in the Spanish and Greek versions they tended to be office
workers with male bosses. The point is, all these versions were framed in the
same “problem-solution” genre, as practical solutions to common problems, en-
dorsed by psychological truths about human nature, and therefore as transcen-
ding cultural differences and legitimately “global”.

This example shows that genres are not neutral containers for different dis-
courses. The problem-solution format encountered in Cosmopolitan, for in-
stance, carries a message of its own. It

suggests a world in which there can be no solidarity with fellow human beings, no
counsel from cultural and religious traditions, and no structural and political problems
that can be addressed by collective political action. Instead it is all up to the individual.
Each problem must be faced alone, and solved by means of the rational survival strat-
egies sold by the global church of the corporate media in the way passports to heaven
were once sold by the Catholic Church. (Machin and van Leeuwen 2004: 118)

Clearly genre is a highly important phenomenon in today’s society, a prime
example of Foucault’s “microphysics of power” (see e.g. 1977, 1980). But it
should be studied alongside discourse and style, and critically, with an eye for
its social impact and its uses in social control, rather than only procedurally and
“technically”, for in that case it will inevitably contribute to an increasing ho-
mogeneity of generic practices and the increasing supersedure of procedure
over meaning, whether the analyst is aware of it or not.

Note

It should be pointed out that this chapter does not deal with issues of the recep-
tion and comprehension of news. Fairclough (1995) discusses the issue of the
diverse possible readings of media texts, an issue which has played an important
role in the field of media studies, and van Dijk (1988) relates schematic struc-
tures such as the ones discussed in this chapter to comprehension.
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16. Specific genre features of new mass media

Helmut Gruber

1. Introduction

During the last fifteen years, the boost of information technology has had a far
reaching cultural and social impact. Computer technology and the development of
the internet play the main role in this technological revolution, but mobile tele-
phone services have an ever increasing part in this development process. Together
they represent what has been called the “new media” during the last decade.

The new information technologies offer not only the appropriate technologi-
cal means for meeting the needs of the globalised information society, they also
symbolise all the relevant features we associate with 21st century society: decen-
tralisation, interactivity, multi-modality, transnationality and transculturality
(Münker and Roesler 1997). Like the invention of any new technology of writ-
ing, the new media have had a tremendous effect on communicative and discur-
sive practices and have fostered the emergence of new communicative styles
and genres (Bolter 1997).

These communicative and discursive practices and their effects on the pub-
lic sphere will be the main focus of this contribution, in which I will deal with
the following forms of communication: hypertext, e-mail, internet relay chat
(IRC), and telephone text messages.

In the first part of the remainder of this chapter, each of the four forms of
communication will be characterised and their commonalities and differences
will be discussed. In the following four sections I will discuss linguistic and
communicative characteristics of each of the four forms of communication. For
reasons of space it is impossible to present and analyse examples of each of the
discussed forms of communication, therefore every section contains references
to publications which present sample analyses. In the closing section, I will sum
up various consequences of the communicative forms and genres in the new
media and try to provide some general conclusions.

2. Forms of communication in the new media

2.1. General characteristics

Following Holly (1997), I distinguish between types of media, communicative
forms, and genres. Holly suggests using the term “medium” for an array of com-
municative possibilities which are characterised by:
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(a) Specific types of signs which they can process (e.g. spoken vs. written);
(b) The direction of communication (monological vs. dialogical);
(c) The specific possibilities of transmission and storage of data.

One specific medium may facilitate different communicative forms, which are
characterised by combinations of certain features on these three dimensions (e.g.
the medium “computer” may be used for the production of written, monologi-
cal, stored (hyper-)texts1 as well as for engaging in spoken, dialogical, (by de-
fault) unstored video conferences.

Forms of communication, on the other hand, are not necessarily associated
with one single medium. A monological, written text may, for instance, be real-
ised as a book, an inscription on a stone, or as an electronic text. The realisation
of a form of communication in a specific medium, however, allows for media-
specific variations.

Additionally, forms of communication may be realised as different genres,
depending on the communicative purpose they fulfil in a certain situation type.
As in the case of mediaspecific realisations of communicative forms, genres
may also be realised differently in different media.

In order to characterise communicative forms in the new media, I split each of
Holly’s dimensions into two sub-dimensions (see table 1). The “sign type” dimen-
sion is divided into the sub-dimensions (1) “conceptual mode of communication”
and (2) “communicative modality”. Sub-dimension (1) draws upon a distinction
which was introduced by Koch and Oesterreicher (1994), who assume that
the conception of a communicative product as “spoken” or “written” is indepen-
dent of its realisation in the oral or written mode. According to them, the concep-
tually literal pole is associated with interpersonal distance, whereas the concep-
tually oral pole is associated with closeness between communication partners.

Sub-dimension (2) refers to the semiotic modalities which are (in principle)
available in the different forms of communication. These modalities range from
oral to written, pictorial, musical etc.

Holly’s second dimension is split into the sub-dimensions of (3) “monologi-
cal vs. dialogical communication” and (4) “number of communication partners”.
Sub-dimension (3) refers to the primary communicative function a certain form
of communication has.

Sub-dimension (4) specifies how many senders prototypically interact with
how many addressees by the specific communicative form. It comprises three
types of sender – addressee combinations: one to one (1:1), one to many (1:n),
and many to many (n:n) communications.

The third dimension is split into two sub-dimensions (5) “degree of intended
persistence” and (6) “synchronous vs. asynchronous communication”.

Sub-dimension (5) takes up a notion of Erickson (1999), who notes that
most forms of computer-mediated communication are intended to persist for a
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longer time period (i.e. they can be stored) and argues that this feature compen-
sates for some of the shortcomings of computer-mediated communication
(cf. below). Users may associate different degrees of intended persistence with
different forms of communication (e.g. a hypertext is intended to persist for a
longer time than a turn in a chat communication or a text message).

Sub-dimension (6) specifies whether communicators interact synchronously
or asynchronously in a form of communication. Table 1 gives an overview of
the prototypical specifications of each form of communication on the six sub-di-
mensions.

Table 1. Characterisation of new media as “communicative forms”

The features of the four forms of communication on the six sub-dimensions in
Table 1 show that no clear cut boundaries divide them from each other, but that
they rather share different characteristics on different sub-dimensions. Hyper-
texts stand out as the most distinctive of the four forms. They share only the
feature of asynchronicity with e-mail and text communication. On all other di-
mensions, hypertexts differ from the others. Hypertexts are conceptually written,

Sub-
dimension

Hypertext E-mail Chat Text
messages

(1) conceptual
mode of
communication

conceptually
written

conceptually
written +
conceptually
spoken

conceptually
written +
conceptually
spoken

conceptually
written +
conceptually
spoken

(2) semiotic
modality

multi-modal primarily tex-
tual (hypertext
possible)

textual textual2

(3) primary
communicative
function

monological dialogical dialogical dialogical

(4) no. of
communication
partners3

1:n 1:1 (personal
communi-
cation) 1:n
(newsgroups
etc.)

n:n
(1:1 possible)

1:1,
(1:n possible)

(5) degree of
intended
persistence

high medium low low

(6) synchro-
nicity vs. asyn-
chronicity

asynchronous asynchronous synchronous asynchronous



366 Helmut Gruber

multi-modal, monological,4 one-to-many forms of communication with a high
degree of intended persistence, i.e. they are produced to be accessible (yet not
unchanged) at least for a certain time rather than designed as one (ephemeral)
move in a multi-party communication.

E-mail, chat and texting share the same features on the first three sub-dimen-
sions (i.e. they are conceptually written and spoken; their primary semiotic mo-
dality is textual; and they are dialogical), but differ in the last three. Here, e-mail
and texting show the same characteristics on sub-dimensions 4 and 6 (i.e. they
are used primarily for 1:1 communications and they are asynchronous forms
of communication), whereas chat and texting are similar on sub-dimension 5
(i.e. their degree of intended persistence is low).

This preliminary characterisation of the four forms of communication
shows that they constitute a network which we can expect to share certain dis-
cursive features, communicative practices, and genres.

2.2. Hypertext

Hypertexts are the prototypical documents on the world wide web (the graphical
part of the internet). The communication situation of hypertext communication
resembles that of “traditional” textual communication, i.e. it is a situation where
author(s) and reader(s) are not co-present in a communication situation and the
text mediates between communicative partners over distances of space and time
(Ehlich 1983).

Hypertext and its communicative potentials have escaped the interest of text
linguists and discourse analysts for a long period of time. Only rather recently
have scholars of linguistics started to deal with this form of communication
(Storrer 1999, 2002; Kress and van Leeuwen 2001; O’Halloran 2004; e.g. Ja-
kobs and Lehnen 2005).

Hypertexts and their properties pose interesting questions for text linguistics
which are not yet fully explored:

(1) Hypertexts challenge the traditional notion of “coherence”. In modern
text linguistics, coherence is viewed under a process perspective, i.e. as a prop-
erty which is assigned to texts by producers and recipients in a communication
process. Under this perspective, coherence can be viewed from a text produc-
tion and a text reception perspective. The former deals with the production
strategies an author employs to create a coherent text, while the latter deals with
recipients’ strategies to create a coherent mental representation of an actual text
(Storrer 1999). In the case of linear texts, text production and reception may not
coincide (e.g. if a reader skips several paragraphs or even chapters of a longer
text), but both author and reader at least deal with the same document. In
the case of hypertexts, however, authors provide readers with a whole array of
possibilities of traversing a text. In complex hypertexts, every reader may thus
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in principle take another path through the text and hence encounter a different
text with a different global coherence. In Lemke’s terms, users “traverse” through
hypertexts and hypertext networks and this has specific semantic, generic and
social consequences (Lemke 2005). This research shows that the concept of
“global coherence” is not applicable for hypertexts as a whole (Storrer 1999).
Only the local coherence of single text elements (“e-texts”) of a hypertext is
under the control of the hypertext author, but planning the global coherence of a
website or of a hypertext network is impossible. The insights of coherence re-
search, however, might be usefully applied in planning limited hypertexts and in
combining multi-modal elements in a hypertext.

(2) Apart from its modules, hyperlinks are the constitutive elements of a
hypertext. Links can connect pieces of information between which a variety of
relations holds. To date, a theoretically informed classification of hyperlinks is
still missing. It is one of the main desiderata of text linguistic hypertext research
to provide a classification of hyperlinks which covers rhetorical, semantic, and
functional properties (Henriquez 2000). Several partial solutions have been pro-
posed so far (Burbules 1998; Storrer 1999, 2002) but an integrated solution is
still missing.

Jakobs (2004) provides detailed sample analyses of several hypertext
genres, whereas Kress (1998) discusses the historical development of multimo-
dality in printed and electronic texts, and Baldry and O’Halloran (2008) provide
a model for corpus analysis of hypertexts.

As shown in Table 1 above, hypertexts resemble “traditional” texts in their
communicative functions as they are monological and persistent. It was only
during the last years that two recent developments brought Ted Nelson’s and
Douglas Engelbart’s original conception of hypertext as a collaborative endeav-
our (cf. Keep, McLaughlin, and Parmar 1993–2001) closer to its realisation. In
1995, Ward Cunningham developed the first “wiki”, a collaborative knowledge
management system. Wiki systems allow users to create parts of a hypertext
(e-texts) on their own and then link them with an existing hypertext which is
stored on a web server. The best known wiki system is probably wikipedia
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Community_Portal), an internet ency-
clopaedia which is compiled and maintained by its users. As Emigh and Herring
(2005) show, according to differing practices of user collaboration, various
genre sub-types of entries have evolved in different wiki systems.

The second recent development which allows the collaborative construction
of hypertexts is provided by so called “weblogs”or “blogs”. Weblogs are web-
sites which contain series of entries like personal diaries. Weblog software
makes it very easy for users to add new information to their website, and many
webloggers update their website frequently, sharing their daily experiences
with others. Many weblogs also offer visitors the possibility to add comments
and statements to a website. Thus, similar to wiki systems, weblogs are often
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collaboratively maintained. Although initially mainly used as “internet diaries”,
weblogs have been increasingly used for “grassroot” journalism, providing
local people with the possibility to report relevant local news very quickly to a
broader audience (e.g. Green 2004; see also Koller, this volume).

Both wiki systems and weblogs represent new developments which help
overcoming the monological nature of hypertexts and help making them a truly
interactive endeavour.

2.3. E-mail, newsgroup, and discussion list communication

As the earliest available type of computer-mediated communication, e-mail is
also the most researched form of communication in the new media. Most lin-
guistic research on e-mail communication concerns characteristics of language
use in e-mails and specifics of e-mail interactions. Furthermore, gender specific
aspects and interpersonal aspects of e-mail communication were also investi-
gated. Each of these aspects will be elaborated in the following.

Like traditional letters, e-mail messages are composed of three parts: the
message header (i.e. the letter head), the body of text, and the greetings and sig-
nature part. Whereas the header is automatically generated by e-mail programs,
message body and signature are parts of the mail message which are produced
by e-mail users. They display various linguistic features which differentiate
them from traditional letters.

Firstly, the obvious “sloppiness” of many e-mails raised the interest of lan-
guage scholars. In the first empirical investigation of a corpus of e-mail mes-
sages, Ferrara, Brunner, and Whittemore (1991) argued that e-mail messages
display features of a “reduced register” as they frequently lack subject pro-
nouns, copula verbs and articles and show a high frequency of abbreviations and
contractions. Drawing on theoretical work on register and register variation in
Systemic Functional Linguistics, they showed that their corpus of e-mail mes-
sages displayed features of spoken as well as of written language, a result which
was corroborated by many other investigations. Linguistic characteristics which
are associated with spoken language features include the use of first and third
person pronouns, discourse particles, modal elements and hedges, and the
number of prepositional phrases which are used. Written language character-
istics include a high type/token ratio and high lexical density, a high proportion
of subordinate clauses and a lower number of coordinated clauses (Ferrara,
Brunner, and Whittemore 1991; Yates 1996; Gruber 1997a; all three references
provide many sample analyses). This hybrid mode characteristic of e-mail lan-
guage seems to be one of the most robust findings in computer-mediated com-
munication research.

Another typical feature of e-mail communication is “quoting” (see Gruber
1997b, 1998; Herring 1999 for sample analyses). Quoting is a technologically
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facilitated mode of intertextual reference in e-mail communication through
which writers of an e-mail can then directly comment on and react to the mess-
age to which they are responding. This possibility of directly referring to pre-
vious messages compensates for the limited possibilities of sequential coher-
ence in computer-mediated communication (Gruber 1998; Herring 1999) and
creates an impression of turn-adjacency which is in fact not possible in this form
of communication (Herring 1999).

A last feature of e-mail communication also results from its technological
characteristics. Like all forms of communication which do not require the
physical co-presence of speaker and hearer, e-mail communication is character-
ised by reduced audio-visual cues, i.e. a lack of back channel cues. Additionally,
until a few years ago, e-mail users were limited to the ASCII character set when
composing messages, i.e. it was impossible to insert graphics in the message
text. E-mail users overcame these shortcomings very quickly. In the late 1980s,
“emoticons” (combinations of ASCII signs which create small ASCII “graphics”)
were invented and used to convey metacommunicative meanings (like irony) in
e-mail messages. Since many modern e-mail programs allow users to produce
e-mails in HTML format and thus offer rich design opportunities, nowadays
emoticons are used in text messaging rather than e-mail.

Email discourse in general is characterised by the combination of spoken
and written language features with technologically facilitated characteristics of
language use. But e-mail communication is used in various discursive practices
which shape these general features in special ways. Probably the best researched
discursive practices of e-mail communication are discussions in discussion lists
and newsgroup (sometimes also referred to as “discussion boards”). Discussion
lists are mainly set up for scholars and used for scholarly discussions, whereas
newsgroups are aimed at a broad audience and cover all possible topics of
human life. Both forms of communication establish new public debate formats
in the media (cf. Richardson, this volume).

“Flaming” was one of the first communicative practices which was observed
and described especially in newsgroup (but also in discussion list) interaction.
The term “flaming” covers all forms of communicative behaviour in computer-
mediated communication through which discussants confront others in rude and
hostile ways (Lea et al. 1992). For some scholars, flaming results from the “re-
duced cues” characteristic of computer-mediated communication (see above).
Herring (1996), however, claims that flaming is a typically male behaviour on
discussion lists, whereas she found women to be more supportive towards each
other.

Partly in response to this latter feature of newsgroup communication, users
have developed rules of conduct on the internet. Already in 1995, McLaughlin,
Osborne, and Smith (1995) presented a list of norms for interaction in news-
group discussions they identified by analysing normative postings to several
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newsgroups in the first half of the 1990s. These norms of conduct in internet
communication soon became known as “netiquette”. Today most discussion
lists and newsgroups provide their subscribers with netiquette guidelines and
several websites and books are devoted to this topic (e.g. Arlene 1998). As in
the case of flaming behaviour, Herring (1996) argues that netiquette norms vary
with gender, i.e. she found male dominated lists proclaiming antagonistic values
in their netiquette guides, whereas female dominated lists propagate cooper-
ative values.

Another interpersonal aspect of e-mail communication which found
scholarly attention was its contribution to group formation and new forms of
community. Baym (1995) and Reid (1995) both analyse newsgroups with
members from a widespread geographical and social background for whom the
newsgroup forms a relevant part of their social life. Newsgroups on recreational
topics thus widen individuals’ possibilities for creating social relationships.
Baym’s and Reid’s results challenge the widespread pessimistic view of heavy
computer users being socially impaired, lonesome “nerds” who spend all their
leisure time in front of a machine because they do not have enough real-life so-
cial contacts.

2.4. IRC, MUDs, and MOOs

The first internet chat program (“internet relay chat”, IRC) was developed in the
late 1980s, and since then, internet relay chat has arguably become the most
popular form of synchronous computer-mediated communication. After log-
ging into a chat channel and choosing a nickname, the user’s nickname is visible
on the screens of all other logged in users and he/she can start to interact with
the other “chatters”. Therefore, internet relay chat is characterised as a “syn-
chronous” form of computer-mediated communication, although Storrer (2001)
rightly points out that single contributions in a chat conversation are not sub-
mitted “synchronously” but “asynchronously”, i.e.; contributions are not visible
for others during their production but only after the chatter hits the “enter”
key on his/her keyboard. At that moment, the whole contribution is sent to the
server and then transmitted to all other chatters. This transmission technique has
severe consequences for the communication process in internet relay chat:
(1) message order does not reflect interactional coherence (i.e. single units of
adjacency pairs do not follow each other on the screen) but the speed of the re-
spective internet connection. (2) Users who produce long contributions seem to
be “quiet” for a rather long time and others may therefore “lose sight” of them.

Both factors shape linguistic features as well as interactive practices in in-
ternet relay chat. The technically organised order of contributions makes inter-
net relay chat protocols at first sight look like documents of totally chaotic
and disorderly interactions. Nonetheless, they do consist of conversational se-
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quences (or “adjacency pairs”, see Schönfeldt 2001; Storrer 2001) but lack vir-
tually any conversational organisation above this level (Schönfeldt 2001, who
provides sample analyses of this feature of internet relay chat). Users rather
engage simultaneously in exchanges with many other users. Thus, chat proto-
cols show rather complex series of simultaneous sequences rather than complex
hierarchical levels of organisation. To facilitate single turn allocation to a se-
quence (and hence to identify the addressee of a contribution), chat users
usually put the nickname of their addressee at the beginning of each turn. This
phenomenon has been called “addressivity” (Werry 1996).

The reduced “visibility” of users who are not (yet) engaged in a current ex-
change causes some other interactional characteristics. Firstly, users who log on
to a channel often engage in elaborate and lengthy greeting sequences with
others (Schmidt 2000; Schönfeldt 2001). These prolonged ritual sequences have
two reasons: (1) Users often frequent the same channel for a rather long time,
i.e.; chatters on certain channels have known their interlocutors (or at least their
nicknames) for quite a while and sometimes develop rather tight social relations
with them. (2) Users have to draw attention to their presence in the channel as
soon as they are logged on, as the program only sends a short line to each user
(saying “***NICKNAME has joined channel #CHANNELNAME”), which is
easily overlooked.

The danger of being ignored by others also causes users’ tendency to
compose only short messages to ensure that their contributions are distributed
quickly and appear in regular intervals on the others’ screens. Skilled users, who
sometimes would like to compose longer messages without running the risk of
being forgotten by the others, split their contribution into several single line
contributions which they send as soon as they are finished. Each of these “se-
quel” messages is preceded by the name of the addressee and users on some
channels have even developed conventions of signalling (at the end of each line
of an extended message) that a sequel will follow (Storrer 2001).

Another consequence of the necessity to compose only short messages is
the heavy use of acronyms and abbreviations in internet relay chat. Contracted
syntactic and lexical forms are as frequently used as computer-mediated com-
munication specific abbreviations like “IMHO” (“in my humble opinion”) or
“ROFL” (“rolling on the floor laughing”, cf. Werry 1996). The latter forms are
also used in non-English chat interactions (and also in e-mails) and have thus
become part of an international computer-mediated communication register
which easily combines local (dialectal) language variants with English acro-
nyms and other foreign language elements. Special forms of acronyms which
are used in IRC (and to a lesser extent in e-mails) are metacommunicative com-
ments which are enclosed in asterisks (e.g. *g* = “grin”; or *lol* = “laughing
out loud”). Like emoticons, they indicate the emotional state of the interactant
and substitute missing non- and para-verbal cues in internet relay chat.
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Internet relay chat shares with e-mail communication its limitation to the
ASCII character set and the “reduced cues” characteristic (cf. above). Internet
relay chat users, however, have developed a complex system of contextual-
isation cues which uses chat specific interactive resources (Schepelmann 2004).
Among these are the use of emoticons (cf. section 2.3.), code switching phe-
nomena, and the use of “action ascriptions” and “inflectives” (Schlobinski
2001; Storrer 2001; Schepelmann 2004, who provide sample analyses of these
phenomena). “Action ascriptions” resemble metacommunicative acronyms
(cf. above). By using a special internet relay chat command (the so called “/me”
command) the user’s nickname is automatically inserted into a message. Thus,
when a user types “/me laughs” and then presses the enter key, all logged in
chatters will see the message “NICKNAME laughs”. “Inflectives” are a lin-
guistic characteristic of German chat conversations. They resemble the lin-
guistic features of comic strip language where metacommunicative comments
(which lack an inflective morpheme and hence are ungrammatical) like kicher
(“giggle”), stöhn (“moan”) or ächz (“groan”) are quite common. In German IRC
conversations, these inflectives are used like other metacommunicative com-
ments (i.e. bracketed between two asterisk signs). Schepelmann (2004) found
elaborate inflectives which did not only contain an uninflected verb, but also
consisted of a whole verb-final main clause (which is another “ungrammatical”
feature of inflectives) written as one word.5

Apart from these technologically induced interactive characteristics, inter-
net relay chat communication displays the highest amount of oral speech char-
acteristics in computer-mediated communication, which stems from its “syn-
chronicity”. Additionally, users frequently use regional language variants which
lack writing conventions and which are normally not used in writing. These fea-
tures have led researchers to refer to IRC as “interactive written discourse”
(Werry 1996) or as conceptually oral discourse (Storrer 2001). The latter char-
acteristic also has a sociolinguistic explanation: Internet relay chat is mainly
used in recreational contexts and has a phatic function. Additionally, many chat
groups are made up of chatters from the same local area who use their local dia-
lect as an in-group marker.

MUDs (“multi user domains” or “multi user dungeons”) and MOOs (“multi
user object oriented environments”) are special cases of chat environments
where users may acquire certain pre-defined roles and move through several vir-
tual places where they interact with other players. Apart from their phatic func-
tion, conversations in these environments have a strong pretend play character
and resemble internet based computer game interactions.

As chat interaction attracts many users and can create a high degree of social
bonding (Cherny 1999, who also provides a wealth of sample analyses of sev-
eral features of internet relay chat communication), it has been increasingly
used by institutions during recent years. Not only do online newspapers and
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public and private media networks offer chats for their clients but political par-
ties also integrate chat clients into their websites. Another institutional use of
chat communication is in educational settings, where many e-learning platforms
include chat options.

2.5. Telephone text communication (texting)6

Texting is the “youngest” form of communication in the new media. It was
originally introduced by mobile phone service providers to send service mes-
sages to their customers but has become extremely popular, especially among
young people. Texting provides rather limited communication possibilities:
message length is limited to 160 characters (with some new phone models
allowing a message length of 420 characters) of the ASCII character set, and
most phones can only store a maximum of 10 messages. Additionally, entering a
text message is rather difficult as users have to use the tiny telephone keys where
each key represents up to four characters.

Investigating communicative features of text communication poses many
more methodological difficulties than the investigation of other forms of com-
munication in the new media. As Table 1 above shows, texting is predominantly
used in 1:1 communications and text messages are only stored for a limited
time. To build up a sufficient corpus of text messages therefore requires the col-
laboration of several users who either type all their incoming messages verbatim
into a computer data base or who regularly transmit their message from their
phones to a computer via a data cable. Apart from these technical difficulties,
many text messages are instances of very personal (and even intimate) com-
munication which many users do not want to share with third parties. Empirical
investigations of text communication are therefore rather sparse. An overview
of the existing literature is provided in the following.

Schlobinski et al. (2001), Androutsopoulos and Schmidt (2002), Thurlow
(2003), and Schmidt and Androutsopoulos (2004) are among the few researchers
who have investigated linguistic and discursive features of text messages so far
(and who also provide many sample analyses of various discursive features of
texting in German and English). They characterise text communication as a
typical in-group communication practice, which causes many of its linguistic
features, like the use of in-group slang and a high number of spelling errors.
Users report that they type more carefully and use different language patterns if
they send messages to people whom they do not know. Text messages share
many linguistic characteristics with chat communication and they are also char-
acterised as being conceptually oral (Schlobinski et al. 2001; Androutsopoulos
and Schmidt 2002). Characteristic features include the use of non-standard spell-
ing and punctuation, emoticons, discourse particles, expressive interjections, el-
ements of group slang and youth language, the graphematic representation of
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dialectal variants, and the emulation of prosodic features via spelling conven-
tions (see also Thurlow 2003).

A further characteristic of text language is the frequent use of abbreviations
and syntactic reduction (ellipsis). This feature is also reminiscent of chat com-
munication but is probably rooted in different communicative conditions.
Whereas abbreviations and syntactic reductions in chat communication result
from users’ aspirations to spend only little time on typing a message, in text
communication these phenomena result from the typing difficulties users en-
counter. These difficulties (and the technical support many mobile phones offer
for solving them) cause another linguistic characteristic of text messages. An-
droutsopoulos and Schmidt (2002) found a high amount of words in their text
corpus which were obviously the wrong lexical choices in the context they were
used. When they asked their informants why they had used these lexemes, in-
formants reported that they had simply accepted the suggestions of the built-in
dictionary (the so-called T9 function) of their mobile phones, which can be
switched to “auto-completion” mode like many computer programs. These
“wrong” (but phonetically similar) lexical choices offer users a source for lan-
guage games and also foster the emergence of group language.

Like internet relay chat, texting has mainly a social and phatic function
which is reflected in the typical topics of text message conversations. Schlo-
binski et al. (2001), Androutsopoulos and Schmidt (2002), and Krause and
Schwitters (2002) found that text messages are most frequently used for making
appointments between friends. The second most frequent category is “flirting,
greeting, extending good wishes” and other interpersonal communication prac-
tices. The third frequent topic category is “boredom of the user”, i.e. users send
short messages to friends if they are bored. Thurlow (2003) reports similar re-
sults in his study on American adolescents’ use of texting.

Apart from the predominantly personal use of short messages by young
people, text communication is increasingly used in commercial and institutional
communication. Concert organizers and railway companies offer text ticketing
services, municipalities collect parking fees via text messages and many insti-
tutions offer text message newsletters.

3. Conclusions

The social consequences of communication in the new media have often been
discussed in terms of various dichotomies which, although they all characterise
these new forms of communication, do not provide the “whole picture” of com-
puter-mediated communication. The first dichotomy (computer-mediated com-
munication as a form of “reduced” language” vs. “flexible adaptation of users”)
concerns linguistic features in a narrow sense. The above overview of research
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has shown that computer-mediated communication has some technologically
caused shortcomings, like reduced audio-visual cues and disrupted turn adja-
cency (Herring 1999). Research results also show that users flexibly and cre-
atively adapt to these shortcomings but the shortcomings nonetheless remain
and software developers and language researchers are called upon to solve these
problems in order to make communication in the new media easier.

The second dichotomy concerns the social consequences of communication in
the new media and can be framed as “increased separation of individuals” vs. “new
possibilities for creating communities” via computer-mediated communication.
As research on newsgroup and IRC interaction has shown, computer-mediated
communication (and especially its “reduced cues” characteristic) opens up new
possibilities for its users to create social bonds across national, geographic and so-
cial boundaries. On the other hand, internet relationships are extremely vulnerable
as users may deceive others and invent a “persona” who exploits the social rela-
tionships others establish with them. Thus, relationships which are solely based on
computer-mediated communication may immediately break down if people meet
in real life, which may cause psychological stress and troubles (Döring 2003).

The third dichotomy relates to the former and can be formulated as “possibil-
ities of playing with different identities” vs. “identity formation”. Especially re-
search on multi user dungeons and multi user object oriented environments has
stressed that these forms of computer-mediated communication enable users to
playfully realise aspects of their identity or personality they would never realise
in real life and thus offers them new experiences. Miller and Shepherd (2004), on
the other hand, stress that blogs offer users possibilities to develop their identities
in new ways and may contribute to the development of stable personal identities.

The last dichotomy concerns the difference between “privacy” and “public-
ity”. The internet is a medium which allows every user to become a “publisher”
and to make public anything he/she wants, even very “private” things. Being
an “anonymous” medium (i.e. nobody “out there” can “really” get into contact
with you unless you want it), the internet even fosters the revelation of private
details in order to establish social relationships (Miller and Shepherd 2004),
which results in a blurring of the border between the “public” and the “private”.

All in all, the new communicative practices and genres the new media make
possible require users to develop new communicative skills. If they do so (and if
they are aware of the vagaries of these new forms of communication), users may
benefit from the new communicative possibilities they are offered. The possi-
bility to develop this kind of “computer literacy”, however, is not equally dis-
tributed across social strata and geographic regions.

As Interrogate the Internet, an interdisciplinary working group on the im-
pacts and implications of cyberspace, already noted in 1996, there are several
structural barriers to access to the internet (Interrogate 1996). The first barrier is
the availability of the necessary infrastructure. Internet statistics show that (as
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of September 2002)7 inhabitants of Europe, Canada and the USA, and of the
Asian/Pacific region make up about 90 per cent of the estimated internet users of
605.6 million persons (NUA.com 2004). The rest of the world contributes the
remaining 10 per cent of users (with Latin America contributing 5.5 per cent).
These statistics show that inhabitants of the economically more developed
countries have a much higher chance to participate in the global communication
network than people from other parts of the world.

Language competence poses a second barrier for prospective internet users.
As of November 2004, 35.2 per cent of the internet users came from English
speaking countries (global-reach.biz 2004).8 Although speakers of European
languages (excluding English) make up 35.7 per cent and Asian language
speakers make up 32.3 per cent of internet users, these latter figures have to be
interpreted with caution as in this statistic, “European languages” represent a
total of 23 languages and “Asian languages” comprise 10 languages (including
Arabic [sic!]). Thus, English is still “the” language of the internet, and users
who do not speak English, or do not speak it well enough, are excluded from a
vast array of communicative possibilities (see also Gruber 2004). A last barrier
is posed by technical knowledge (Interrogate 1996). For quite a long time, com-
puter and internet use was limited to a male, white, middle-class population of
college and university students and teachers. Although this bias in computer use
is gradually diminishing, elderly people, less educated people and women still
use computers to a lesser extent than the former group (Epodio 2003).

This short description of the “digital divide” between those who have access
to and use computer technology and the new communication possibilities, and
those who do not, shows that “old” sociolinguistic variables like gender, class,
age and national background are still important factors. Their influence on lan-
guage and communication in the new media has so far been largely ignored but
would deserve more attention by language researchers.

Notes

1 Before going into further detail, a short definition of two basic terms is necessary: Al-
though a core feature of many communicative forms in the new media is their multi-
modality (i.e. the possible integration of written and spoken language, sounds, pic-
tures, and even video clips into one communicative product) I use the term “text” to
refer to a single functional communicative unit (in the sense of de Beaugrande and
Dressler 1981) even if this text contains non-linguistic elements and exists only in
digital form. I use the term “document” to refer to written (i.e. printed) records of digi-
tal texts and/or interactions. In this terminology, an e-mail message is a “text” and if it
is printed out, this printout is the “document” of this e-mail. On the other hand, in IRC
a participant’s move is a single “text”, but the printout of the entire chat interaction is
the “document” of this interaction (which consists of a multitude of textual units).
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2 In this paper, I deal only with the “classical” form of text messages in which users are
confined to transmitting text messages and emoticons. Newer technologies facilitate
the transmission of pictures and videos via mobile phones too (MMS), but these tech-
nologies are still in their developing phase and many mobile phones are not capable of
them, nor have any investigations of the communicative and discursive consequences
of these new technologies been carried out to date.

3 As regards hypertexts, the sender (author) of a hypertext is not necessarily a single
person but may also be an institution or a web design team. But even in these cases dif-
ferent aspects of text production are performed by single specialists who cooperate to
produce a hypertext which is intended to be viewed as a communicative product of
one single source.

4 This characterisation needs a qualification: of course, complex websites may also con-
tain interactive elements like e-mail or chat clients. But the interactivity these el-
ements provide are not hypertext features but features of e-mail or chat.

5 E.g.: *NickNameletzterippevonmilkaschenk* (literal translation: ‘NICKNAME last
piece of chocolate give”); this construction lacks the first person singular pronoun, a
preposition and the obligatory German verb inflection form and means roughly: “I give
the last piece of chocolate to NICKNAME” (Schepelmann 2004).

6 Also known as short messaging service (SMS)
7 More recent statistics were not available at the end of 2004 when this article was written.
8 This statistic does not even include counts for areas outside Europe, Northern America,

Australia and Asia.
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17. Specific debate formats of mass media

Kay Richardson

1. Introduction

Is mediated public debate valuable to society? Mediated debate comes in a wide
variety of formats, across many channels – the press, radio, television, the inter-
net; and in many different local, national and trans-national contexts. This alone
would make it impossible to formulate any generalisations about the benefit of
such debate to our cultures and democracies. Value judgements about particular
formats are not easy either, and prima facie interpretations of particular formats –
that Jerry Springer is obviously bad “trash TV”, making an entertainment spec-
tacle of people’s troubles, or that news interviews are obviously good, holding
the powerful to account – have been challenged and interrogated (see, for
example, Fairclough 1995, Lunt and Stenner 2005 on Springer, chapter 7 on
radio news interviews), often exposing tensions around the underlying criteria of
evaluation.

The present chapter will restrict itself to discussion of mediated debate in
broadcasting, grounded not only in the scholarly literature, which now extends
well beyond English language programming, but also in my experience of such
debate as a media consumer experiencing television and radio in the British con-
text. After a preliminary framing of the subject, the chapter proceeds to offer an
overview of research on mediated debate. This is followed by a section which il-
lustrates the application of discourse analysis to broadcast debate, by focusing on
two examples, chosen to represent opposite ends of a spectrum from “traditional”
to “modern” formats. The chapter concludes by suggesting some questions which
can be posed in respect of any particular format, and some discussion of how this
kind of programming functions within the contemporary public sphere.

2. Context

The idea of debate in the public sphere suggests interaction, voices respond-
ing to other voices. It suggests positions being aired and negotiated between
a number of participants, with audiences witnessing the play of opinion and
perhaps also joining in, where this is allowed by the structures and norms of the
format. Public debate in this sense can exist independently of mass media, in-
cluding some venerable formats, such as parliamentary debate, or meetings held
as part of electioneering.
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Mediated debate formats, by contrast, are regarded as politically significant
because of the role they play in the construction of “the public”: its values,
tastes, beliefs and opinions, as well as the terms on which this “public” is able
to participate in debate, “speak truth to power” and itself exercise discursive
power – or, alternatively, in some arguments, be exploited by the powerful via
their ability to exploit the formats and undermine, subvert and “devalue the pub-
lic’s contribution” – as suggested by Zhong (2004) in relation to the prestige
programme Dialogues, on air on various channels in China’s quasi-commercial
broadcasting service since 2001, and viewed principally by “intellectuals and
university students” (Zhong 2004: 822). The spaces provided by mass media for
such discourse take many forms: broadcast interviews and debates, both live
and recorded; newspaper letters pages; radio phone-ins and internet forums of
various types (see Gruber, this volume). Those provided by broadcasting, as op-
posed to the print media or to the internet, continue to take centre stage, com-
manding the largest audiences at the national level.

Clayman (2004), in an overview of mediated interaction formats in broad-
casting, is largely positive about their collective value to democracy. Seen in
historical perspective the various arenas of mediated interaction on air have “re-
duced the social distance separating government officials and other elites from
the public at large” (Clayman 2004: 47), producing journalists who are willing
to hold elite agents of power to account before the public and, where they incor-
porate audience participation, giving ordinary people a voice in a domain which
was previously monopolised by elites. Clayman tempers this positive evaluation
in his recognition that for any particular arena “there must be a realistic assess-
ment of how conditions of access and norms of conduct impose constraints on
participation” (Clayman 2004: 47). However, Clayman’s project, in this and
other work, is in general less concerned with evaluation and more with the use
of conversation analysis methods to explore the character of mediated debate as
a form of institutional discourse.

Less positive commentators writing about televised debate have concen-
trated on particular programmes and formats, finding that power relations,
marketisation/informalisation, cynicism on the part of hosts and overall control
of programming by the State and by news corporations variously compromise
the promise of the interactional forms. For example, Dahlgren, a media studies
researcher writing about Ikväll med Robert Aschberg (Tonight with Robert
Aschberg) – an influential programme broadcast on Swedish satellite/cable
television from the 1980s until 1993, suggests that: “after the fireworks, not
much light remains” (Dahlgren 1995: 65). Blum-Kulka (2001), who grounds
her approach in linguistic discourse analysis, offers the view that in Israeli
television’s ecel meni (With Meni), telling personal stories has become an end
in itself, although the sociability of the telling somewhat redeems a public
forum potential. With Meni is Israel’s longest running talk show, undergoing
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many changes of approach over its 13 year history, showing firstly on the
country’s monopoly public channel, and then on public television in the
multiple-channel era. Fairclough (1995), as a discourse analyst with a critical
purpose, demonstrates the linguistic realisations of a populist tone in radio
news interviews conducted on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme, the princi-
pal early morning radio news vehicle and a major contributor to the British
public sphere because of the elite nature of its audience. Carpentier (2001) con-
siders, from a media studies perspective, how the contribution of the “public”
is managed on the north Belgian audience discussion television programme
Jan Publiek, ‘Joe Public’, broadcasting on a public service network. The most
negative view is that of Zhong (2004), mentioned above. Zhong is a media re-
searcher who finds Dialogues, a Chinese television talk show, to be little more
than State propaganda, constructed to foster a false image of interchange and
participation.

Since television and radio are predominantly media of entertainment, any as-
sessment of their contribution to the contemporary public sphere must come to
terms with trends favouring various kinds of “infotainment” formula (see Holly,
this volume). In the world of daytime talk shows, the “showing” may be as sig-
nificant as the “talking” and the spectacle of talk performance as significant as
the content and linguistic form of what is being said. Public interaction does not
have to offer itself on public service terms, or concern itself with public issues.
Even when it does not, it is worthy of examination as a “cultural” public sphere,
just as significant in the construction of publics as the political one.

Some of the themes in the recent literature on televisual interaction, notably
participation frameworks, power relations amongst participants, face, and host
persona, were anticipated as long ago as 1957 in an article by Donald Horton
and Anselm Strauss (Horton and Strauss 1957), for whom “audience parti-
cipation” included talent shows, quiz programmes and shows of the “Candid
Camera” type, the fore-runners of reality television. Horton and Strauss, for
example, talk of devices which “have the effect of creating a drama out of the re-
sponses of unskilled and unpractised volunteers from the audience; of creating a
situation in which the star can reveal himself as a parasocial personality, cheer-
ful, urbane, witty and masterful but if need be sympathetic and tender” (Horton
and Strauss 1957: 584) – a description which fits Oprah Winfrey just as well as it
fits any of the celebrities with whom the authors would have been familiar.

3. Researching mediated debate: An overview

This section provides a general overview of research on broadcast mediated de-
bate, with a brief mention of the role of the press. Mediated debate on the inter-
net is the subject of a separate chapter in this volume (see Gruber).
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In many countries, the importance of the daily press is not so much as the
provider of debate forums, but in the way that it contributes to the overarching
public sphere of that society. In Britain and elsewhere, the celebrity hosts of
TV talk shows are provoked by press stories into raising particular topics with
their interviewees, the on-air discussion then itself feeding back into print jour-
nalism.

Within broadcasting research, the three most significant research clusters
relate to television talk shows, radio call-in programmes, and news interviews/
press conferences.1 The work on TV talk shows is the most extensive of these
clusters. Tolson’s (2001b) critical overview of this research remains extremely
valuable. Some further significant work has been published since this review
appeared, including work which looks beyond the Anglo-American English
language examples.2 There is no such overview of work on news interviews,
though the journal literature has now been enhanced by the addition of a book-
length study by Clayman and Heritage (2002) on American and British forms of
mediated interaction, written from a conversation analysis perspective. Hutchby
(1996), also adopting a CA perspective, remains the most substantial piece of
work on radio call-in shows (though for an early media studies foray into this
field, see Higgins and Moss 1982).

In relation to the broadcast mass media, the term “debate” evokes the public
service conception of TV and radio, where broadcasters are under an obligation
to facilitate intelligent, rational, worthwhile discussion over the airwaves. There
are both worthy reasons for “debate” being as popular as possible in this context
(see Holly, this volume), such as the importance of accessibility across wide
variations of educational level, and less worthy ones, such as the pursuit of
entertainment values for economic reasons at the expense of the public service
principles. An important line of research on broadcast discussion, with the Ha-
bermasian concept of the public sphere at its heart, is thus concerned with both
the limitations of mediated debate conceived in these terms, and its strengths,
which often requires considerable “reframing” of what it is we can and should
expect from television in particular. For Livingstone and Lunt (1994), the ap-
propriate way to think about television talk shows like Kilroy is via the concept
of “oppositional public sphere” (pp. 24–28). A distinguishing feature of such
shows is that the voice of “common” sense and lay experience is consistently
privileged over that of expertise.

Tolson (2001b) observed that much of the academic discussion of TV talk
shows up to that point was highly judgmental and polarised. The moralistic vari-
ant of this polarisation, exemplified by Abt and Seesholtz (1994), amongst
others, addressed whether talk shows demeaned their participants and corrupted
the values of audiences. The political variant asked whether talk show formats
made a positive contribution to the public sphere, providing a new space for
voices not usually heard on television (see Livingstone and Lunt 1994). Femin-
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ists discussed whether talk shows were progressive, because they allowed space
for female voices and experience (e.g. Masciarotte 1991) or conservative,
reducing social issues to personal problems (e.g. Peck 1995). The contributors
to the Tolson volume, including Myers (2001), Thornborrow (2001), Wood
(2001) as well as others referenced elsewhere in this chapter, sought to move
some of these questions on to more analytic terrain, on the basis of contributions
from conversation and discourse analysis.

Haarman’s (1999a) typology of TV talk shows recognises three basic
formats: the celebrity format (e.g. The Late Show with David Letterman, broad-
casting since 1993 on weekdays late at night in the USA, its home market, with a
mix of showbusiness and political/satirical content, on the mainstream national
network CBS; currently available on a minor network via satellite/cable in the
UK); the issue-oriented format (e.g. Question Time, a weekly late night panel
discussion on BBC 1 in the UK with a national public service remit); and the
audience discussion format (e.g. Kilroy, a former British audience discussion
programme where all “guests” were simultaneously “audience members” and
vice-versa. This long-running popular daytime programme, airing on the main
public service channel BBC 1 early each weekday morning, was cancelled in
2004 after the host used the press to publicise his personal political views).

The issue-oriented format is itself further divided into three subtypes: those
centred on current affairs (e.g. Question Time); those centred on social issues in
a personal perspective (e.g. The Oprah Winfrey Show and its successors, nation-
ally syndicated in its home market, the USA, since 1986 and also available
at times in various international markets, including the UK, with variable sche-
duling though generally daytime or early evening); and those centred on social
and personal problems as spectacle – otherwise identified as the “trash talk”
brand (exemplified by Jerry Springer, on air in the USA nationwide since 1991,
brought to the UK in the late 1990s, initially on cable/satellite then transferring
to the terrestrial commercial Channel 4. This show is no longer in production).

Variations on this typology are exemplified by The Mrs Merton Show
(Montgomery 1999) where the host adopts a fictional persona, subverts the rules
of the format and routinely threatens the face of the guest for comic effect. The
Mrs Merton Show was essentially a BBC 1 after-the-watershed comedy pro-
gramme of the mid-1990s, closer in format to the celebrity type of media debate
than to any of the others in Haarman’s typology, though parodic of this format.
“The watershed” occurs at 9.00 p.m. – after which more adult content is per-
missible on mainstream British television. There is also an American brand
of talk show which hybridises the celebrity chat show and the current affairs
subtype of issue show, exemplified by Politically Incorrect with Bill Maher
(Jones 2005).

The next most extensive body of work focuses on news interviews and press
conferences (see Clayman and Heritage 2002; Clayman 2004). The news inter-
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view does not refer to a particular type of programme. Instead, it refers to a par-
ticular form of institutional talk on television or radio which can be inserted into
different programme formats, specifically those with a journalistic focus on
news and current affairs. Some interviews are dyadic: a single interviewer and a
single interviewee. Others involve a panel of guests (Greatbatch 1992; Clayman
2002, 2004).

4. Forms of discourse in broadcast debate

The two programmes to be discussed below – Any Questions? and Sally – are
different in many ways, as the accounts below will show. Nevertheless, both of
them coexist as part of the contemporary public sphere, since both were, in prin-
ciple, accessible to the British audience during the winter months of 2004/05
when this chapter was written. Unlike Lunt and Stenner 2004 (see below) I do
not regard either of these shows as a “public sphere” in its own right. For me, the
“public sphere” is ultimately realised not in any particular format, standing
alone, but in the mix which is available within any given country as well as
trans-nationally, and in the interaction between available formats. Assessment
of the quality of this public sphere is not a question that textual analysis alone
can answer, for it also depends on the material and cultural conditions favouring
different formats in different socio-political contexts. This must include the
conditions by which the citizenries of the world encounter the various formats
and the sense which they make of them. For the purposes of this chapter, the two
chosen formats represent, respectively, tradition and modernity.

4.1. Maintaining tradition on talk radio

BBC Radio Four’s Any Questions? is a broadcast debate format which has stood
the test of time, celebrating its 50th anniversary in October 1998. It goes out,
from early September until mid-July the following year, at 8.00 p.m. on Friday
evenings and is repeated on Saturdays at 1.00 p.m. on BBC Radio 4 – the BBC’s
major “speech” network on radio.3 The most recent presenter, out of a total of 4,
is Jonathan Dimbleby, who has chaired Any Questions? since 1987. Any Ques-
tions? has a sister programme, Any Answers, where the listening public re-
sponds to what it has heard. This is broadcast live at 2.00 p.m. on Saturdays, im-
mediately following the repeat of Any Questions? Although radio in 2005 is less
prominent than television in terms of audience numbers, Radio 4’s contribution
to the elite sector of the public sphere in Britain is indisputable, and this pro-
gramme is an important element in that contribution. The Any Questions/Any
Answers enterprise has, over the years, made some accommodations to chang-
ing times. In the 1970s Any Answers was reconstructed as a phone-in pro-
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gramme rather than one based on readers’ letters. By the end of the 1990s it
allowed email as well as phone contributions. Most recently, it has made itself
electronically available beyond its broadcasting slots via the internet, and also
providing online transcripts (http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/news/anyquestions.
shtml), although it does not have its own message board.

Any Questions? most closely approximates the panel interview: “a panel of
participating interviewees offering a variety of perspectives on some news-
worthy topic” (Clayman and Heritage 2002: 299). Like American TV panel
interviews, this programme features “legislators, certified experts of various
stripes, and representatives of advocacy groups” and the discussion consists of
“expert analysis and commentary on current events” (Clayman and Heritage
2002: 299). Unlike American TV panels, Any Questions? usually includes some
“movers and shakers” – senior politicians with input into policymaking. The ef-
fect on the content is interesting: Some but not all topics result in more pressure
on the most senior panellist. On 25 February 2005, half of all the chairman’s fol-
low-up questions were addressed to the only Minister of State on the panel,
whilst one of the “certified experts” was asked no such follow-up questions.

Any Questions? adopts the alternating form of panel interview: “each suc-
cessive question is asked of a different interviewee on the panel” (Clayman and
Heritage 2002: 304), in contrast to the serial form, “wherein each member of the
panel is questioned separately, with the interviewer interrogating first one inter-
viewee at length before turning to the next” (Clayman and Heritage 2002: 303).
It adopts the least conflictual alternating approach, the chairman merely inviting
each panellist to present his or her views on the same topic, in response to a ques-
tion from the floor. On some topics this results in four successive short speeches,
one from each panellist. Before each speech the chairman takes a turn, and uses
it preferentially to select the next panellist, by simply naming him or her. Each
panellist, especially panellist 1, must orient to the wording and/or the agenda of
the original question. However, panellists 2, 3 and 4 may also optionally orient
to the monologue of the previous panellist. This sequence is then repeated as
many times as there are new questions (generally between 5 and 7), varying the
order in which the panellists speak. Only the chairman speaks to questioners,
and does not challenge them, though he may try to establish if there is a lifeworld
basis for their questions by politely questioning them about their background.

28 January 2005
Q: (Robert Buckley) It has been suggested this week that history should be a
compulsory element in the school curriculum. As the timetable pot is now full,
what should be poured out to make room?
DIMBLEBY: You sound, I may be completely wrong, I have no clue, I can see
you’re a man of the cloth but are you also a teacher?
Q: (Robert Buckley) Former head teacher and a governor of three schools.
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This “serial monologue” approach is a template which is frequently modified on
the chairman’s initiative. He can, for example, add something purposeful when
nominating a panellist, like mentioning something relevant from the panellist’s
past. Here, the subject is educational reform, Tomlinson is the author of a report
on that subject, and Dimbleby is nominating Miliband:

11 February 2005
DIMBLEBY: There was – there was a bright young Labour thinker called
David Miliband who in 1991 co-authored a report which looked at the virtues
enthusiastically of the British Baccalaureate, which has many things in common
with Tomlinson. Was that the same David Miliband as the present minister?4

Alternatively, he can use any one of his turns for a follow-up question:

11 February 2005
DIMBLEBY: We will allow him to answer those questions in due course but
I’m going next to Ben Page.
PAGE: [takes a turn]
DIMBLEBY: Given that you are a walking encyclopaedia of what in some
cases even the minutiae of public opinion research, do you think they get a good
grade out of this – because we’re being asked too not just what the public thinks,
important though that is, but whether or not the diploma is a way of resolving a
perceived crisis in education where 50 per cent, I think it is, of the kids are al-
leged to fail by only getting – by not getting their five GCSEs A–C?
PAGE: [takes another turn].

Follow-up turns are at no point required as a preferred next turn, and some
topics feature none at all. But such turns are obligatory at the level of the pro-
gramme: no episode will be performed without any such turns.

Although Any Questions? involves “audience participation”, the role of the
studio audience is highly constrained. There are the usual collective acts of ap-
proval and disapproval, such as clapping, laughing and booing in descending
order of frequency. In addition, some members contribute individually by ask-
ing, through the chair, their pre-scripted and vetted questions related to the cur-
rent news agenda. The preferred wording is succinct, presuming considerable
familiarity on the part of the audience with current affairs: “Should the Attorney
General’s advice on the legality of the Iraq war be made public?” It is also often
mildly witty: “If there was an A level in educational reform, what grade would
the government get?” (A major report on educational reform was not wholly ac-
ceptable to the Government.)

Any Questions? conforms to the protocols, described by Clayman and Heri-
tage (2004), that ensure the interviewer’s footing is neutralistic and non-parti-
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san. The interviewer requires three devices, for his part, to bring off this footing:
he must confine himself to asking questions, withhold news receipts and at-
tribute challenging propositions to other sources rather than originating them.
The interviewee must refrain from interpreting the presuppositions in loaded
questions as elements in the host’s own political belief system:

11 February 2005
DIMBLEBY: Minister, one of the members of the Commons Intelligence and
Security Committee (…) he was on the radio and some listeners will have heard
it – saying there were two or three occasions in the past when law officers’ ad-
vice to the government has been published. Well if there’s no security problem
now, as George Osborne says there isn’t, why not now publish so that the public,
some of whom may be dubious, can be reassured?
MILIBAND: Well I’d like to see that. All of my information is that this has not
been the case, that legal advice has not been published. (…)

It is provocative to suggest that there are precedents for the disclosure of legal
advice to the Government, because Miliband has previously denied this. But
it is not Dimbleby himself making the suggestion. He is the animator for the
un-named committee member. Miliband’s resistance to the suggestion involves
the words “I’d like to see that” rather than “I don’t believe you”, thus accepting
the Chairman’s disinterested footing. The provocation also illustrates the chair-
man’s task of instigating/intensifying disagreement. As a broadcast programme,
Any Questions? is required to produce entertainment as well as elucidation, and
the clash of voices is one way to achieve this. Any Questions? panellists are
chosen in the expectation they will have divergent, conflicting opinions and that
this divergence of views will be hearable even in their initial responses to ques-
tions. But “disagreement” can also involve engagement between the panellists.
When panellists do want to take issue with one another, the default option is to
be indirect, to speak to the chairman about the other panellist, rather than ad-
dressing criticisms and objections directly to that panellist:5

11 February 2005
MILIBAND: (…) Now the second thing that’s important is that George raised
intercept evidence and he said intercept evidence should be used as the way
to get out of this hole. Let me just read you something. Decisions to authorise
the detention of terrorist suspects are often made on the basis of sensitive in-
formation, if such information were revealed it might well give rise to a serious
risk to persons assisting the police or lead to the loss of valuable intelligence.
That is the reason why we do not disclose intercept evidence in court.
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Miliband addresses himself to Dimbleby, in order to disagree with George
Osborne’s suggestion that the State should use intercept evidence (phone-tap-
ping) in deciding whether to prosecute suspected terrorists. Miliband refers
to Osborne in the third person, and only when the chairman allots him a turn.
Escalation of conflict is apparent in departures from this default form – when
speakers address one another rather than the chair, and when they do not wait for
their proper turns. Such escalation need not involve audible passion in terms of
raised voices or other vocal qualities:

MILIBAND: (…) Bea is right that fourteen-to-nineteen education has been a
very, very difficult area traditionally for English education, of course the Scot-
tish system is different.
BEA CAMPBELL: Better.
MILIBAND: Well actually the evidence on that is shifting. But the Tomlinson
report made some important recommendations I think about the importance of
basic skills, about the strengthening of vocational education (…)

Restrained as this is as an example of “conflict”, it is nevertheless noteworthy
that Miliband does not wait for Dimbleby to ask him to resume the floor, but
neither does he ignore the interruption: he orients to it, and disagrees with it – he
is in effect talking to Campbell at this point, though only briefly, quickly revert-
ing to a more acceptable footing.

4.2. A new kind of public sphere

If Any Questions? stands for Public Service and the Citizen, then daytime TV
talk shows such as Sally6 stand for Entertainment and the Consumer. Living-
stone and Lunt (1994) and Tolson (2001a) offer two major landmarks in
the study of televised discussion. In 1994, Livingstone and Lunt proposed an
account of television audience discussion programming in terms of an “opposi-
tional public sphere” (pp. 24–28), on the basis of the privilege given to the voice
of experience in such programmes, at the expense of the voice of expertise.
By 2001, Tolson was talking about “the melodramatic performance of talk”
(Tolson 2001b: 27). In the intervening period, the landscape of televised talk
had changed. The number of TV talk shows had expanded enormously, and the
“daytime” talk show, formerly represented by Oprah Winfrey and Donahue,
had undergone further modification with the introduction of the “trash talk”
subgenre exemplified by The Jerry Springer Show. In 2005, the landscape has
changed again. The American daytime talk show is no longer significant in the
British broadcasting schedules, and even in the USA the famous hosts are retir-
ing and not being replaced. Sally is one programme that still survives as the tide
of daytime talk shows ebbs.
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It is in the world of these shows that the production of conflict for the pur-
poses of entertainment has been taken the furthest. Lunt and Stenner (2005),
writing about Jerry Springer, recognise it as the mirror image of the world of
Any Questions? and its analogues. If in “proper” debate programmes, any emo-
tional involvement can only be disruptive of rational goals, in Springer, accord-
ing to Lunt and Stenner, the reverse is the case (Lunt and Stenner 2005: 65).
Nevertheless, this does not disqualify it as a putative public sphere. Rather, it
constitutes it as an emotional public sphere – as distinct from a bourgeois,
rational one – where an ideal conflict situation in which the force of the spec-
tacular, not the force of argument, prevails. “Conduct that would usually lead
to exclusion from the media (vernacular language, swearing, threatening) is ac-
cepted as part of the difficulty of bringing emotional issues out in public” (Lunt
and Stenner 2005: 70). Furthermore, although entertainment “potentially gets in
the way of discussion (…) it smoothes the path of emotional expression and
conflict” (Lunt and Stenner 2005: 75).

The production of conflict in Jerry Springer should not be viewed as exploi-
tative. It too, performs a kind of public service. Lunt and Stenner (2005) work
through aspects of the show in relation to Habermasian principles of discourse
ethics. The host tests the meaning and sincerity of claims made by speakers, and
the right of speakers to say what they do, while other participants challenge the
truthfulness of claims. All this is consistent with Habermasian validity claims in
respect of free and open dialogue aimed at mutual understanding. In private life,
communication is distorted. So says Habermas (1984, 1987), and so says The
Jerry Springer Show in respect of its participants. Communicative action is
meaningful when it engages with high moral themes. So says Habermas and so
says The Jerry Springer Show, by invoking moral norms to assess the behaviour
of individuals. If there is a problem with the Lunt and Stenner argument, it is in
downplaying the extent of self-conscious, melodramatic, public display on the
part of the participants, which may be quite distinct from the emotional prob-
lems they are ostensibly trying to resolve.

Where the excesses of Jerry Springer mark it as an extreme case, at the
limits of what the dominant culture can allow, Sally has become an unremarkable
example of its genre. Episodes of Sally, in Britain, are broadcast daily, (at 9.30
a.m. and at 5.00 p.m. at the time of writing) but they go out several years after
their original transmission in the USA, currently on a minor channel. Their con-
tribution to the British public sphere, via viewers who are available to watch at
such times of day, is their promotion of personal/ethical agendas rather than
ones which are directly news-related. As with all the daytime TV talk shows, the
remit of Sally is to produce dramatic entertainment. The production of conflict
(en route to resolution of conflict) between participants is certainly one of its
goals, though not the only one. In an episode originally transmitted in the USA
prior to 2003 but broadcast in Britain on 23 January 2005, with the title Did
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you kill someone I love? each segment is devoted to a different cluster of guests,
brought together, on the one hand, as a bereaved family and on the other, as
someone they blame for the death. The framing of the episode anticipates con-
frontation. Narrated “case histories” precede the on-screen encounters between
participants. This develops tension: the “accused” is kept off-set until the his-
tory is established. When he or she appears, the audience is ready for the accu-
sations which are made and denied as well as the questions which are asked and
responded to. The audience joins in, sometimes as audible witnesses, with
cheers and boos, and sometimes as individual questioners. The camerawork par-
ticipates in the confrontation too, especially when it deploys the “split-screen”
technique to show the faces of accuser and accused in simultaneous close-up,
enhancing the sense of proximity between them.

The structural management of conflict is exactly as for Any Questions: in-
terviewees begin by talking with the moderator, about their fellow-interviewees
and others: “escalation” is effected by exchanging that footing for direct inter-
action. This is exactly what happens when Alan, the supposed killer of Sandra,
takes the floor. Jim is the father of Sandra and Jenny is Jim’s girlfriend: Jim’s in-
tervention is directed (through bodily orientation) at the studio audience and the
host, but Jenny’s gaze and her verbal address singles out Alan as the addressee
and ensure that his next comment is directed at her not Sally.

ALAN: (to Sally Jessy Raphael) (…) I called the police, state police, and asked
if she could leave. I never said that I’m going to kill this woman, never, never.
JIM: It’s in the court record.
JENNY: You did kill her.
(Alan turns away from looking at SJR, and looks to his left side where Jenny and
Jim are sitting).
ALAN: I did not kill her, Jenny.
JENNY: You murdered her.

The visual semiotics of daytime talk shows are as important as the language,
structurally via what Grindstaff (2002) refers to as “the money shot”:

Ordinary people are expected not just to discuss personal matters but to do so
in a particular way. They’re expected to deliver what I call, borrowing from
film pornography, the “money shot” of the talk-show text: joy, sorrow, rage or re-
morse expressed in visible, bodily terms. It is the moment when tears well up in a
woman’s eyes and her voice catches in sadness and pain as she describes having lost
her child to a preventable disease; when a man tells his girlfriend that he’s been
sleeping with another woman and her jaw drops in rage and disbelief, when members
of the studio audience lose their composure as they listen to a victim recount the lurid
details of a crime. These moments have become the hallmark of the genre, central
to its claim to authenticity as well as to its negative reputation (Grindstaff 2002:
20–21).
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These shows require meaning to be embodied. A key trope of talk show dis-
course, particularly the “trash talk” brand, is “talking to the hand”:

(…) no guest on the show has ever been told, ‘Put your hand in the other guest’s face
and look away’, which is a common motion now among the talk shows. It’s called
‘talk to the hand’ which is short for ‘talk to the hand because the face doesn’t under-
stand’. It didn’t start on talk shows, it started somewhere on the street, somewhere in
urban life” (David Roth, a talk show producer, quoted in Gamson 1998: 64).

Although Roth’s point is that the gesture and the expression did not originate on
talk shows but on the street, its appropriacy for the format could not be better,
since its references to body parts, “hand” and “face”, rather than mental fac-
ulties as the locus of hearing/understanding is entirely congruent with the over-
all focus on embodied expression.

The “money shot” in Did you kill someone I love? comes when Jim, after
some time spent in exchanges with Alan, loses patience with Alan’s continuing
resistance to accusations, and loudly declaims:

ALAN: You are in denial, denial, denial that you took my daughter’s life. You
are in denial.

As he says this, he leans forward and across Jenny so as better to lock gaze with
Alan, who takes up a reciprocal pose. Cue substantial audience applause.

“Money shots” in this episode are mild compared with what we have come to
expect from Jerry Springer. In this sequence, for example, although Jim and
Jenny show passion in their behaviour (through body language, rhetoric and
voice qualities) Alan, the accused, is more restrained. He defends himself ro-
bustly as the argument unfolds, and he makes eye contact with Jenny, Jim, Sally
and audience members as required, but his demeanour is defensive rather than
angry, and his voice is held at a consistent, even volume.

5. Discussion: Mediated debate and the public sphere

The mediated debate formats discussed in this paper were chosen because they
represent such strong contrasts in the contemporary context. The comparison of
Sally with Any Questions? shows up a contrast between formats in commer-
cially-driven, entertainment-led broadcasting and formats dominated by tradi-
tional public service principles, though other differences are also involved
(radio versus television; British versus American; news-dominated agenda ver-
sus personal agendas, and so on).

The contrast is not absolute. The formality of the Any Questions? approach
does not make confrontation impossible, and its occurrence livens up the pro-
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ceedings in ways that are acceptable to its particular target audience. Con-
versely, the entertainment orientation of the daytime talk shows does not
necessarily make their contribution to the public sphere negative or irrelevant.
As Lunt and Stenner (2005) have argued in relation to Jerry Springer, it may be
these very melodramatic excesses which make it possible for such programmes
to bring painful personal issues into the public domain and address them safely
and cogently. But they are sufficiently different to underline Clayman’s (2004)
point that each debate format must be assessed individually in respect of its con-
tribution to democracy. I suggest that in doing so the following questions should
be addressed:

– Is the public a participant in the debate, and if so, on what terms?
– Is the focus of debate on public issues (including issues of morality) or on

private concerns?
– Do the most powerful members of society make themselves available for

interrogation, and if so, on what terms?
– Do participants orient to shared norms of interaction for the purposes of the

encounter?
– Is there an obligation to provide entertainment as well as/by means of, the

exploration of issues, and what are the effects of this on the discourse?

Each of these questions can be answered differently in respect of the interactive
forms examined above. For Any Questions? public participation is tightly con-
trolled, though it has a large audience based at home providing passive partici-
pation, and this audience is likely to include an elite component. Daytime TV
talk structures the participation of its audiences quite differently. Its fortunes in
the ratings have fluctuated, though it reaches a much more working-class demo-
graphic, and the American shows also have an international audience.

Mediated debate certainly has the potential to be valuable to society. The
question is whether that potential is realised in practice. Where the public ser-
vice ethos dominates, programming may be judged virtuous in intention but too
high-minded to reach a popular audience. Where broadcasting is more directly
in the service of the State, the appearance of open discussion may be a cloak
disguising more authoritarian positions. Where consumer/entertainment values
dominate, even the display of civic virtue may be irrelevant. “Best practice”
should not be sought only in particular programmes, but in the range of formats
available, including the terms of their availability such as “niche” marketing or
free-to-air distribution. This need not preclude criticism and praise for particu-
lar formats, based on sensitive and thorough textual analysis, and oriented to
explicit articulations of how the public might best be served.



Specific debate formats of mass media 397

Notes

1 There are national differences regarding the relative prominence of any of these forms
in practice. News interviews can appear on either television or radio in Britain, but
perhaps only on TV in the United States; similarly, mediated press conferences are
more salient in the US than in the UK.

2 Published work on non-English examples of mediated debate includes studies of such
debate in Israel (Blum-Kulka 2001), Belgium (Carpentier 2001), Sweden (Dahlgren
1995; Ekström 2001), China (Zhong 2004), Italy (Haarman 1999b), France (Haarman
1999b) and Norway (Ytreberg 2004).

3 Since 2006 Any Questions/Answers are both broadcast all year round.
4 All transcriptions are idealised, so as to show only the relevant details. All words are

reproduced but non-verbal vocalisations are omitted and no attempt has been made to
capture aspects of vocal delivery.

5 Compare the convention in the House of Commons, where MPs address the Speaker
rather than each other.

6 Sally (formerly Sally Jessy Raphael) is an American show but widely distributed in
other markets. No fresh episodes were produced after May 2003, but old ones are still
being recycled. See Brunavatne and Tolson (2001) for more discussion of this pro-
gramme.
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18. The sounds of silence in the media:
Censorship and self-censorship

Christine Anthonissen

1. Introduction

This chapter will refer to the nature of censorship in the media. Such censor-
ship is viewed as an action of silencing that occurs in at least two ways: (i) an
authoritative body imposes censorship in order to obscure information it be-
lieves to be harmful either to itself or to others, and (ii) an individual or a group
exercises self-censorship by withholding information believed to be harmful to
themselves or to others. Between the two extremes of imposing silence by kill-
ing the speaker and achieving silence by self-censorship of a speaker, there are a
range of ways and means of dictating what can be said and what cannot.

Media censorship functions as an instrument for dealing with tabooed news;
it prohibits publication and it inhibits those who would otherwise speak out.
News media, I would argue, are more than texts used in “sites of engagement”
(cf. Scollon 1998: 11–13, 123–125, 143–144); they are themselves sites of en-
gagement where individuals or institutions compete for public attention, and
attempt to foreground certain kinds of information while obscuring others. As
such, news media are often also sites seeking disengagement, they may become
sites of silencing that disallow public engagement of opposing perspectives.

Thiesmeyer’s (2003: 11) claim that “silencing results from an act of lan-
guage where language is used in order to enable some kinds of expression and to
disable others” provides a useful point of departure. This paper will consider
overt and covert forms of censorship that range from ignoring the voices of mi-
nority groups or digressing opinions, through forbidding publication, to burning
newspapers and even murdering writers of provocative texts. It will specifically
consider the structure and use of two kinds of censorship prevalent in media
discourses, namely censorship of the powerful who may forcibly silence others
or authoritatively withhold information, and censorship of the vulnerable who
are forcibly silenced or withhold information in fear, in shame, in uncertainty or
sometimes in resistance.

Illustratively, reference will be made to South African legislation used in
censoring the media during the 1980s, and to political, historical and social cir-
cumstances which gave rise to the publication (or not) of censored media texts.
The focus will be on silencing the media in 1986 when severe state censorship
attempted to subdue and stamp out the growing protest of disenfranchised
citizens. A majority, who had for decades been silenced in many more ways than
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being denied access to the media, had engaged in more and less active forms of
protest. Material will be drawn from a case, popularly referred to as the
“Guguletu Seven”, where much of the complexity of silences operative at the
time, only became clear ten years later, through the work of the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission (TRC).

The chapter is organised as follows: first, the notion of silence in language
will be considered; second, the relation between censorship and free speech will
be discussed; third, legal and other means of assuring silence in the media will
be introduced; finally, to illustrate various forms of silencing in the media, the
media coverage of the “Guguletu Seven” will be investigated.

2. On silence and silencing in language

A number of scholars have, from various perspectives, considered the way in
which silence functions in language. For example, in conversation analysis, the
occurrence and significance of pauses have been recorded and analysed,1 in eth-
nographic studies research has focussed on the comfort or discomfort particular
groups have with long silences in conversation,2 and in studies on cross-cultural
communication the role of silence in miscommunication between different
groups has been noted.3 Here I shall briefly consider the possible meanings of
intentional and unintentional silences4 in spoken discourse, and how such si-
lences are made manifest in written discourse. For example, one needs to con-
sider how the silence of non-disclosed police violence is variously articulated in
writing by either perpetrator or victim. As silence is opposed to speech, white
space on a printed page becomes a visual equivalent of silence; such conspicu-
ous silence makes manifest the intention to communicate by keeping quiet, by
deliberately holding one’s tongue.5 But there is more to silence than stillness or
white space. This chapter will highlight ways in which words in the media rather
than empty spaces, articulate silence, and will consider how “written silences”
carry meaning.

Thiesmeyer (2003) puts forward the perspective that silencing is an action
which entails more than merely turning off the sound or leaving something
unsaid; silencing is an act that takes place where discourse of one kind disables
or replaces another. It is “a way of using language to limit, remove or undermine
the legitimacy of another use of language” (Thiesmeyer 2003: 2). This chapter
will follow the theoretical position taken by various critical discourse analysts
who work with language as “an irreducible part of social life” (Fairclough 2003:
2), who see discourse as a form of social practice (Fairclough and Wodak 1997;
Reisigl and Wodak 2001), and who view media discourse as a form of social
interaction (Scollon 1998). An important focus in this analytic framework is
on the relation between language and power (cf. Kress and Hodge 1979; Fair-
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clough 1989, 1995b; Wodak 1996; Reisigl and Wodak 2001; Dedaić and Nelson
2003). Much scholarly attention has been devoted to the use of language in es-
tablishing, maintaining and challenging power relations; where silence is a criti-
cal part of discourse, acts of silencing oneself or others will necessarily also be a
substantial part of the discourse. Then the meaning and use of silence has to be
made explicit.

The kinds of silence considered in Thiesmeyer (2003) include the silence
of the powerless who cannot speak (e.g. abused women or prison inmates –
cf. O’Connor 2003: 139–169; Towns, Adams and Gavey 2003: 43–77), the si-
lence of those who will not speak (e.g. a presidential candidate who gives no ref-
erence to embarrassing, perhaps even shameful events in his past – cf. Wodak
1991; Mitten 1992; Wodak et al. 1994; Wodak 2003: 185–187 on the “Waldheim
affair”), the silence of those who speak in new turns of phrase, (e.g. people who
relexicalise and rephrase tabooed references – cf. Wodak 2003: 179–209 on anti-
Semitic discourse), and the silence of subjects denied the right to speak in power-
ful institutions (e.g. in the courtroom, by legislation or by policing – cf. Fridland
2003: 119–138; Galasiński 2003: 211–232; Lambertus 2003: 233–272).

Jaworski (1993), considering the functions of silence as a significant part of
any communicative system, finds that speech and silence complement each
other, that “silence is not a mere background to speech, and that it is not a
negative category devoid of communicative properties” (1993: 48). He notes
that silence manifests in speech in different forms, that it can have both positive
and negative value. He also notes “that silence and speech do not stand in total
opposition to each other, but form a continuum of forms ranging from the most
prototypical instances of silence to the most prototypical instances of speech”
(1993: 34). The assumption that an essentially ambiguous phenomenon such as
silence can be finally categorised and given a fixed set of possible functions, as
has been attempted by Dauenhauer (1980), is criticised.

Silence can be considered as absence of sound, and also as absence of
speech. Kurzon (1997: 21) supports the idea of regarding silence and speech as
“phenomena on a continuum”. In remaining silent a speaker can indicate that
she has nothing to say, or that she has chosen to remain silent on a matter where
she could have spoken. Silence is covert when a person speaks about one thing
in order to conceal another, is overt when a person refuses a designated turn
explicitly, and is insignificant when a person chooses to speak directly and ex-
plicitly. Jaworski (1993: 71–73) discusses these distinctions by referring to dif-
ferent verbs in Polish that denote the different absences of sound (cisza) and of
speech (milczec).6 In discussing the latter, he highlights the simultaneous use of
speech and silence when talking or writing while withholding information. Such
silence of withholding would occur (e.g.) in circumstances where a government
disallows public scrutiny of important, topical information, such as the causes
of death of those who died in a police shoot-out. Similarly, there are “speaking
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silences” that need to be investigated where newspapers promote certain dis-
courses, such as those of the elite protesting against high crime levels, and ne-
glect others, such as those of social security organisations that highlight the cor-
relation between poverty, neglect, abuse and crime.

In the media those in power speak more loudly than those in subordinate
positions, in-groups get coverage that is denied out-groups, criticism that re-en-
forces popular perceptions is favoured above criticism that is aimed at correc-
ting popular commonplaces. In such a way the voices of the subordinate, the
disempowered, of out-groups and minority groups, of less popular, socially
critical groups, may be silenced. Less covertly, the power of the media can be
controlled, by means of official censorship. Even in well established democ-
racies, powerful institutions such as the government, big business corporations,
owners of the media, professional communities, and the likes, have recourse to
censorship. Such institutions are in a position to silence facts themselves, and at
the same time to silence those who know (or suspect) facts potentially embar-
rassing to the institution, and would otherwise publish them.

Silencing achieved by means of censorship legislation that also provides for
punitive measures usually has the additional effect of self-censorship. This is
made manifest when police, plaintiffs or defendants at an inquest or other legal
process, withhold self-incriminating information. The kind of silence that with-
holds information can and often does occur, where a person would, perhaps
even should, speak but cannot. A similar kind of silence follows trauma, when a
person who has experienced pain will withdraw as he finds himself unable to re-
late what is intolerable, even in memory.7 In the media this would be effected by
means of omission (as when details are left out, when critical aspects of a story
are simply not told) or more visibly through leaving blank spaces, or deleting
offensive words and phrases – but also by relexicalising, by retelling in terms
that are perhaps ambiguous, perhaps obscure. As an alternative to not saying
anything at all, indirect speech acts give clues and messages are given “between
the lines” (cf. Anthonissen 2003: 91–111).

In censorship silence becomes a tool of sociopolitical oppression. Jaworski
(1993: 98, 99) refers to the “silences” in politicians’ public speaking when they
deliberately avoid reference to sensitive issues, or use “irrelevant words”,
i.e. empty words that merely beat about the bush. This kind of censorship is dis-
guised in that a conventionalised routine is used, which will habitualise percep-
tion8 and blunt the audience’s ability to recognize deceptive and discordant
messages. Jaworski also refers to “strategic silence” used to create “mystery,
uncertainty, passivity and relinquishment”. Such silence, not only withholds in-
formation, but is also used to bluff, to establish the impression that the politician
(e.g.) is knowledgable and reliable.
Silence is imposed by censorship; conversely, silence can oppose censorship.
White, open spaces and black lines across print have been used to protest cen-
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sorship (cf. Anthonissen 2002, 2003). When censorship silences by having un-
traceable information obviously and deliberately withheld, there is an obscuring
effect that protects the publisher; however, when traceable information such as a
name is withheld, but it is evident who is implied, the silence becomes telling,
and the publisher is still protected. Also, there can be words that silence by re-
placing others, and there can be words that challenge and defy the imposed si-
lence. Such articulations of censorship in the media will be illustrated in sec-
tion 5 below, in the discussion of the reporting on the Guguletu Seven.

3. On censorship

The practice of censorship has been variously defined as an action of berating,
denouncing, rebuking, reproaching, strongly criticising or disapproving of
something. Related to, but distinguished from this, is the practice of censorship
which refers to the official examination and approval or prohibition of plays,
books, news, correspondence, and so on, in order to suppress what is regarded
as immoral, seditious or inopportune.9 Censorship of printed matter is effected
in various ways, including prohibition of publishing certain references, ordering
excisions of offensive sections of text, banning of an entire publication, legis-
lating restrictions even before any text is produced, demanding clearance from
an appointed official prior to publication, or seizure of disapproved literature.
Incidentally, as the discussion of legislation below will make clear, all such
measures were in place at some stage in the strained years before the 1994 elec-
tions that brought representative democratic rule to South Africa.

There are social practices beyond media uses of language, whereby a com-
munity disallows certain acts, including speech acts of various kinds, because
they are in some way offensive to views and beliefs widely held and respected in
that community. Censure is often related to social taboos10 such as child abuse,
paedophilia, incest, verbal abuse, sheep stealing, gossip, and so on. Censure can
be effected by direct rebuke, social isolation or formal community intervention,
as when a church committee or a group of tribal elders rely on consensually af-
forded authority11 in discussing and taking decisions on such matters. Often
legal recourse is also available as a form of censure.

Censure of certain taboos becomes institutionalised in that those who violate
recognised behavioural codes become legally liable. A person who is found
guilty of (e.g.) theft, assault, public indecency, etc. will be censured by means of
legal action that provides retribution, discipline, repair of damage, and to limit
possible repetition of such criminal acts. Forms of censorship related to publish-
ing tabooed information, ideas or views, are mostly constitutionally or legally
defined. Offensive uses of language such as libel, crimen injuria, and the like,
are prohibited. When there is a reasonable threat that hurtful information will be
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published, of which the damaging effect cannot be reversed after publication, an
interdict may prohibit such publication prior to the act; alternatively, if tabooed
information has been published the offender may be censured after the act, by
means of a fine, banning of the publication, an obligatory public apology, or an
explicit withdrawal of any harmful implications. “Censorship” in this context,
in contrast to ‘censure’ that bars or repudiates, typically refers to restricting
what may be published,12 by inhibiting speakers through threats of rejection,
scandal or more seriously, being put out of work or being incarcerated.

Censorship can be introduced by means of laws or proclamations that limit
representation and discussion of certain topics, or by regulations ex post facto to
remove the whole or certain sections from texts already published and prepared
for public circulation. Such legally defined censorship determines that certain
things may not be said, certain information may not be published, and certain
topics may not be publicly discussed, weighed, developed or put forward for
wider consideration. Such publicly sanctioned ways of restricting what may be
said or printed, are widely institutionalised. Discussion of censorship in modern
states such as Holland (cf. Buelens et al. 2000) or the German Federal Republic
(cf. Kienzle and Mende 1980) as well as under repressive regimes such as
National Socialism, Fascism or Stalinist Russia, often refers to similar condi-
tions and considerations of state censorship and corresponding self-censorship.13

Although the South African context is invoked illustratively in this chapter, gen-
eric aspects of the phenomenon should not be missed.

3.1. The right to free speech

Censorship is often regarded as a negative action that removes an established
and well recognised human right, namely the right to free speech. This is a right
that in constitutional democracies is not simply honoured as one of a variety of
fundamental liberties, but is mostly explicitly and specifically protected.14 The
protection of such a right is legally and philosophically justified on one or more
of three grounds (cf. Barendt 1987: 8–23). First, there is John Stuart Mill’s ar-
gument from truth, which emphasises the importance of open discussion for dis-
covering true facts and arriving at accurate judgements. Second, there is refer-
ence to free speech as an aspect of self-fulfilment to which each individual has a
right in her/his intellectual and spiritual development. Third, there is the argu-
ment from citizen participation in a democracy, which recognises not only the
right of all citizens to understand political issues in order to participate effec-
tively in the working of democracy, but also asserts the crucial role of freedom
of expression in the formulation of public opinion on political questions.

Due consideration of the right to free speech implies that people cannot be
prosecuted simply for speaking their minds. The right to freedom of speech
underlies another well-established democratic right, namely “freedom of the
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press”. Due consideration of this right ensures that political views opposing
those of the government in power may be published, discussed, circulated and
developed without fear of retribution. Particularly notable is that freedom of
speech is distinguished from other personal liberties such as those of privacy,
housing, education or family life in that it is primarily a liberty against the state
(Barendt 1987: 15). Although a number of separate principles are suggested as
possible bases for safeguarding freedom of expression, Schauer (1982) finds
that the various principles are unified in a deeper notion residing in an argument
from government incompetence. Freedom of speech, then, is based on the as-
sumption that political leaders are fallible, on distrust of governmental determi-
nations of truth and falsity and on a somewhat deeper distrust of governmental
power in a more general sense.

Censorship, thus, is a state initiative that infringes on the basic liberty of
being able to publish, through whichever mode, facts, ideas and opinions with-
out restraint or fear of prosecution. Provisions that secure free speech are typi-
cally assembled against the government: constitutions give a more significant
degree of protection against state intrusion than against interference by individ-
uals. The limits of freedom of speech are often discussed. The question is what
kinds of conditions justify an encroachment on such freedom that is patently de-
signed to protect the right to criticise the government, to safeguard minorities
and to keep alive the possibilities of political change. Considering the above-
mentioned argument from democracy, political speech expressing opinions and
communicating facts from whichever perspective is taken to be crucial for the
maintenance of a confident democracy. Unrestricted use of such political speech
is covered in virtually all circumstances by articles protecting freedom of ex-
pression in constitutions. Other categories of speech, such as commercial speech,
moral discourse, literature and other forms of art or pornography appear gen-
erally to enjoy less protection.

During the 1980s in South Africa, censorship was clearly aimed against
open discussion of forms of government and political ideas – a form of speech
generally afforded maximum and barely disputable protection. Illustratively
I refer to some of the legislation that instituted such censorship, and on the ef-
fects of such legislation on the media, in section 4. Since 1994, the governmen-
tal dispensation has changed considerably. Although much of the restrictive
legislation remains in place, there are considerably fewer court cases that refer
to censorship laws and certainly, much of what was formerly prohibited is now
allowed. Even so, censorship prevails in new forms and in relation to different
topics. Media language use is restricted in contextually sensitive ways, as will
be illustrated in the considerations that follow. Consideration of former as well
as more recent applications of censorship will assist in defining the kinds of cir-
cumstance in which the regulation or suppression of speech in the media may
typically occur.



408 Christine Anthonissen

3.2. Limiting the right to free speech

In spite of a long-established and highly valued tradition of protecting free
expression, censorship is still a regular practice in democratic societies. In fact,
censorship in one form or another is considered to be acceptable on the grounds
that freedom of speech is not an unqualified freedom. If, in speaking his or her
mind, one person mischievously damages the good name of another, this free-
dom has been abused. The other’s right to privacy, to protection of integrity and
human dignity may have been violated. Also, if a person freely expresses his/
her views in such a way as to incite violence or seriously threaten public secur-
ity, this is regarded as an infringement of the rights of others to safety from
bodily harm. Then sanctions of some kind are in order. Such sanctions may be
provided in the form of legally mandated censorship.

In one view, the freedom of expression principle15 that secures public dis-
cussion of political matters may at times be best preserved by temporary sup-
pression of certain kinds of speech (Barendt 1987: 21). Here considerations of
public welfare are generally raised; for instance, during times of extreme emerg-
ency, speech that may result in public violence is regarded as being best pro-
hibited. Also raised in this context are considerations of national security. When
audience response to a particular kind of speech may be rioting, disruption of
crucial services such as provision of electricity, destruction of vital resources
such as crude oil reserves, disintegration of proper order in the armed forces,
and the like, the state assumes the authority to prohibit such speech.

Censorship is regarded as an extreme measure justified only in extreme cir-
cumstances. Where a state presents itself as a democracy, a clear case would
have to be made for resorting to censorship rather than to other democratically
more acceptable means of dealing with a purported emergency. Crucial ques-
tions here are (i) whether the threats to public welfare, public order and national
security are real, perceived or fabricated and (ii) whether the government itself,
through its policies and practices, is in part responsible for the emergency it is
seeking to ward off.

Legislators and legal practitioners have to decide under which circum-
stances censorship is justified, and under which circumstances censorship de-
feats justified causes. From various historic situations it is clear that censorship
has often been used as a repressive tool and not as one that protects recognised
human or societal rights that are under serious threat.

Jaworski and Galasiński (2000: 185–200) report on and analyse the Black
Book of Polish Censorship – a document which records instructions, principles
and practices of censorship in Poland during the 1970s. This gives insight into
the topics that were scrutinised for possibly unacceptable renderings of virtually
every aspect of community life in the country, as well as into specific ways in
which materials were questioned, cut, reformulated or completely banned. The
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process illustrates how censorship was accomplished in what is described as a
totalitarian regime. However, even in modern democracies censorship of more
or less overt kinds have been used to make sure that only preferred constructions
of particular conflicts get media coverage, such as in the United States during
the Vietnam War (Arnett 1995) and the Gulf War (Traber and Lee 1991), and in
the UK during the Falklands War (Glasgow Media Group 1995) and the IRA
protests in Northern Ireland (Miller 1995).

It is not only through legislation and other overt forms of prohibition that
censorship is achieved. There are more covert forms of silencing minority
groups, marginalised groups or critical voices in the media. If a publication is
conceptualised as a site of engagement where a variety of perspectives may be
presented, debated, motivated and recognised for their validity, then control of
the space will decide which voices are heard and which are muted. For example,
if government and publishers are in opposition, the media become contested
spaces. The media can silence voices of government and amplify critical voices.
Government can respond by employing its power to censor, to assure that they
gain greater control of the public space embodied in the media.

In another, similarly political domain, the media have been tardy in yielding
space to gay and lesbian discourses, by which the positions, contributions and
civil rights of members of such groups would be recognised. Not only have
the media denied these discourses the opportunity to engage, often the lack of
engagement is due to self-censorship. On the one hand groups that challenge
received positions in mainstream culture are silenced and so made to be invis-
ible; on the other hand their invisibility is often intentional as some prefer not
to make the private public or political.16 Then the silence is self-imposed and
the opportunity to topicalise, eventually even normalise, human conditions that
have been placed on the periphery, is forfeited.

Self-censorship is also illustrated in what has lately been termed “embedded
journalism”. This practice of attaching reporters to military units was initiated
during the Persian Gulf War of 1991. During the United States invasion of
Iraq in 2003 this practice particularly came under scrutiny.17 In more and less
deliberate ways, journalists aligned to US and British forces obscured much of
the horrifying reality of the war. Some, through being close to and confined to
working with US soldiers, could not gain access to alternative experiences such
as those of Iraqi civilians (cf. David Zucchino of the Los Angeles Times). Then
silence on the experiences of those not mentioned was to some extent “acciden-
tal”. Others, through an apparent choice to sanitise their own group’s military
action, and with the bravado and romanticism often encountered among those
disengaged from the real horrors of war, avoided reference to, for example,
civilian deaths or casualties resulting from “friendly fire” (cf. Ron Harris of the
St.Louis Post-Dispatch).18 Then the silence on e.g. the killing of civilians at
checkpoints, or the use of depleted uranium, is self-imposed deliberately.
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Silencing may also be achieved by pre-empting censorship. In anticipating
the advantages of limiting free speech or the penalties that may indirectly arise
from speaking freely, publishers may advise, even enforce, self-censorship.
Jasper Becker, former bureau chief for a Hong Kong based newspaper, refers to
the pressure of working under constant surveillance and the risk of a journalist
compromising his contacts. He refers to the dismissal of the paper’s cartoonist,
a satirical writer, and a British editor, before his own dismissal that followed
his protest. In this case, he reports, there was no legislation that insisted on
the newspaper towing the line; the publishers and the editor apparently urged
collaboration, “writing to allow readers to read between the lines”, ahead of any
government demands (Becker 2002).19

In Zimbabwe media censorship was recently exercised in the form of intimi-
dation of journalists or editors who criticise the President, the governing party
or their actions. During the 2005 election campaign, even foreign correspon-
dents that had in some way annoyed the governing party were detained. Earlier,
in 2000, an editor of one of the more liberal newspapers was imprisoned
and only released after substantial public protest. Editors critical of government
controlled newspapers were retrenched,20 and a South African journalist at
the scene of a bomb blast was arrested and accused of complicity. Within six
months after the introduction of the USA Patriot Act, three newspaper editors
had lost their jobs for criticising American policy (Free Expression Network
26 April 2002). Harassing and firing the editor expressly for his/her criticism is
more overt than doing the same under false pretences or without giving reasons.

Public debate in South Africa ten years after the introduction of democracy
indicates that a degree of tension between government and the media is virtually
inevitable, even when the government is democratically elected and the press is
free. Members of Parliament sensitive to scrutiny by journalists suggested that
in the process of transformation in the country the media should refrain from
probing and criticising new structures of government. Others more sensitive to
fallibility of any government pointed out that the new constitution and a Bill of
Rights protecting liberal freedoms provide checks and balances that serve trans-
formation better.

Even if censorship is seen as an acceptable remedy in justifiable circum-
stances, it remains a remedy that has to be carefully monitored. Coetzee
(1996: 9) argues strongly against any form of censorship. He holds that which-
ever evils censorship may intend to deter, “the cure is always worse than the dis-
ease”.21 Often there is silence on the real intentions of censoring regulations: en-
abling public safety may be put forward to justify surveillance and investigation
that goes against established democratic rights. The USA Patriot Act passed in
October 200122 in response to the 11 September attacks was motivated by argu-
ments for public security. However, consideration of the effects of this law
did not endorse such justification. According to the Free Expression Network
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(2002) the law “created a climate chilling to speech, debate, and dissent in the
very places intended to foster discussion and dialogue – schools, colleges and
universities, and newspapers”. Knowing how easily personal communication
by telephone, e-mail, internet, library subscription, and the likes could be moni-
tored certainly had an inhibiting effect. This is reminiscent of the Emergency
Regulations in South Africa during the 1980s when a taboo on discussion of
topics, such as who and how many political detainees were being held, was
presented as being in the interest of national security, while in fact the true
intention was to disable discourses of social justice potentially embarrassing to
the legislator.

4. Obliging silence by legislating censorship

From general considerations of the functions of silence in communication, the
right to free expression and censorship that limits such a right, we now move to
more specific conditions of censorship in South Africa from 1985 to 1990. The
printed media of the late 1980s often referred to the governmental procedures
that imposed restrictions, and to the issues on which the media were expected to
remain silent23 (cf. Tomaselli and Louw 1991). Even government supporters ac-
knowledged and justified the media regulations.24

A revealing feature of state censorship, according to Coetzee (1996: 35)
is that “it is not proud of itself, never parades itself”. State attempts to control
the media clandestinely were already introduced in the 1970s. The media his-
tory that preceded the censorship associated with state of emergency legislation
of the 1980s is documented from various perspectives in works by (inter alia)
de Villiers (1980), Rees and Day (1980), Rhoodie (1983), Hachten and Giffard
(1984).

Related to ancient practices of taboo, where certain acts and expressions
were prohibited for cultural and religious reasons, the custom of controlling the
written word in a similar way to earlier practices of controlling the spoken word
has almost universally become a regular part of governmental rule. Galasiński
(2003) elaborates on 1981 legislation in Poland that regulated official control
of performances and publications. Such legislation, introduced more or less
simultaneously as the South Africa media restrictions, was justified by a similar
argument, namely the state’s obligation to safeguard its subjects, purportedly
protecting freedom of speech (Galasiński 2003: 216–217). Governments’ auth-
ority in presiding over the right to publish is rarely contested. Nevertheless,
there is much controversy over the limits of such authority. For example, where
censorship on the publishing of pornography is expected and accepted, there is
still debate on what kinds of publication can rightly be categorised as such, and
on whether the state should indeed be a guardian of moral values of this kind.
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Concerning the publication of politically sensitive material, the state’s claim to
control is much less tolerated than its claim to oversee matters of public de-
cency.

To measure the potential harm that can be done by publishing controversial
matter, many communities rely on religious instructions and customary law.
Additionally, there is governmental legislation that regulates the printing and
distribution of specifically defined issues and concerns.

The South African laws and proclamations of the 1980s that determined
what content news media were allowed to publish as well as the style, modes
and attitudes these media were allowed to adopt clearly threatened an estab-
lished democratic right to freedom of expression. Such laws to a large extent de-
termined the context in which news could (or could not) be published. Media re-
sponses varied between open challenges, subtle references to the gagging
orders, and self-censorship aimed at avoiding controversy or repudiation.

4.1. General media regulations in South Africa

At the beginning of 1986 when the first state of emergency (announced in June
1985) prevailed, there were more than 100 laws circumscribing what journalists
in South Africa may write about (Standbridge 1986). These laws were of course
not all directly related to the state of emergency (which was continually re-
newed until 1990). For example, there were measures that proscribed reporting
on socially sensitive issues such as details of divorce proceedings or publishing
pictures of people in mental institutions. Nevertheless, many of the laws already
in place by 1985 became particularly pertinent during the state of emergency.

To illustrate, the Publications Act (42 of 1974) authorised the Publications
Advisory Board (PAB) to control publications it found to be undesirable on
various grounds,25 such as indecency and obscenity, blasphemy, ridiculing sec-
tions of the population, impairing relations between any sections of the popu-
lation, or disclosing offensive or harmful material with reference to any judicial
proceedings. This controversial law constructed the “reasonable person” in the
community as immature, of very average intelligence and incapable of making
good moral judgements. Under emergency conditions this act provided for cen-
sorship of publications carrying a threat to “state security, general welfare or
peace and good order”. Thus a text originally motivated by concern for moral
principles in a multicultural community obscured and was extensively used for
additional aims of silencing criticism against government.

A large number of laws that intended to secure public order and to regulate
the role of the media in socially sensitive domains contained regulative
measures. Included in the collection of laws that in some way limited what
newspapers could publish and in what form are the Defence Act (44 of 1957),
the Police Act (7 of 1958), the Post Office Act (44 of 1958), the Internal Secur-
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ity Act (74 of 1982), and the Protection of Information Act (84 of 1982). Effec-
tively, these acts tabooed media discussion of or comment on specified military
and police activities, national intelligence activities, access to secret documents,
and so on. They also silenced the dissemination of information on unlawful or-
ganisations, resistance campaigns and other protest activities.

During the 1970s enormous amounts of public funds were channelled into
secret accounts used to gain control of internal and foreign media in attempts
to present South African policies and experiences in a more favourable light. On
the argument that the irregularity and aggressiveness of the propaganda against
the country justified using unconventional and irregular methods, vigorous
governmental media control proceeded. Not surprisingly, but most ironically,
silence on the enormous misappropriation of funds, misrepresentations and
accompanying malpractices aimed at using the media to strengthen the state was
broken in the news. Indeed, it was the Rand Daily Mail,26 a publication which
had for a long time been a thorn in the flesh for the government, to whom the
first disenchanted collaborator turned to leak the story.

The introduction of stricter media control during the 1980s has to be under-
stood against the history of the media conflict of the preceding years. During
1985 to 1990 a set of specific media restrictions was added to the existing ones.
Government was acutely aware not only of the way in which the media gave
access to news that could shape public perceptions and opinions, but also of
the fact that the oppositional press was strong and highly articulate. The partial
independence of the press necessitated, from the government’s perspective,
aggressive intervention. There was no apparent appreciation of the potential
value a free press may have in developing political ideas or just practices in
society.

5. The Guguletu Seven

At an early stage in the 5-year period when a state of emergency gave security
forces special powers in the repression of political protest, an event occurred
in Cape Town that eventually became a leading case in claiming restitution for
unsolicited repressive state violence. The event, referred to as the case of the
“Guguletu Seven”, happened early on a Monday morning, 3 March 1986. I shall
refer to the silencing, and later the disclosure, of how and why seven youngsters
were killed in a police shoot-out. In tracing what was given and what obscured,
three sources assisted: (i) newspaper reports published in the aftermath of the
event, (ii) transcripts of the Guguletu Seven TRC hearing ten years later, where
this particular event was investigated anew, and (iii) a documentary film27 that
used police videotapes, films made in investigating the submissions of a number
of the victims’ relatives and video recordings of the TRC hearing. These sources
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illustrate generally how censorship measures intended to silence may succeed in
some aspects, but may be challenged and defeated in others.

Briefly, what happened was that a group of seven young unemployed men
living in Guguletu, a township outside Cape Town, were recruited to join an
underground resistance group allegedly aligned to the African National Con-
gress (ANC), a banned organisation at the time. The men were promised finan-
cial support for participating in dissident activities, the details of which were not
made clear to them. On the very first day of taking up their relatively uncertain
commitment, they ran into a police ambush which ended in the death of all
seven youngsters. The immediate official media release on the event differed
considerably from the recount of journalists who were barred from the scene
of the event, but had independently obtained eyewitness reports. The police
version suggested that their unit had responded to a tip off, ran into an ambush
apparently set by terrorists, and survived due to their effective self-defence. Re-
ports from the community suggested another version, but emergency regulations
precluded a proper investigation.

Ten years later, when the TRC was established to investigate gross human
rights violations, the full picture emerged. The anguish and objections of the
mothers and of others who had known the men proved to be justified: their
children had not been involved in political activity until they were recruited by
an undercover military agent who posed as a leader in the resistance movement.
They were deceitfully recruited for the sole purpose of taking part in a staged
ambush set up by a secret military unit, to support state propaganda on the se-
verity of internal terrorist threats and to justify intensified police “intervention”
in the townships. The youngsters had been lured into the ambush and intention-
ally, brutally shot down. Attempts to silence the reports alternative to those of-
ficially released continued for the next ten years. Questions of eye witnesses and
of people close to the deceased, were left unanswered; tributes of their home
community at the funerals were banned; military and police collaborators were
protected from thorough interrogation, at a number of occasions. The breaking
of the silence in the TRC hearings offers unique insight into the nature and
structure of media silences.

Analysis of media coverage discloses how censorship silences on at least
two levels. First, there is the silence of the powerful, the censors. The legal
documents that prohibit publication include discourse that obscures, or at least
attempts to obscure, the full intent of the prohibition. In responding to media
enquiry, police officers give limited information, false information or refuse
to give any – thus silencing one text by offering another. Government officials
responsible for the prohibiting legislation and for the actions of security force
members also took part in muzzling community voices, eye witnesses and the
media. Second, there is the silence of the vulnerable, the censored. Youngsters
were silenced by being killed rather than being arrested. Community members
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and relatives who had witnessed parts of the event were silenced in their access
to public media, as well as in the course of police investigation and inquests that
followed. Reporters were silenced by any number of restrictive measures in-
cluding summonses to disclose the names of witnesses and to answer for having
passed restricted material on to foreign journalists.

5.1. Acts of language that enable media censorship – the silencers

The announcement of a State of Emergency in various regions of the country in
1985 immediately put a considerable degree of censorship in place. However,
the regulations proved to be inadequate to stop the flow of information about the
extent of protest as well as about the manner and intensity of preventive and re-
tributive measures taken by the police and the military. On a daily basis media
reports voiced and fuelled indignation and outrage at government actions in
the areas affected by the emergency regulations. The government responded
by imposing more measures of media control. I shall refer here specifically to
the censorship measures that applied in March 1986 when the shooting of the
Guguletu Seven took place.

5.1.1. Legal documents: Media restrictions during the State of Emergency,
1985–1986

Before the 1985 State of Emergency it was illegal to publish information on
matters such as defence, external military actions, liberation wars in southern
Africa, nuclear activities and fuel supplies without official permission. Publi-
cation without due clearance ran the risk of high penalties (Breytenbach 1997).
In September 1985 a Bureau of Information was established under the aegis of
the Office of the State President. The Bureau was assigned to improve the South
African government’s image abroad, and simultaneously to keep an eye on
how the internal media represented the state, state policies and state initiatives.
It was not openly established as a censoring institution, but was given such re-
sponsibilities (Tomaselli and Louw 1991).

Emergency regulations published in the Government Gazette of November
1985 had a silencing effect by determining that the police would decide who
to allow as journalists in the magisterial districts under emergency regulations,
and how those chosen ones were to go about their professional duties. Taking or
publishing photographs, sound recordings and even drawings of unrest-related
material were prohibited, except with the permission of a police officer. Jour-
nalists entering the restricted areas had to display their accreditation at all times,
and had to report to the officer in charge. The Minister of Police, Louis Le
Grange, rephrased such covert censorship as a regulation introduced so that the
police could “render the necessary assistance”.28
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The only reason given overtly for such control of the professional practices
of journalists, was the government’s concern that “the presence of television
and other camera crews in unrest situations (…) proved to be a catalyst to
further violence” (Le Grange, cited in Sunday Tribune, 10 November 1985).

State proscriptions silenced by obscuring the intention of the particular
regulations, which apparently was to keep security force brutality from public
scrutiny. Justification of the media restrictions stated that they would repair and
maintain internal stability.

5.1.2. Police statements to the media

On 5 March, two days after the shooting in Guguletu, the Cape Times adhered to
emergency regulations, telexing allegations made by the families of deceased
youngsters to Police Headquarters in Pretoria and asking permission to publish
them. Censorship of these allegations began by delaying the answers so that
they were not in time for the newspaper going to press. Suggestions of eye wit-
nesses that contradicted police claims and resultant probing questions in the
media were constructed as malicious and aimed at undermining state security.
Police responses then took the form of overt refusals to give further comment.
Thus the discourse between publishers and censoring authorities on conflicting
versions of the event was replaced by a discourse of stubborn refusal to either
ratify or deny information obtained in independent news gathering. Such re-
fusals then became the printed news, as in:

“The Commissioner of Police has already made a statement. I have nothing further to
add.” (Police liaison officer cited in Cape Times, 15 March 1986: 2)

According to the Commanding officer of the Public Relations Division of the South
African Police (SAP) in Pretoria “police had already made statements on the issue
and were not prepared to comment any further”. (Cape Times, 15 March 1986: 2)

Another form of silencing by police authorities occurred when reporters indi-
cated that between 6,000 and 15,000 people (some reported even more) had
attended the funeral of the seven.29 The police version, however, assured that in
monitoring the crowd, they had counted no more than 3,000 mourners.

5.1.3. Statements by Government officials

The Economist30 commented that none of the media regulations seemed to
have much to do with averting a guerrilla onslaught – a justification often used
by politicians. Rather, the regulations would frustrate those who had opted
for the only alternative to violence open to the disenfranchised. Civic protest in
the form of speeches, demonstrations, strikes and boycotts became outlawed.
The media regulations of 1985 and 1986 thus silenced verbal as well as non-ver-
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bal forms of communication. The justification of extreme emergency was used,
although no objective support was given for such a claim, and public scrutiny or
ratification was foreclosed.

In parliament, members of the opposition asked questions related to the
Guguletu Seven incident. On 19 March, more than two weeks after the shooting,
Louis le Grange, Minister of Law and Order, contradicted eye witness accounts.
According to the Cape Times the opposition spokesman for Law and Order, Tian
van der Merwe, pertinently asked whether one victim had in fact attempted
to surrender as was alleged by an eye witness. The Minister reportedly answered
with a blunt “no”. He also refused to disclose and so remained silent on: the
causes of death; the nature of the victims’ wounds; the name and rank of the of-
ficers in charge of the police operation; details of who had stolen the vehicle
used by the youngsters; whether the men had been known to the police through
e.g. former arrests, detentions, or charges in terms of security laws.

Readers were left to guess the reasons for such self-censorship of the min-
ister. At the time it was possible to imply that he did not have the requested in-
formation. However, in 1996 it emerged that this was highly unlikely; the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission investigations revealed that the youngsters had
in fact been recruited by an “askari”, a person co-opted as informer and collab-
orator, working for a clandestine government agency, the Civil Co-operation
Bureau (CCB). The existence of this particular Bureau, later referred to as the
government’s “dirty tricks” section, was shrouded in silence. This institution
was licenced to remove state opposition by means outside and above the law.

This was a clear government cover-up, though at first there was little evi-
dence of the full extent of the gross abuse of state power. The government’s
silence and silencing was most likely motivated by their desire to keep their
considered use of criminal methods undisclosed. By replacing the discourse on
facts of the event with a discourse on the untrustworthiness of certain media,
they intended to deceive a supposedly naïve polity.

5.2. Acts of language that disable full disclosure in the media – the silenced

Legal restrictions on journalists were not unambiguous in distinguishing be-
tween standard criminal activity (on which reporting was allowed) and political
protest constructed as criminal activity (on which reporting was disallowed).
Journalists were able to gather information, but would have to screen what they
published carefully to avoid the penalties attached to censorship.

5.2.1. Silencing by “permanently removing” those who could speak

All seven youngsters, referred to as “terrorists” (Die Burger 4–3–1986: 2)
or “guerillas” (Cape Times 4–3–1986: 1; 5–3–1986: 2) in the first reports on
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the shoot-out were killed. Thus their own testimony was silenced. Even so,
there were attempts to censor information on who they were, and what kind
of standing they had in their home communities. The Cape Times of 7 March
1986 reports on a set of questions their reporters had asked the police and
which the police had not answered. One such unanswered question had re-
quested the names of those who had been killed. Nevertheless, a journalist got
in touch with relatives of the men, and some of the critical media broke the
silence about names and identities. Two media techniques challenged the of-
ficial discourse, i.e. the use of quotation marks in printing pejorative terms
such as “terrorist” and “guerilla”, and giving alternative renderings of the ref-
erents’ identities.

Die Burger of 5 and 6 March 1986 referred to the seven as “terroriste” and
“vermeende terroriste” (“terrorists, alleged terrorists”) without using quotation
marks. In contrast the Cape Times of 5 March reported under the heading
“Mothers of ‘guerillas’ speak” – quotation marks used – how the families to
whom they had spoken denied that their children had been active, or even inter-
ested, in the political activities alleged by the police:

“Jabulani was just a sweet boy who knew nothing about politics. He was the only son
I had (…) they have shot the wrong people.” (Eunice Miya, cited in Cape Times,
5 March 1986: 2)

5.2.2. Silencing eye-witnesses and relatives

The immediate responses of police spokesmen made it clear that they had an
interest in silencing eye-witness reports. A Cape Times journalist assigned spe-
cifically as a crime reporter had arrived at the scene of the shoot-out in the regular
course of his day’s work. When police on site refused to give any information
and referred him to “Pretoria”, he proceeded to a nearby hostel where he
collected the critical eye-witness reports. The police urgently and insistently
demanded that the Cape Times give them the names of the witnesses by having
a subpoena delivered by a senior officer, the commander of the Murder and Rob-
bery Squad. They also denied the truth of the eye-witness allegations. In doing
so they signalled their dissatisfaction with an alternative version. The discourse
between competing daily newspapers, Die Burger and Cape Times, highlighted
inconsistencies between the eye-witness accounts and the police accounts. Die
Burger alluded to the civilians’ version as

’n poging om die indruk te wek dat die mense wat doodgeskiet is onskuldige werk-
soekers was (alhoewel hulle swaar bewapen was).
[an attempt to create the impression that the people who were shot and killed
were innocent jobseekers (although they were heavily armed)] (Die Burger, 15 March
1986: 2)
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Again, silencing took the form of withholding the names of the eye-witnesses.
The Cape Times, as a standard measure of source protection, did not publish
their names. Even so, the witnesses soon came forward themselves to have their
accounts officially recorded. These accounts were available ten years later at the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission enquiry. Then, in 1997, the Cape Times
journalist who had “broken” the news gave their names explicitly, indicating
that the taboo on naming had been removed; Bowers Mzonke, Cecil Mthuthu
and General Sibaca were at last publicly heard and recognised as respectable,
honest witnesses.

In raising doubt as to the credibility of eye-witness reports and relatives’
characterisations, the official discourses displaced those of the people closest to
the seven youngsters. So, discourses portraying one as a worker in a bakery who
supported his mother, another as a sensitive son who walked his mother to the
station as she was leaving for work, and a third as a friend who liked to make
music, were replaced. Official discourse portrayed the Guguletu Seven as delin-
quents who had joined the underground and had misled their families. The more
complex detail of vulnerable, naive young men desperate for an income and
thus easily lured into an offer that promised reasonable remuneration was not
heard until ten years after the event. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission
gave the first opportunity for the local community’s version of the story to be af-
forded status similar to that of the official versions circulated in 1986. The 1986
version has now largely been replaced by the 1996 version.

5.2.3. Silencing the media: The stories as well as the narrators

The narrators, the journalists, sub-editors and editors had virtually stumbled
upon the Guguletu Seven event. Chris Bateman of the Cape Times related to the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission how he had arrived at police head-
quarters at 9 am, found no-one in, and gathered that “something major had hap-
pened”. Silencing of media voices started by police denying reporters access to
the scene, and it continued in miscellaneous ways. Headlines on the front page
of the Cape Times of 4 and 5 March read:

Man with hands in air shot – witness
7 die in battle with police
Jeers as police wash away blood

In text under such headings as the above, the censorship was challenged by
means of implications regarding the nature of the event, as in:

“In what appeared to be a carefully planned police operation, detectives confronted
the suspects” [my italics]
“Certain allegations made by the families have been withheld pending the police
reply which had not been received at the time of going to press.” [my italics]
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The police immediately drew on the emergency regulations, attempting to
silence by legal action against two journalists of the Cape Times. Newspapers’
persistent questions were referred to the Bureau of Information in Pretoria,
where requests for permission to run the stories that they had uncovered were
either left unanswered or given brusque, uninformative responses.

Information on the extraordinary circumstances of the event had been si-
lenced. There were nagging questions concerning who had been responsible for
the security force action, who had been in command, how the police managed
such a prompt and extensive presence at that particular time and place, why
there was no attempt to arrest the youngsters, why in circumstances alleged to
be excessively threatening, police injuries had been virtually negligible, and so
on. Such discourse was censored and replaced by another that topicalised the re-
luctance of officials in responding to questions and by the punitive measures
against journalists, who insisted on their right to publish an alternative, more
likely representation of the event.

The media became sites of engagement between the publishers and the state,
as well as between two local morning papers, Die Burger and Cape Times. In the
discursive web of questions, implications, scant details and lies, the tug of war
between powerful institutions such as state and media was patent. Within days
the Cape Times reporter responsible for the alternative version of the chain of
events was subpoenaed to supply the names of the witnesses. Also, a colleague
was charged for passing the story on to a foreign news agency, the BBC. After
the event Bateman was barred from attending the regular crime report meetings
at police headquarters. That he had embarrassed and annoyed the police went
unmentioned. His exclusion was justified by the sham claim that he did not have
the required police accreditation. In fact, many journalists worked without such
accreditation: a number of newspapers had deliberately decided not to apply for
it as they regarded the instruction to be a form of censorship and had chosen to
resist such state surveillance.

Die Burger, traditionally aligned to the ruling National Party, published a
front page report on the Guguletu event on 4 March. Their representation chal-
lenged the Cape Times version by giving open support for the police account,
with headlines such as

ANC-lokval gefnuik (ANC trap foiled)
Bloedbad was hul doel (Bloodbath was their aim)
Al hoe meer terroriste loop hul vas (More and more terrorists confounded)

The Afrikaans paper reported more on the summons brought against the Cape
Times reporters than did the Cape Times itself. In referring to the journalist’s
eye-witness account of police shooting a man who was giving himself up, and
another who was lying on the ground already wounded, Die Burger cited a Cap-
tain Calitz, who said the police would never shoot to kill a suspected terrorist.
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polisiemanne – uitgesoekte spesialiste – weet watter waarde ’n gevange terroris vir
die polisie inhou … (maar as) ’n AK47 op jou skiet is daar geen tyd om te redekawel
nie
[policemen – elected specialists – know what value a captured terrorist has for the
police … (but if) an AK47 is firing at you there is no time for dispute] (Die Burger,
4 March 1986: 1)

In referring to the slight injuries of police officers in comparison to the exces-
sive wounds of the deceased, Die Burger cited the police response that their men
had had “noue ontkomings” (“narrow escapes”).

Also, Die Burger (4–3–1986: 8) commented protractedly on an escalating
“rewolusionêre patroon” (“revolutionary pattern”) and “aaklige geweldspoli-
tiek van die ANC en sy terroriste-bendes” (“ghastly violence politics of the
ANC and its terrorist gangs”).

Much of the information tabooed in 1986 was silenced through censorship regu-
lations. However, a fair amount was not published because journalists at the
time could not even collect the information. Instead of a story on the deception
and a staged ambush on susceptible youngsters, the story of March 1986 was re-
placed by one of seven terrorists caught in the act of a bungled ambush they had
planned and poorly executed. The discourse given prominence in 1986 focussed
on whether the intensity of the police violence had been justified, and whether
the threat they allegedly experienced had been real. The silence on who had
planned and commanded the operation and what they had set out to achieve on
the morning of 3 March was resounding. Censorship of these particulars was
achieved not through media regulations, but in fact through a decision of senior
security force members to enable a fabricated story of terrorists frustrated in an
attempt to ambush a police vehicle, and to disable a story of security force
members covertly luring the unsuspecting men into naive political protest that
would cost them their lives.

A detailed analysis of censorship under a repressive political system high-
lights a number of very obvious instances of silencing in the media. There are
examples from across the range: silencing by murdering witnesses, silencing by
legal prohibition, silencing by telling lies, by replacing one story with another,
by foregrounding one story and discrediting another; offenders remain silent
on their own motives and actions, reporters remain silent to protect witnesses,
relatives remain silent in horror and vulnerability. It is clear that between de-
stroying documents and killing witnesses on the one hand, and the self-censor-
ship of those who cannot or will not speak on the other, there is a continuum of
more and less forceful tabooing. To marginalise discourses that publish minor-
ity perspectives, or to secure biased reviews by employing the journalist illus-
trate more covert forms of silencing. Covert silencing may seem relatively
innocent but may be as damaging as many more overt forms. Reflection on the
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variety of ways in which discourse spaces are occupied and organised should
serve to raise awareness of the power of language and the power of silence in the
media. Such reflection also assists in recognising, interpreting and challenging
deceptive or hegemonic discourses.

Notes

1 cf. discussion in Levinson (1983: 299, 300).
2 As discussed in Tannen and Saville-Troike (1985).
3 cf. Wardhaugh (1986: 234–237); also Scollon (1985) and Scollon and Scollon (1996).
4 cf. Kurzon (1997: 12, 20) on notions of intentional and unintentional silence.
5 cf. reference to such “gagging made graphic” in Anthonissen (2003: 305, 306)
6 A similar distinction is to be found in nouns of Dutch and Afrikaans, where stilte can

denote absence of sound or of speech, but “swye” denotes specifically absence of
speech. Cf. the German cognates Stille vs. Schweigen.

7 Cf. a theatre review of Primo, a play by Anthony Sher based on Primo Levi’s Ausch-
witz memoir, titled “From horror comes stillness”.

8 Cf. Fowler (1996) on “defamiliarization” as a means of challenging “habitualization”,
where he refers to general laws of perception that tend to repress sensitivity to stable,
regular forms and patterns.

9 Cf. The New Collins Thesaurus (1985). London: Guild Publishing; Oxford Diction-
ary Oxford: Oxford University Press.

10 Obviously different communities have different conventions relating to the accepta-
bility or not of various kinds of behaviour. Therefore, what has to be censored, what
kind of behaviour is dubious but tolerable in given circumstances, and what kind
is entirely acceptable and respectable are not universal or generic. Various forms of
censure and censorship are often culture and group specific.

11 Such authority often enjoys legal protection such as is recognised in customary law
or the statutes of local authorities, constitutions of community organisations, and
so on.

12 The term “publish” in this context is used for any means of making public a text, i.e.
a spoken announcement, written text or visual image such as a photograph or a film.

13 Coetzee (1996) refers extensively to censorship measures in the USSR, although his
interest is in state control of literature rather than of the media. He refers not only to
state prescription and proscription, but also to how censorship was resisted (e.g.) as
when Isaac Babel elected for a “genre of silence” (1996: 147), for rather not writing
at all than writing according to objectionable rules. Coetzee refers also to censorship
in related regimes such as Hungary and Cuba.

14 Such protection is guaranteed, for example, in the First Amendment to the United
States Constitution, in Article 5 of the German Grundgesetz and in Article 10 of the
European Convention. In Britain the freedom exists residually in that, where statute
or common law rules do not restrict it, it is naturally established.

15 Many legal systems protect not only the right to speak freely, but also the right to
remain silent. The right to remain silent is mostly one that allows silence as an alter-
native to giving self-incriminating evidence (cf. Kurzon 1997: 51–71).
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16 Cf. reference to the phrase “the personal is political”, coined by Carol Hanish in
the feminist protest against the Miss America Contest in 1968, in Sebek (2002).
On (self-)censorship of gay and lesbian discourses in mainstream media, see also
Henriques (1978); Dickey (1987); Higgins (1995).

17 Media coverage of the gulf wars and a definition of the notion of embedded journal-
ism are elaborated in the web-based encyclopedia Wikipedia. See also web-reports
by Turnley (2002) and Silver (2002) on televising the Gulf War; comments published
by Goodman (n.d.) and Newshour (2003) regarding embedded journalism.

18 Cf. reference to Harris and Zucchino in Rockwell (2005).
19 On censorship and self-censorship in Hong Kong, see also Lee and Lin (2006:

331–358), where the discourse on censorship in two local newspapers is analysed.
20 Cf. The Cape Times, 1 September 2000, p. 4.
21 See also Butler (1997) for an elaborate investigation of hate speech, and a strong posi-

tion against recourse to state control and censorship as a means of challenging this.
22 For specific details and comment on the provisions of the USA Patriot Act see also

American Civil Liberties Union (2001), Electronic Frontier Foundation (2001) and
Feingold (2001).

23 Cf. Weekly Mail, Cape Times.
24 For example, Die Kerkbode (17 December 1986) surveyed editors of a number of

publications of Afrikaans churches and was convinced that “verantwoordelike
kerkpers nie geraak (word) deur media-beheer(nie)” (“responsible church publi-
cations are not affected by media control”). A front page article went on to mention
that it was a pity that restrictions had become necessary because we were living in
“revolutionary times”.

25 For specific details cf. Stuart (1990: 86–89).
26 Due to economic pressure not unrelated to the political strife in the country, this pub-

lication was discontinued in 1985. However, it re-emerged as an independent weekly
newspaper, The Weekly Mail, currently published as the Mail and Guardian.

27 “The Guguletu Seven” produced and directed by Lindi Wilson.
28 Cf. Gavin Stewart’s “The Walls of Jericho”, article published in the Sunday Tribune,

10 November 1985.
29 In fact, at the funeral on 15 March only six of the seven were buried; the seventh per-

son’s family had opted for a less public ceremony.
30 The Economist, 20 December 1986, p. 17–20.
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19. Technology, democracy and
participation in space

Rodney H. Jones

1. Participation and space

Much has been written about the new possibilities for participation in civil and
political life in cyberspace. New information technologies have made possible
new ways for people to construct social identities, form social networks and
take social action. Attention has been paid to the use of the internet in political
movements and political processes, the ways flows of information affect rela-
tionships of power, and the development of on-line communities, particularly
among the marginalised.

We construct cyberspace by the way we study it. Technologies, as Hine
(2000) points out, are both tools for communication and artifacts that we create
through the symbolic meanings we invest in them. Studies in computer me-
diated communication and politics always define computer mediated partici-
pation based on a particular definition of the space in which that participation
is seen to occur, a particular metaphor by which cyberspace is understood
(Stefik 1996), whether it is seen as a “communication conduit”, “a digital
library”, “an electronic marketplace”, “a collection of virtual worlds” or an
“information superhighway”, to name just a few possibilities. What cyberspace
is is determined by the theoretical frames and terminological screens we bring
to it.

This paper compares and contrasts the approaches of various scholars in ap-
plied linguistics and communication studies regarding political participation
and the internet, analysing them in terms of the ways they construct partici-
pation by constructing the space in which it occurs. It reviews approaches which
see cyberspace as a kind of virtual public square, and define participation in
terms of access to this virtual property, those which focus more on the generic or
textual spaces constructed in cyberspace and see participation as mastery of par-
ticular sets of discursive conventions, and finally, those which view partici-
pation in terms of concrete, everyday social actions within overlapping layers of
activity spaces, both physical and virtual. These studies constitute a range of in-
terests, methodologies and theoretical frameworks from mass communication
studies to genre analysis to mediated discourse analysis.

In order to fully understand the potential for the internet to alter modes of
political participation, I will argue, all of these ways of perceiving space need to
be accounted for. Most importantly, however, analysts must recognise that par-
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ticipation with computer technologies is always participation in spaces which
are shaped by users themselves through the kinds of metaphors and communi-
cative expectations they bring to them.

2. Participation and the electronic commons

Most contributions to the debate about the internet and democracy from the field
of communication studies have conceptualised cyberspace as a kind of “elec-
tronic commons” in which users can deliberate, debate, organise and otherwise
exchange information. In this approach the key criteria by which participation is
defined are access, visibility, community, and the free flow of information, and
the key questions involve the extent to which the internet alters citizens’ ability
to affect public policy or exercise collective political power in the public sphere.
Central to this construction of a “virtual public sphere” are liberal values of
transparency, participation, openness, collaboration and egalitarianism.

Many scholars taking this approach focus on the internet’s potential to bring
about “a revitalized democracy characterized by a more active informed citi-
zenry” (Corrado 1996: 29). They credit it with widening political debate by pro-
viding the resources for disseminating information to a greater number of
people, providing a forum for debating policy, and providing a means of holding
those in power more accountable. Characteristic of this perspective is the work
of Dahlgren (2000, 2001), who sees the internet as changing what Habermas
(1989) calls “the public sphere”. The internet, he argues, more than any other
medium, has created a communal public space which, due to its near universal
accessibility, its social decontextualisation, its lack of usage conventions, and
the difficulty of enforcing censorship in it, satisfies Habermas’s conditions for
increased democratic discourse.

Whereas in the past sources of information tended to be concentrated among
a few major commercial and governmental outlets, the internet allows those
with limited resources to publish information, and for users all over the world to
bypass traditional gatekeepers of information and avail themselves of primary
sources and of a wide range of perspectives on these sources. This feature has
proved particularly important in nations in which traditional media (news-
papers, television) are tightly controlled by governmental or commercial inter-
ests (Zheng and Wu 2005).

Not only has information itself become decentralised, so has the power to
decide what kinds of information are important and what kinds are not – the pro-
cess of “agenda setting” (Harper 2003). In the past, large media corporations
and governments perpetuated a top-down model of political discourse in which
those at the top of the information business held control over the public dis-
cussion. Now, even web pages or weblogs run by individuals can have an enor-
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mous impact on the shape of the political debate (Drezner and Farrell 2004)
(see, for example, the role the Drudgereport had in the Monica Lewinsky scan-
dal). Individuals can also effect policy change by rallying support through
mainstream channels or through more subversive forms of online political ac-
tivism or “hacktivism” (Taylor 2005).

The extent to which these new flows of information and new processes
of agenda setting can actually cultivate the kind of “informed public” seen as
necessary for democracy, however, is uncertain. Just because a public has more
information available to it does not necessarily mean it is “more informed”.
First, much of the information that circulates on the web can be inaccurate or
biased, bypassing as it does traditional systems of responsibility, regulation, and
accountability. As Bazerman (2004: para. 34) writes “while the increased oppor-
tunities for participation and affiliation seem to foster the ideals of democracy,
there are also fewer filters on the partisanship, controversialism, and unreliabil-
ity of reports that can become widely visible and seem to have some spillover
effect into more traditional media.” Second, this information often comes at a
rate at which it is difficult to process: the fundamental changes in the political
economy of information have been accompanied by an enormous speeding up
of the rate at which texts are produced and consumed, and this increased speed
of information can have negative effects on the political decision making pro-
cesses of both leaders and citizens, forcing them, in many cases, to make hastier
decisions in response to the furious flow of information (Hartley 2003).

Another oft-cited advantage of the internet is that is provides spaces for the
development and the strengthening of communities, increasing citizens’ ability to
engage in lobbying or identity politics (Graham and Khosravi 2002). Rheingold
(1993), the most famous early proponent of electronic communities, insisted as
far back as the early nineties that cyberspace provides individuals with the free-
dom to form their own communities free of physical and political limitations. This
aspect of the medium has been especially important for people in socially or
politically marginalised groups who are able to network with one another for the
purposes of social support or political organisation and to construct a kind of vis-
ibility in the virtual public sphere that may not be possible in the physical one. By
calling on the rhetoric of inclusion associated with the electronic commons, ex-
cluded groups can argue for their rights as part of an active public. Examples of
this can be seen in the creation of digital “queer spaces” by gays and lesbians
(Woodland 2000). Marginalised communities can also work in less visible ways,
using electronic communication more quietly to undermine powerful discourses,
as with democracy activist in places like China and Burma (Zheng and Wu 2005).

At the heart of the ability of the internet to foster free speech and political
activism is the fact that new technologies of communication fundamentally
change how people are able to manage their identities in various kinds of “pub-
lics”. The Internet has altered what Saco (2002: xi) calls “the politics of visibil-
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ity”: On one hand, it has increased the visibility of previously invisible groups
and perspectives, but on the other hand, much of this visibility depends upon the
invisibility of individual participants that the web affords. What chiefly facili-
tates free speech on the internet is the fact that it gives people ways to conceal or
alter their identities and thus simultaneously advance their agendas and disas-
sociate themselves from them.

Many of those who see the internet as an inclusive public sphere rest as
much of their claim on the invisibility it affords as on the visibility. Anonymity,
it is argued, breeds egalitarianism. As Heim (1992: 72) puts it, “we are more
equal because we can either ignore or create the body that appears in cyber-
space”. Perhaps the most extreme version of this argument comes from some
corners of the “cyberfeminism” movement, best characterised by the writings of
Donna Haraway (1991) and her theory of the “cyborg”. In this perspective the
internet is seen as freeing women (and men) from the limits of biology, lessen-
ing hierarchy and providing new opportunities for nurturing.

At the same time, many have questioned this view of equality based on dis-
embodiment and anonymity. First, while the anonymity that is possible on the
internet can facilitate free speech and democratic deliberation by creating con-
ditions under which people feel more comfortable expressing themselves, it can
also inhibit free speech and serious deliberation by creating the conditions
under which people do not have to take responsibility for what they say. Thus,
while the Internet is a bastion of free expression for the socially and politically
marginalised, it is also a major forum for those who seek to further marginalise
them – purveyors of racist, sexist and extreme nationalist ideas and other forms
of “hate speech” (Irvine 2006).

Second, as Travers (2000) points out, anonymity does not necessarily foster
inclusively, as the norms that prevail when people’s particularity is bracketed
tend to be based on existing hegemonies. Even if the internet allows us to “dis-
pose of physical spaces and bodies” (Saco 2002: xxv), this does not necessarily
result in more egalitarian public spaces since ignoring the body does not have
the effect of legitimating difference, but of erasing it. As Stone (1992: 103)
writes, “forgetting about the body is an old Cartesian trick, one that has unpleas-
ant consequences for those bodies whose speech is silenced by the act of forget-
ting (…) usually women and minorities.”

The key problem here is the assumption that technologically mediated
spaces are politically neutral when, in fact, racism, sexism and other forms of
discrimination are not left behind with our bodies. Nakamura (2002), in her
study of race and the internet, claims that the kinds of racism that exist in physi-
cal space are often mirrored, or even accentuated in cyberspace. Similarly, Her-
ring (1993), in her studies of gender and online language use, has found that
attempts by females to participate on an equal basis in on-line discussions are
often ignored or delegitimised by male users.
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Others critical of the potential for the net to foster political participation
within the “virtual public sphere” model point to the fact that the identities most
internet websites make available for their users are not empowering political
identities, but rather consumer identities. Despite the use of cyberspace for
political activism, ninety percent of all web pages are commercial in nature.
Finally, any discussion of participation and the internet would not be complete
without mentioning the “digital divide”, the fact that many people in the world
do not have access to the material resources or the skills to even enter the “vir-
tual commons”.

3. Textual performance: Participation as identity

One limitation of approaches that see the internet as a discrete “public space”
into which people bring ready made identities is that they are based on a view
of identity as separate from participation. Others, working from a different the-
oretical paradigm, see identity not as separate from cyberspace itself, but as
constituted in the discursive practices that cyberspace makes possible. In this
perspective, space is not just constructed by technologies but by the discourse
through which the “polity continuingly speaks and inscribes itself into existence
and by which individuals talk and write themselves” (Bazerman 2002: 37). For
scholars like this, the key point of the information age is not so much the in-
formation, but the generic patterns through which it is transmitted and the social
roles and relationships these genres make possible. We develop and form iden-
tities, they insist, through participation in systems of discourse; “identities and
forms of life get built within the evolving social spaces identified by recogniz-
able communicative acts” (Bazerman 2002: 17).

The internet has introduced an entirely new generic architecture into our
lives with new ways of amplifying (and limiting) possibilities for participation
in social and political life. The weblog, the instant messaging session and the
newsgroup are just a few of the emergent genres that are taking advantage of
the multimodal affordances of new media; integrating older conventions of the
printed text with newer dynamic image-and-sound technologies, along with the
special capability of hypertext to let users form multiple pathways through an
area of interest (Lemke 2002, 2003).

One of the chief questions in this approach is whether or not the new dis-
course practices that have evolved in cyberspace are actually conducive to the
egalitarianism and rational deliberation seen as hallmarks of democratic life.
A number of studies from applied linguistics and communication studies have
suggested they are not (Fung 1998; Weger and Aakhus 2003). Weblogs and
other forms of political participation, it is argued, rather than giving rise to
rational deliberation, can sometimes limit users’ access to opposing points of
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view by engaging them in discourse practices in which like minded perspectives
are hyperlinked in tight ideological networks. It has also been suggested that the
patterns of interaction fostered by the internet give rise to discourses full of
“flaming” (Dery 1994), exclusions, persuasions and misunderstandings: an at-
tack oriented and polemic form of interaction which turns participants into par-
tisans. “Fooled by the cool surface of electronic text,” writes Dibbell (1994:
261), people “lob messages cast in aggressively forensic impersonality into the
midst of this combustively personal medium.”

Bazerman (2002), in his genre analysis of American political discourse on
the web, found that, while the internet opens opportunities for non-politicians
and non-journalists “to perform political and journalistic activities, elevating
their local talk into a public performance” (Bazerman 2002: 28), rather than de-
liberation, exchanges of opinion often become a kind of identity play (Billig
1988), in which users exchange tokens of allegiance to a particular group. Ba-
zerman (2004) concludes that “[t]he internet, while changing the dynamics and
opportunities of communication, nonetheless, continues a complex system of
political communication forged in previous media and still contains means to
degrade or elevate our politics” (Bazerman 2004: para. 2).

Wodak and Wright (2006), on the other hand, similarly focusing on how the
structure of internet genres helps to shape the content and conduct of political
debates, present a slightly more optimistic picture. In their analysis of a the
European Union’s “Futurum” discussion forum, they find not only that the
expression of diverse views (in diverse languages) is facilitated, but also that
users’ contributions follow conventions of relevance and politeness. What
makes Wodak and Wright’s approach particularly illuminating is, first, that it
combines the quantitative analysis of identity makers and surface linguistic
forms with a close critical discourse analysis of selected interactions, and sec-
ond, that their conceptualisation of the communicative space of the internet
does not isolate it from other spaces, seeing it instead as part of a “vast and com-
plex system of communicative multilingual practices” (p. 256) within which
ideas, ideologies and identities are reconfigured and recontexutalized (Iedema
1999) as they move from one communicative space to another.

Central to the construction of participation in this more discourse analytical
perspective is the notion of “literacy”, in terms of both the basic language and IT
skills needed to participate in electronic life, and the mastery of particular
genres and discourses (Gee 1996) which, when used, mark participants as being
particular kinds of people. In computer-mediated communication, language use
itself cannot be studied as a neutral linguistic phenomenon, but needs to be seen
in terms of access, power and identity (Murray 2000). Travers (2000: 14) writes
that “access to computer-based public spheres needs to be understood partially
in terms of socially determined competence and partly in terms of the sense of
entitlement that inspires certain groups to make public their written statements”.
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For many in literacy studies, the central political fact about new media is
that it has given rise to “new literacies”. Lankshear and Knobel (2002) enumer-
ate some of these, from the more pedestrian, like sorting and evaluating
information and participating discursively in on-line marketplaces like eBay
(http://www.ebay.com/), to the more subversive, like “culture jamming” (see
http://www.adbusters.org/home/). Lanham (1993) posits that the most import-
ant new literacies will revolve around our ability to manage attention, both our
own and others’. Traditional school and work based ways of organising know-
ledge, he suggests, have become obsolete, and real political power belongs to
those who are able to develop and control the “attention structures” through
which the mass of disparate information that characterises post-modern so-
cieties can be navigated.

According to Lemke (2001, 2002, 2003), the internet has already funda-
mentally altered the politics of reading though hypertext, which frees readers
from the argumentative grasp of authors, allowing them to “explore alternative
pathways [and] create their own traversals” through texts, and to make mean-
ings that are not intended by the author. Hypertext reading invites a “more com-
plex dialogical (…) chaining of offers and demands, choices and constraints be-
tween users and designers/sites” (Lemke 2002: 322). The multimodality of the
internet, he argues, further contributes to this proliferation of meanings and
viewpoints by presenting subjects and objects in more “multidimensional ways”
in which matters of “degree and possibility rather than category and constraint”
are communicated (Lemke 2002: 322).

But Lemke (2002) does not stop there. He goes even further to suggest that
the internet is changing the meaning of “genre” altogether, creating opportun-
ities for linkages of meaning making that cross standardised genre boundaries.
Meanings and the identities that grow from communication are no longer con-
structed primarily through fixed genres (with their fixed social and discourse
roles) but rather as we travel between and among genres along what Lemke calls
“traversals.” The “political” result of this is that when “people cross institu-
tional and genre boundaries they not only hybridize formerly insulated genres,”
but also “make new (and potentially subversive) meanings along the new tra-
versals they map out across traditional genres” (Lemke 2003: 1), creating new
possibilities for participation and changing the dynamics of power between in-
dividuals and institutions.

4. Participation and power in everyday life

Lemke’s focus on traversals, the sense of traveling from space to space in cy-
berspace, brings us to a third approach, one which focuses less on understanding
the influence of the internet on the macro-political context and more on under-
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standing how technologies have altered the micro-politics of everyday life. This
perspective seeks to understand the ways the political changes brought about by
the internet manifest in the subtle tactics of resistance woven into the fabric of
the mundane, day to day practices of individuals (de Certeau 1984).

One limitation of the metaphors upon which the approaches discussed above
are based is that they take an essentially bifurcated view of space; cyberspace,
whether technologically or discursively constituted, is seen as separate from
the “real” spaces in which people use their computers and live their “flesh and
blood” lives. Even Lemke’s formulation of “traversals” which link different on-
line and off-line spaces is still predicated on a conceptual separation of the vir-
tual and the physical. Perhaps the greatest impact that new communication tech-
nologies have had on politics, however, has to do with the way they have erased
(and continue to erase) these boundaries, how the “virtual” has fundamentally
altered the patterns of participation and power that we construct with others on a
moment to moment basis in our everyday physical lives, in offices, in schools
and in our homes.

One branch of sociolinguistics particularly concerned with this aspect of cy-
berspace is mediated discourse analysis (Scollon 2001; Norris and Jones 2005).
Scollon and Scollon (2004) argue that, while the role of the internet in dissemi-
nating political information and facilitating organised political deliberation and
action is certainly important, a much more important impact of the medium has
been the way it makes possible new linkages of social practices in the physical
world, and, through these, new identities. The internet, they say, has altered
the participation frameworks (Goffman 1981) and power relations associated
with face to face communication: People once separated by more stable social
boundaries of age, power and geographical location are communicating more,
identities are becoming more fluid and contingent, and the distinctions between
conversational topics and activities (at work and at play) are becoming blurred.
What discourse analysts should focus on when studying the internet, they insist,
is not just the discourse that they find on it, but the kinds of everyday social ac-
tions it makes possible for users.

Mediated discourse analysis does not limit its metaphor of cyberspace to
the spaces visible on users’ screens, but considers cyberspace a collection of
multiple overlapping spaces, virtual, geographical and physical, which accom-
modate multiple “forms of life” and communicative possibilities (Jones
2005c; Leander 2005). This conceptualization of space is reminiscent of Goff-
man’s (1971) use of the word umwelt (“surroundings”), which he borrows
from the study of animal behaviour, and defines as “the region around an indi-
vidual from which signs of alarm can come” (Goffman 1971: 252). More
broadly, it is the space within which communicative signals can be sent to and
received from others – an individual’s environment of communicative poten-
tial (Jones 2004).
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Unmediated, the individual’s umwelt is limited by his or her physical capac-
ities for perception and production of communicative signals. When mediated
by technologies like telephones and computers, however, the umwelt expands –
with other spaces being layered upon the physical space users occupy. Simply
having the telephone or computer next to one already expands one’s umwelt, as
it makes available to one the “calls” of people situated a great distance away.

At the same time, technologies have also increased our control over if and
how we are perceived within the umwelt of others. Animals in the wild protect
themselves not just through extending their range of perception and their ability
to warn their companions, but also through camouflage, modulating their “pres-
ence”, being able to make themselves available to the perception of friends and
shield themselves from the perception of predators. Computer mediated com-
munication provides ways of constructing not just public, but also private
spaces through the increased control the medium affords over the communi-
cative environment, its ability to maximise choices with regard to whom one is
“available” and how one is available to them. The effect of new communiu-
cation technologies on power is not a matter of their ability to create virtual
spaces in exchange for our physical ones. With computers we are able to inhabit
multiple spaces at once, and to layer and separate those spaces in multiple ways.
This ability to strategically operate within several spaces at once is a source of
considerable interactional power, for it facilitates opportunities for “audience
segregation” (Goffman 1959), allowing users to play many roles and occupy
many communicative positions at the same time.

In his famous exploration of power and discourse in modern societies, Fou-
cault (1979) insists that relations of power are organised around the visibility of
the body and technologies of partitioning space which affect that visibility. His
model for this is the image of the panopticon, a spatial arrangement in which in-
dividuals are under constant surveillance from a central authority yet cannot see
each other. In many ways, computer mediated communication creates a kind of
reverse panopticon in which users are afforded myriad ways of concealing their
activities from authorities while colluding in various ways on various levels
with others. The internet has confounded spatial patterns of surveillance by con-
founding notions of what space itself is, how it is shaped and the actions we are
able to perform within it.

5. Two teenagers

Based on this view of cyberspace, mediated discourse analysis asks how the dif-
ferent possibilities of perception and of presence afforded by new media tech-
nologies affect participation in our social worlds, particularly when it comes to
issues of power, domination and resistance. This question is the starting point
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for a number of studies focusing on how “less powerful” or marginalised indi-
viduals such as gay men (Jones 2005c), the physically disabled (Al Zidjaly
2004) and teenagers (Lam and Kramsch 2003; Jones 2004, 2005a,b; Leander
2005) use computers to alter power relations in the physical spaces they inhabit.
In this section I will illustrate this potential by describing briefly the computer
use of two teenagers in Hong Kong.

The strategic layering of spaces that computers facilitate seems especially
important in Hong Kong, where the “privacy” of physical space is not usually
available to teenagers. As Scollon and his colleagues (1999: 35) put it, Hong
Kong teenagers are:

virtually never alone. Whether at home or at (school) – for many of them even in
transit – they do what they do together with others (…) There are virtually no private
spaces available. Students find that the only way they experience something like in-
dividual privacy is to stay up very late until all of the other members of the family
have gone to sleep. (Scollon et al. 1999: 35)

It is often only through their computers, and the ways they use them to construct
borders between public and private activity frames, that these young people are
able to attain a certain level of control over how and by whom their involve-
ments can be monitored.

Ka Ho, for example, is a sixteen-year-old Chinese gay boy for whom the
computer is an essential tool for managing social identity. In the evenings
he often visits gay chat rooms and web pages to meet friends and explore his
developing sexual and social interests. Like most Hong Kong teenagers, his
computer is in the living room of his home, but he has become very good at
using game screens and word documents to cover up his chat room activities
whenever any of his family members come within eyeshot of the computer. For
Ka Ho, the computer is an important “boundary object” in the physical space of
his home. It allows him to establish an alternate space in which a whole range of
alternate social actions are possible without having to leave the watchful gaze of
his parents.

The communicative surround created by Ka Ho’s computer not only allows
him to participate in interactions with others in ways he could not or would not
in face-to-face contexts, but also to participate in particular social identities and
communities of practice that would not be so immediately available to him
without his computer. Like many other gay youth in Hong Kong and elsewhere,
the internet has expanded Ka Ho’s access to resources with which to construct
his own emerging gay identity, and, more importantly, a means through which to
“try on” different ways of participating in this community of practice from the
relative safety of his home (Jones 2005d). Other routes to such experimentation
(gay bars, public toilets) are either restricted to him because of his age or dan-
gerous. As he himself observes:
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the internet has brought me to my real world – gay life, it has let me start my first
time of different aspects: have fun, have sex, meeting gay guys, falling in love,
meeting friends to play badminton (…) Also, it trained me to be more mature as I can
share and listen to others’ experiences.

At the same time, just as the computer helps him to construct barriers be-
tween the space of his living room and gaze of his parents and the space of the
gay world he is exploring, it also functions as a boundary object within this
virtual space itself, allowing him to restrict the access “unwanted” online
others have to him. Text-based communication allows him to evaluate the
character and intention of his interlocutors and disclose his own identity and
intentions in an incremental way based on those evaluations. One example of
this is the way he decides whether or not to share his pictures with others. He
says:

If he asks for my photo only after a few words, I always try to put a test on him before
giving my picture. Most people who are asking for a picture are either looking for fun
or giving it to others. This is what I am afraid of it. If he asks me for a photo after a
really short conversation, I will never give my picture out. And if we have been chat-
ting for a few days and I think that we can really talk to each other and make friends
with each other, I will give him my photo if he asks for it and is willing to give his
picture to me first.

The involvement screens of computer mediated communication also allow him
to master the “orders of indexicality” (Blommart 2005) of this community, to
learn about the different kinds of social positions created by different kinds of
self-descriptions and the social value commanded by different kinds of iden-
tities. “Sometimes I change my nickname ten times in a night,” he says, “and
every time I change it, different people click on me.” This ability to deploy dif-
ferent sorts of “virtual bodies” is also a strategy for testing how far he will allow
his interactions to develop. “Before I met my boyfriend,” he says, “I often men-
tioned I was ugly. However, he still wanted to see me as he felt I was very nice.
He never cared about my face. Well, it demonstrated that he was not for fun as
he still wanted to meet an ugly guy. Actually it was a test, if someone still wants
to meet after I tell him I am very ugly, he is probably not for fun. That guy
passed the test!”

Finally, the internet allows Ka Ho “legitimate peripheral participation”
(Lave and Wenger 1991) within a community of gay men, participation that en-
ables him to hover safely on the periphery without having to commit to the
physical actions of full membership. The chat room affords him the opportunity
to present himself as simultaneously available and not available, making it
possible for him to practice sexual negotiation without necessarily having to
practice sex. Ka Ho himself has very clear ideas about his physical boundaries.
He says:
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A large number of guys in the chat room often asked me whether I was for fun or
liked fucking, sucking, kissing (…) it doesn’t mean I don’t like these things. I am
quite sure that most of guys, including me, like fucking, sucking, kissing so much.
However, I will only consider to do these things with my [boyfriend] as I don’t want
to get any disease, especially AIDS. I think it is safer to have a stable partner.

Ka Ho’s situation is not unique. In fact, the internet has become an important av-
enue for many young people, gay and straight, to experiment with different sex
roles, personas and modes of participation (Cooper, McLoughlin and Campbell
2000). This phenomenon is the source of considerable consternation in media
constructions of the internet which portray it as place where teenagers are sus-
ceptible to manipulation by older sexual predators, and much of this concern is
justified. At the same time, what is often missing from these constructions is an
understanding of the skills these young people have developed to manage these
interactions, and the self-protection strategies they are able to make use of, strat-
egies that teenagers, more familiar with the possibilities of the virtual communi-
cative surround, are often more adept at than adults.

It should be clear from the above example that one of the most important
things about the internet for young people is that it not just enables them to par-
ticipate in different kinds of social interactions and social relationships, but that
it allows them to participate as different kinds of people. Danny is the kind of
student whose internet use has become a concern for his parents and teachers,
the kind of student that is often the subject of alarmist media reports of internet
addiction (see for example Chan 1999).

At school, Danny has figured out how to disable the teacher monitoring sys-
tem at his workstation in the multimedia learning center. Now, when his class is
taken there for English lessons to do on-line grammar exercises, he can play
Counter Strike, a popular on-line game, while the teacher is not looking. Before
his English lessons end, he usually logs onto the English learning website and
quickly fills in the blanks in the grammar exercises that have been assigned, and
sometimes he even gets a few right. In the physical space of the classroom,
Danny is just a mediocre student. In the world of Counter Strike, he is a man to
respect.

What is not considered in media, parental and school based discourses about
students like Danny, which see the time he spends on Counter Strike as interfer-
ing with his studies and isolating him from “real” social relationships with his
peers and family members, is an understanding of the kind of social partici-
pation on-line gaming does make available to him.

Like the gay chat room, the social environment around Counter Strike is, for
Danny, a “figured world” (Holland et al. 1998) with its own sets of social roles
and its own “orders of indexicality” which open up possibilities for partici-
pation that are not available in Danny’s home and school. In particular, what
it gives Danny, and many like him, is an opportunity to enact “identities of ex-
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pertise.” Although the interaction order of Counter Strike is intensely hierarchi-
cal, this hierarchy is based solely on one’s skill in playing the game. A fifteen-
year-old can be far more worthy of attention than a fifty year old. “It’s all about
respect,” says Danny, “and it’s all about teamwork. You learn how to build up
social networks. You learn how to interact with others. Rules about how to act.
You get to learn all that stuff.”

Danny’s participation in Counter Strike involves not just playing the game,
but also maintaining a website and a personal server for his friends and team
members. All of this requires considerable technical skill, which Danny has
mastered without the benefit of school-based instruction. What is different
about the learning that takes place within the “figured-world” of Counter Strike
and the learning that takes place in Danny’s school is that the tasks he masters
around Counter Strike are immediately consequential to his standing in his so-
cial world and his ability to build positions of power and identities of expertise
in ways that performing on-line exercises about the past perfect tense are not.
“I’ve learned a lot about myself as a person,” he says, “how to fit into society.
What I want to become in the future. It’s a reflection of myself.”

What these examples illustrate is that understanding the political conse-
quences of computer technology for many individuals involves understanding
how, as Leander puts it, “practice travels” across multiple spaces. They show
how youth “use digital literacies in distinct ways to alter, extend, transform, and
manipulate the space-times of their lives, including the space-times of school-
ing” (Leander 2005: 3). This layering of multiple contexts, which allow users to
strategically enact multiple ways of being socially present, has fundamentally
altered power relations in the physical spaces of their everyday lives. The kinds
of political action taken by the young people in these studies is not usually tar-
geted towards governments or public policy, but it nevertheless has a consider-
able impact on the way power is distributed in the immediate social environ-
ments of their homes and schools. The nightly virtual gatherings they engage in
via message boards, blogs, on-line games and instant messaging programs are
important sites where social relationships and social hierarchies formed off-line
are rehearsed and ratified, or challenged and contested.

A large part of these teenagers’ ability to use the computer to alter power re-
lations is, of course, their special historical position as members of a generation
that has grown up with a technology unavailable to their parents when they were
young. In many ways, a fifteen-year-old has access to modes of participation
that his or her parents will never have access to. The important point, however,
is not just that their parents and others of their generation do not have the tech-
nical tools available to enact the kinds of participation teenagers do, but that
these modes of participation themselves are foreign to them, for what underpins
these new modes of participation is not just the technology, but totally different
orientations towards time and space (Jones 2005a).
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5. Conclusion

The lesson from this comparison of different metaphors for cyberspace from
different academic perspectives is not just that our definitions of participation
alter with the kinds of conceptual spaces that we make available for that par-
ticipation, but also that we as citizens or social interactants participate in cy-
berspace contingent on the metaphors we ourselves bring to it, metaphors that
are grounded in the views of time and space that are dominant in our social
worlds.

The internet has introduced new “ways of operating” (de Certeau 1984)
within the discourses and institutions that police our social lives, and that cycle
through them on multiple levels – on the level of public policy, and on the level
of private interaction. It has created new spaces, new traversals across spaces,
and new ways of “layering” space, through which we can navigate our relation-
ships with others, and as we do, give meaning to these spaces, populating them
with our goals, our struggles, our deceptions and our intrigues.
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