VII. Conclusion: the rhetorical potential of the news story


VII.1. Introduction


The discussion to this point has described the interpersonal style and textual organisation of both event-based and issues-based news stories. It has demonstrated the distinctive registerial qualities of the journalistic voices associated with news reporting and the characteristic ‘orbital’, lead-dominated structure of the news item. It has also demonstrated that in both these aspects of its textuality, the contemporary English-language broadsheet news report represents a distinctive transformation of past journalistic practices. 


In this final chapter I bring together the two strands – text structure and interpersonal style – in order to explore the rhetorical potential of modern news reporting. I will argue that, in combination, the structure and interpersonal qualities of the news story provide for a thoroughgoing naturalisation of the ideological values which news reporting conveys. That is, the contemporary news item is a potent rhetorical device for backgrounding and construing as natural and commonsensical the ideologically determined world view which informs each news item. I will suggest that the historical transformations in news reporting textuality can, at least in part, be explained in terms of this potential for naturalisation – the evolution of the news report is understandable as a transformation in the terms by which the news item naturalises its reading position. (See chapter 3 for an explication of the notion of reading position and common sense ideologies.)


Towards this end of explicating rhetorical potential, the chapter develops further some of the key points introduced in earlier sections. In particular, it explores the consequences for interpersonal positioning which flow from the conventionalised association between ‘hard news’ and reporter voice. In this context, I consider what an appraisal analysis such as this can contribute to discussions of so-called media ‘objectivity’. As well, I consider the broader metafunctional implications of the shift to the modern orbital mode of textual organisation from the chronologically-determined narrative recount, on the part of the event story, and from the transcript-oriented record, on the part of the issues report. In conclusion, I will offer some speculation on possible social and economic factors which may have influenced the transformation in journalistic textual practices by which the modern news item was constituted.


Before turning to these issues, however, I need briefly to consider the one metafunctional dimension which to this point has received only minimal attention, that of field. I will thus begin by offering a brief discussion of the subject matter of news – of what news can in general terms be said to be about. I am here motivated by one of the fundamental precepts of SFL theory: the conviction that to understand and explain communication it is necessary to consider the interaction between all three simultaneous modes of meaning, the textual, the interpersonal and the ideational.


VII.2. What news is about – a brief overview of news value 


News journalism is, of course, an inter-discoursal domain par excellence. It ranges across the greatest diversity of discourses, including not only those of politics, the law and the emergency services, but those of economics, the bureaucracy, medicine, religion, the social and physical sciences, the humanities, education and so on. The media, however, is not interested in these subject areas in the terms that they typically interest practitioners from within those fields. It is interested in these subject areas only to the extent that they supply material by which the media can continue to develop what amounts to a theory or model of the social and ethical order – though, of course, the theory is typically never acknowledged as such. This theorising informs, and is given expression through the journalistic professional practices for determining news value – through the process by which particular events and issues (or at least particular representations of events and issues) are deemed worthy of coverage, and others are not. To be deemed ‘newsworthy’, the subject matter typically needs to be assessed as actually or potentially damaging, aberrant or transformative of social roles and power relations (and hence often involves conflict) in ways that are significant to society as a whole – hence the primary focus of news on politics (power-relational transformation) crime (aberration and/or damage) and misadventure (damage, aberration in cases of human negligence). (For discussion of the social constitution of news value see, for example, � QUOTE "Galtung and Ruge 1965"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Galtung and Ruge 1965�, � QUOTE "Park 1967"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Park 1967�, � QUOTE "McQuail 1987"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �McQuail 1987�: 199-204 and � QUOTE "White 1997"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �White 1997�: 104-106.) These themes are operational in a modelling of the social order in that they locate its boundaries, the points at which it is deemed to be at risk or undergoing transformation. Thus news coverage doesn’t model by describing the everyday operation of social roles, relationships and practices but by identifying the points at which those roles, relationships and practices are seen to be at risk.


(This point is generally well recognised in the media studies literature. For a discussion, for example, of the role of crime reporting in establishing the boundaries of moral behaviour see � QUOTE "Chibnall 1977"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Chibnall 1977� or � QUOTE "Ericson and Baranek 1991"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Ericson and Baranek 1991�.)


It should be noted that the model at issue here is not, of course, an explicit, necessarily consistent, static or monolithic social construct. The term ‘model’ is a metaphor for the assemblage of assumptions, beliefs, and expectations about the way the social world is constituted and should be constituted, which mass media power brokers — and presumably some proportion of their audience — hold more or less in common. As such, the model is always subject to change and contestation by the various groups which exercise sufficient power to negotiate the parameters of what constitutes social normalcy, acceptability and desirability.


The subject matter, therefore, of news, when viewed in these broadly ideological terms can be seen to operate at an implicit and an explicit level. At the explicit level, it is concerned with material which is construed as challenging, damaging or transforming the social, power-relational and moral status quo. At the implicit level it is concerned with rehearsing, reinforcing or redrafting the presumed norms with reference to which events, developments, decisions, proposals etc acquire the status of actual or potential ‘aberration’, ‘transgression’, ‘damage’, or ‘transformation’.


VII.3. The functionality of reporter voice – ‘hard news’ reporting and interpersonal positioning


VII.3.(a). The rhetorical mode of reporter voice


I have argued that a key purpose of mass-media news reporting is to develop a particular ideologically-informed theory of the social order by identifying the points at which this order is put at risk. The mass-media has, however, a more general objective. In the interest of economic gain it seeks to speak as broadly as possible to the community. As well, in order to achieve cultural, ideological and political influence, it seeks to have its messages accepted as widely as possible in the community. The two objectives – developing a theory of the social order and achieving the broadest possible reach in the community – do not appear entirely compatible. As I have said, the media models the social order by identifying points which it construes as putting that order at risk. But such assessments are, of course, likely sites of heteroglossic contestation. Differing social positions will operate with different models of the social order and hence with differing assessments of the conditions under which that order may be put at risk. Given that contemporary society is the scene of considerable heteroglossic diversity, we might expect resistance and opposition to the assessments of status quo disequilibrium by which the media develops its model of the social order. It would seem that one likely consequence of such resistance would be the limitation of potential audience reach to those whose social position is compatible with that informing the media’s theory of ‘newsworthiness’, or who maintain an interest in observing the workings of an ideological perspective at odds with their own. In such conditions, therefore, it might seem unlikely that a community-wide mass media would be able to operate.


To the extent that today’s media is, or remains a genuinely ‘mass’ institution, I would argue that reporter voice is one crucial element of a rhetorical strategy for resolving the conflict between the two objectives. It is a strategy which enables the media to achieve significant reach across a heteroglossically diverse community, while at the same time developing a model of the social order through the ideologically-informed identification of sites of status quo disequilibrium. This rhetorical strategy has two primary components or axes,


a regime for selectively acknowledging heteroglossic contestability and hence for selectively acknowledging sites at which solidarity is put at risk,


a tactic of strategic impersonalisation by which the inter-subjective role of the author is backgrounded, obscured or suppressed.


I will consider each of these axes in turn.


VII.3.(b). Reporter voice as regime of solidarity


The challenge for the media, therefore, is to position its audience to accept its interpretation of which events put the status quo at risk, and on what terms they put the status quo at risk, when elements of that audience will not share the social position which informs that interpretation. 


The first arm of the media’s strategy is what I will term a regime of selective hetero-glossia. At issue here is the way the conventions of reporter voice construct for writer and prospective readers a particular set of solidarity relationships. Solidarity, as set out in chapter 2 (section II.3.(e).1), is one of the dimensions of the registerial domain of Tenor. Variation in the terms of solidarity, therefore, has implications for Tenor and hence for variation in the context of situation. In contexts such as those established by media texts, solidarity must, of course, be understood not in terms of a one-to-one relationship between a speaker and an interlocutor. It must be understood in the more general and more social terms that have been established by the Bakhtinian theory of heteroglossic diversity. Here we are interested in the way the text represents itself as in relationships of convergence (solidarity) or divergence (solidarity at risk) with the various ideological positions operational in the social context and brought into play by the text’s arguments and social evaluations. In the current context, we are interested in the broad conditions that reporter voice imposes on the way the text may negotiate with the heteroglossic diversity and hence assume a positive solidarity relationship or, alternatively, represent it as being, to a greater or lesser degree, at risk. Thus we are interested in generalised patterns of discourse semantic preferences which point to generalised patterns in the way texts represent their solidarity relationships with the heteroglossic diversity operational in the current context of situation. By exploring such systemic variation in the use of resources for negotiating with the heteroglossic diversity, we can develop what might be termed a grammar of solidarity.


In the current context of exploring the rhetorical strategy constituted by reporter voice, we are interested in just one pattern of semantic preference – that by which texts construe their utterances either in monoglossic or heteroglossic terms, as set out in chapter 3. That is, we are interested in whether the utterance actively acknowledges the possibility of heteroglossic divergence and hence brings into play one of the resources of engagement, or whether it suppresses or ignores that possibility through use of the ‘bare’ proposition. Reporter-voice texts are noteworthy for the way they develop a clear pattern of choice between monoglossic versus heteroglossic realisations in the context of certain broad functional categories. The categories at issue are the following:


demands for action or for changes in behaviour (interactional values discussed previously) – ‘The government must end at once its grants of aid to family planning projects in the Third World.’


social evaluations variously of judgement, appreciation and affect, – ‘This decision indicates callous disregard for the underprivileged by a government without a heart and with out a sense of moral duty.’


‘versions of events’ – ‘Scientists have discovered evidence of life on Mars’; ‘Rebel Serb forces fired the rocket into the marketplace, killing 90.’


By this category of ‘versions of events’ I mean propositions which assert a particular set of experiential categories and relationships – who did or said what to whom etc. – but which do not contain explicit social evaluations. 


The discussion of journalistic voice in chapter 4 supplied an indication of how reporter-voice texts are orientated towards these three categories with respect to choices between monoglossic and heteroglossic realisations. Under reporter voice, ‘versions of events’ are variably monoglossic and heteroglossic while evaluations of judgement and demands for action (proposals) are almost exclusively heteroglossic. As we saw in chapter 4, however, there was some variation within social evaluation – values of affect and appreciation were less consistently confined to extra-vocalised, and hence heteroglossic contexts. I therefore repeat this part of the reporter voice analysis below so as to enable me to explore more thoroughly the implications for the negotiation of solidarity. The discussion enables me to supply a small part of a much more general grammar of solidarity.


Firstly, I will briefly review the rhetorical consequence of the choice between monoglossic and heteroglossic representations. Under monoglossia, the speaker either assumes, or chooses to assert that the utterance operates without significant heteroglossic contestation or opposition. This is, of course, the basis of the notion of the ‘fact’. The meanings the utterances make are represented as ‘given’, as ‘natural’, as ‘commonsense’ or at least as uncontested – eg, ‘He cheats at cards.’ Heteroglossic representation, in contrast, recognises the possibility of heteroglossic opposition, explicitly placing the utterance in a context of social heterogeneity – ‘It’s said/alleged/reported he cheats at cards.’ The implications for negotiations of solidarity are as follows. The heteroglossic representation, in what may at first appear a paradox, leaves room for negotiation between different social positions by actively acknowledging those differences, even while that representation itself adopts a position or at least indicates a possible position. Thus the heteroglossic representation enables the speaker to deal with contentious, novel or unexpected meanings without necessarily fatally destroying some connection with and hence solidarity with those who hold different views. Solidarity is not, as discussed in chapter 2, simply a matter of agreement – solidarity can be maintained between interlocutors who hold different views. It is a measure, rather, of the degree of sympathy or empathy between speakers, of the degree to which they remain willing to maintain the process of communication. Thus, by acknowledging that solidarity may be at risk, such values act to maintain it. In contrast, the monoglossic representation makes no such concessions to possible alternation. In so doing, it puts more at stake rhetorically and interpersonally, in contexts of possible disagreement. In simply ignoring or denying possible alternative positions it closes down any avenues by which room can be made for those alternative positions. Thus a reader confronted by a set of monoglossic propositions with which they disagree will, to greater or lesser degrees, reject the text which carries those propositions as misguided, mistaken, irrelevant, prejudiced or untruthful. Thus such propositions are significantly more likely to do fatal damage to solidarity between speaker and audience, when they operate with significantly divergent social positions. By ignoring the possibility of negative solidarity, such propositions risk a complete solidarity breakdown. The text carrying those meanings is thus significantly less likely to position resistant or uncommitted readers to accept its explicit propositions and underlying assumptions. The choice of heteroglossic representation, therefore, is highly strategic – a functional choice in the context of meanings which have a chance of being questioned, challenged or opposed, which have a chance of putting solidarity at risk. Thus, the media, with its objective of reaching and influencing as broad a market of readers as possible, has good reason to make strategic use of the resources of engagement.


As was demonstrated in the voice analysis in chapter 4, under reporter voice, versions of events (as defined above), and the attitudinal evaluations of affect and appreciation:valuation are in principle available for monoglossic contexts, at least in some contexts. For example, the AFP reporter-voice account of a meeting by the French far-right party, the National Front, observes monoglossically that,


French far-right leader Jean-Marie Le Pen wrapped up a controversial party congress Monday. (AFP 31/03/97)


Here ‘controversial’ ascribes a social value to the congress but does so directly, in the author’s own voice and without any value of engagement. Similarly, we find instances of monoglossic affect in reporter voice texts,


Up to 100,000 people took to the streets at the weekend to protest the policies of Le Pen's anti-immigrant party, which is riding a wave of popular anger at France's economic and social woes.’ (AFP 31/03/97).


Here, values of affect (anger, woe) are represented without recourse to the negotiatory semantics of engagement. Thus both affect and appreciation: valuation may be represented in terms which do not explicitly acknowledge the heteroglossic diversity. They presume or assert, thereby, a generalised agreement with the various ideological positions operational in the current context of situation. This is a feature of reporter voice which it shares, of course, with the other journalistic voices and other registers generally across the language. 


Reporter voice differs, however, from the other journalistic voices (and other registers beyond journalism) in the constraints that it places on the appreciation values of reaction (striking, boring, beautiful) and composition (harmonious, misshapen) , on judgement (corruptly, cruelly) and on interactional demands (typically modals of obligation – The government must ….). As was demonstrated in chapter 4, under reporter voice, these values are always, or in the large majority of cases, confined to heteroglossic realisations. Thus the conventions compel the writer to acknowledge the heteroglossic diversity in the context of such values and thereby to actively open up a space for negotiations over solidarity . Thus the grammar of solidarity as it operates for reporter voice acts to class broad semantic categories as only possibly requiring a negotiation of solidarity (versions of events, affect, appreciation:valuation), as probably requiring a negotiation of solidarity (appreciation: reaction and composition) and necessarily requiring a negotiation of solidarity (judgement and interaction).


This then describes in general terms, the way reporter voice reweights the probabilities with respect to values of engagement and, in particular, with respect to heteroglossia versus monoglossia. It is, as I have demonstrated, a pattern of reweighting with consequence for negotiations of solidarity. But what might be the communicative motivation for such a reweighting and what might be its rhetorical consequences? As I have suggested above, the answer lies in the need for the mass-media to reconcile its two objectives – maximising audience reach while developing an ideologically contentious model of the social order. The reasons for the selective use of heteroglossic representation become clear when we consider the individual semantics of the various categories involved in the reweighting.


All the categories involved – versions of events, social evaluations, demands for changes in behaviour – are implicated in the media’s primary concern with depicting events and issues which it seeks to construe as putting the social order at risk. Versions of events are implicated when they provide tokens of judgement and hence point to potential fault lines in the social order. As well, they occasionally present an experiential reality at odds with that entailed by the journalistic model of the social order. Reports which circulated in 1997, for example, that scientists claimed to have found evidence of life on Mars, would fit this category. Attitudinal values, with their concern for social norms and systems of value apply naturally here. Interactional values also have a central role since they involve demands for changes in behaviour by individuals or institutions on the grounds that they are in breach of social norms, expectations, desires or needs. 


All categories, therefore point to sites of potential social disequilibrium and, as such, all have the potential, for reasons set out above, to become the focus of heteroglossic contestation and thus to put solidarity at risk. It is possible, however, to find a rationale for their differential treatment by reporter voice by reference to what appears to be a tactic of strategic impersonalisation – a rhetorical mode which acts to background and obscure the role of authorial inter-subjectivity in making judgements about social order disequilibrium. By thus backgrounding the authorial role, the text is able to reduce the likelihood of resistance to its meanings by representing these as more generally or communally based, as somehow given by the community as a whole, rather than as being based in an individual and hence potentially isolated subjectivity. Accordingly it is able to lessen the likelihood that its meanings will put solidarity at risk. In this context, I will explore in turn the various categories with which the reweighting of the probabilities of heteroglossia occur.


As I have said, the news report makes extensive use of monoglossic versions of events which act as tokens of judgement – ‘The striking unionist placed their own children in the front row of the picket line. One child was struck when a truck driver sought to pass through into the factory car park.’ Such a usage is compatible with a strategy of impersonalisation since, as tokens, they rely on the reader to supply the intended judgement values, to interpret the experiential description in terms of social sanction or social esteem. Authorial subjectivity is, of course, involved at various points in the presentation of such versions of events. It will determine grammatical issues such as which participants are construed as Actors (and hence as active and agentive) and which as Goals (and hence as the acted-upon). (For a full discussion of the role of inter-subjective position in determining grammatical choices see � QUOTE "Trew 1979"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Trew 1979�.) It will determine which versions of events are chosen in the first place, how they are arranged in the text and how they are supported by explicit appraisal values elsewhere in the text. But in all these cases, inter-subjective position is implicit rather than explicit. It is not available on the surface of the text, so to speak, for immediate challenge. They are therefore less likely to provoke heteroglossic resistance and so there is less need for the journalistic author to acknowledge the potential risk that such values pose for solidarity. (It must be noted that resistance is available, of course, to those readers who are not susceptible to this particular rhetorical ploy. This qualification applies in all the cases of impersonalisation set out in the following.)


Reporter-voice texts make regular use of values of affect in monoglossic contexts. In terms of our current concern for a strategy of impersonalisation, this follows predictably from the lexico-grammar. Affect is frequently realised as Mental Process, and hence as an experiential category, as part of the view of external reality provided by the language. In describing affectual states, therefore, the authorial voice presents itself as simply reflecting reality, as was the case with the versions of events mentioned above. Thus when the text describes the ‘mounting anger’ over France’s economic woes, it purports simply to be presenting an experiential state of affairs. In fact, descriptions of affectual responses and states can be seen as versions of events, in their own right, since they simply present relationships between experiential categories. Affectual descriptions differ, however, from other versions of events in that, as we have seen, there is a strong tendency for them to provoke rather than simply to evoke judgement values. Such a provocation was compellingly demonstrated in the police rounds report cited in chapter 4 in which a murder was described with reference to the perpetrators affectual state as ‘a thrill killing’. Dealing with affectual processes, therefore, may be felt to make more apparent the underlying inter-subjectivity of the authorial voice. Readers may be directed to the text’s inter-subjectivity through their sense of being provoked to make judgements. This would appear to be a risk that reporter-voice texts are prepared to run. In this regard, reporter-voice texts are impersonalised only to the extent that such provocations background rather than foreground authorial inter-subjectivity. Thus they avoid the need to negotiate solidarity only to the extent that such provocations are read as impersonal rather than personal.


We should also note one important complication in this regard. Affect strongly foregrounds authorial inter-subjectivity when it is the author’s own emotional responses which are being presented. For authors to describe their own anger, fear, sadness, boredom etc is clearly to inject their own subjectivity into the text. To do so, of course, makes them potential targets for judgement to the extent that the emotions they present provoke such evaluations. Authorial affect, therefore, would be a likely site of heteroglossic contestation and hence a value where we might expect an acknowledgment that solidarity is being put at risk. Reporter voice use of values of authorial affect is entirely consistent with its strategy of strategic impersonalisation – it entirely excludes them. There were no cases of such authorial emotional response in the database of reporter-voice texts. (It is noteworthy that correspondent-voice texts shared this feature while, in contrast, the commentator-voice texts make ready use of authorial affect.)


As we have seen, reporter voice is less consistent in constraining values of appreciation to heteroglossic contexts than it is with judgement values. Further, appreciation values divide into, on the one hand, the valuation and, on the other hand, into reaction and composition. Valuation is construed by the conventions of reporter voice as only possibly putting solidarity at risk, while reaction and composition probably put it at risk. That is to say, in reporter voice text we find a reasonably high frequency of monoglossic values of appreciation:value (controversial, leading, key, positive etc) but a much lower frequency of appreciation:reaction (striking, boring, stormy) and appreciation:composition (harmonious, balanced) How do these two patternings fit into a strategy of impersonalisation? As was the case with both versions of events and affect, the patterning of the various categories of appreciation within reporter voice is predictable from their individual semantics. I will demonstrate this, firstly, for appreciation in general and then for the sub categories.


The question then is, why does reporter voice distinguish between judgement and appreciation, in these terms. Both are obvious sites of heteroglossic contestation and as such both would appear to foreground authorial inter-subjectivity. The difference can be explained by reference to the terms of the social evaluation associated with the two categories. Judgement, as explained in chapter 3, is the institutionalisation of affect in the context of proposal – its semantics is that of obligation determined or informed by emotional preference. It can be thought of as implying a demand, ultimately based on emotional preference, upon behaviour. Appreciation, in contrast, is the institutionalisation of affect in the context of proposition – its semantics is that of emotional preference reconstrued as statement. On these grounds we can see why judgement might be construed as putting more at stake interpersonally than appreciation. The same broad functional difference which operates to divide informational from interactional meanings is at work here. Previously we saw how informational values put at risk agreement, while interaction values put at risk compliance. The same agreement versus compliance distinction can thus be seen to underlie the appreciation (agreement) versus judgement (compliance) distinction, with compliance putting more at stake interpersonally than agreement. 


This distinction is reflected in the lexico-grammar of the two categories. Since judgement involves evaluation of human behaviour, it acts to evaluate configurations which entail a human agent and some process. It can be said to be most congruently realised through Circumstances of Manner (‘He ruled the nation corruptly for a decade’), though of course, under grammatical metaphor, it may variously be realised as epithet (‘His corrupt rule’) and as nominal (‘The corruption which existed under this ruler’). In contrast, appreciation involves evaluation of entities, not behaviour, and as such its grammar is more thoroughly that of the nominal, with the appreciation most typically realised as a pre-modifying epithet of the Thing that is evaluated. All instances of appreciation contained in the database were realised in this way. In many instances the Thing so evaluated is what Halliday terms a ‘virtual entity’ (� QUOTE "Halliday 1998"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Halliday 1998�1998) – it is a Thing under grammatical metaphor and references phenomena which the semantics would represent as Processes (for example, ‘boring speech’ unpacks as ‘he spoke in a boring manner’). Such grammatical metaphors are associated with a semantics of reification by which what is transient and instantaneous (the Process) is construed as fixed and persistent (the Thing). At the same time, it becomes possible to remove reference to any human agency which might be involved and hence to suppress issues of responsibility. I would argue that the evaluation of Things (whether actual or virtual) involves a less forceful foregrounding of the inter-subjective role of the evaluator than does the evaluation of human behaviour that occurs under judgement. There is less at stake interpersonally in appreciations of Things in that it is an object which is at issue, not a human agent. Thus no human need be directly implicated. The challenge that such an evaluation poses to solidarity, therefore, does not necessarily put at issue human behaviour or make demands on human behaviour but is, rather, directed at the constitution of some object which has its own independent existence as a persistent entity. Thus the inclusion of monoglossic appreciation in reporter-voice texts clearly diminishes their impersonality, but less so than would the inclusion of monoglossic judgement. Nevertheless, these are clearly still sites of potential heteroglossic contestation which reporter voice nevertheless sometimes represents in monoglossic terms, thus declining to acknowledge the risk to solidarity. It would appear that the rhetorical benefits of having direct access to such values outweighs the threat they pose to the strategy of impersonalisation. 


The grounds for distinguishing, within appreciation, between valuation, on the one hand, and reaction and composition, on the other, are less obvious. The distinction would seem to turn on the degree that the evaluation is felt to be institutionalised or socialised – that is, grounded generally in social institutions rather than in an individualised subjectivity. Thus we can see that reaction values such as captivating, moving, splendid, enchanting are characterised as if grounded in an individuated aesthetic sensibility. In contrast, non-aesthetic evaluations such as prominent, key, historical, conservative may be seen as qualities which society in general ascribes, rather than the individual evaluator. Thus to describe an individual as ‘a prominent conservationist’ is not to make an individual assessment but rather to reference an already extant classification established more broadly within society. The evaluator here may be able to represent themselves as unimplicated in the evaluation, as simply applying the predetermined label provided by the current context of situation rather than engaging their own inter-subjectivity. Accordingly, the aesthetic appreciations put more at stake interpersonally, they have a greater potential to put solidarity at risk since they turn, ultimately, on individual responses, rather than on some established social ascription. It is thus possible for reporter voice to maintain its guise of impersonalisation even while making reasonably frequent use of monoglossic appreciation:valuation. They are thus held on some occasions not to require acknowledgment of the threat to solidarity.


As we have seen, inscribed judgement and interactional demands are the values which reporter voice most thoroughly confines to heteroglossic contexts. It thereby cast these values as the most consistently contentious, as the values which most consistently require that the threat to solidarity be acknowledged. The discussion to this point has already indicated why this should be so. Both values directly target the behaviour of individuals or groupings, with judgement evaluating it and interaction seeking to change or influence it. Both share a semantics of obligation, with interactional values directly asserting it and judgement values implying it. Thus these two values put more at stake socially and inter-personally than other modes of evaluation. Accordingly, these values have the greatest potential to put solidarity at risk. They therefore occur most consistently in contexts (heteroglossic representations) whereby that risk is acknowledged.


VII.3.(c). Reporter voice, impersonalisation and extra-vocalisation


The discussion to this point has accounted for the variable patterns of preference for heteroglossic representation in reporter-voice texts. It has explained why certain meanings which might provoke heteroglossic resistance, are nonetheless realised in monoglossic terms. It has explained those patterns by reference to the notion of a rhetoric of impersonalisation. 


I turn now to the second arm of that strategy, the preference of reporter for extra-vocalisation over intra-vocalisation (see sections III.3.(c).2. and III.3.(c).3.) as its favoured mode of heteroglossic representation – that is to say, why it so consistently chooses attribution rather than, for example, modal values of probability, reality phase or hearsay. From the perspective of simply acknowledging possible risks to solidarity, values of extra-vocalisation and intra-vocalisation have an equal status. They both act to open up the communicative space to the possibility of heteroglossic diversity. Extra-vocalisation, however, differs from intra-vocalisation in a way that is crucial to the strategy of impersonalisation – unlike intra-vocalisation, extra-vocalisation systematically under-determines or leaves ambiguous or unstated the alignment between the authorial and external voice. The under-determination enables the text to introduce interpersonally and heteroglossically charged values such as inscribed judgement and demands for interaction and yet to obscure the inter-subjective role of the authorial voice in introducing these values into the text. This feature of extra-vocalisation is therefore fundamental to the media’s objective of reaching the widest audience while developing its contentious model of the social order. I will therefore explore the semantics of extra-vocalisation at some length. 


As a system of resources, extra-vocalisation displays a considerable degree of variation as to the degree of alignment that is indicated between authorial and external voice. This point has been taken up at length in the context of my discussion of Fuller’s theory of a grammar of discourse (see section II.3.(b).6. and � QUOTE "Fuller 1995"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Fuller 1995�, 1998) and in the course of my treatment of extra-vocalisation in chapter 3 (section III.3.(c).2.). There I discussed the different semantic consequences of extra-vocalic insertion versus extra-vocalic assimilation. In particular I noted the potential for assimilation to merge the two voices, to allow for a thoroughgoing ‘mediatisation’ of the extra-vocalised material. We need also to note that the system does provide resources by which alignment between the authorial and external voice can be explicitly asserted or, alternatively, by which the authorial voice can distance itself from the external. Accordingly, in wordings such as ‘He demonstrated that the Premier had viewed the documents’, alignment is indicated, while the authorial voice distances itself in wordings such as ‘He is claiming that the Premier had viewed the documents’. Additionally, we need to take into account co-textual factors. Thus the degree to which the authorial is aligned with the external may depend on whether the particular extra-vocalised position is read as consonant with and supported by positions adopted elsewhere in the text, either by the authorial voice or by other external voices, whether the external voice is read as possessing high authority, expertise or status, and so on. 


Many media texts do display a high degree of alignment between the authorial and the external. Such alignment is illustrated by the following example. (To demonstrate alignment I have analysed the text for attitudinal appraisal (judgement, appreciation and affect) and indicated where extra-vocalisation is in play)


Key.


Underlining = extra-vocalisation


Italics = tokens of attitude


Purple = social sanction


Blue = social esteem


Green = appreciation


Magenta = affect


Text � SEQ Text \* ARABIC �1�: Traffic congestion report


Gridlock, eight hours a day 


By ROBERT WAINWRIGHT and DAMIEN MURPHY


Peak hours in Sydney have expanded from six to eight hours a day, forcing motorists on freeways and highways to crawl at 10 km/h [token: incapacity] - slower than the average jogger [token: incapacity] - a new study of the city's transport crisis has revealed.


The congestion now eats up one-third of every weekday, and even extends into weekends.


An Australian Bureau of Statistics study published this month shows that commuter use of public transport across Sydney has fallen by more than 13 per cent since 1991 while car use has jumped by 10 per cent.


Roads and Traffic Authority (RTA) forecasts conclude that on present trends, travel times on city roads will become six times slower [token: incapacity] by 2016.


This bleak [reaction] picture has emerged from a special [valuation] two-part Herald investigation - which continues tomorrow - just weeks after the State Minister for Transport, Mr Scully, confirmed that the Government's long-awaited integrated public transport strategy had once again been delayed, [token: incapacity] this time to the end of the year.


The latest plan will become the 13th published blueprint of how to fix the city's transport woes [affect] . None has been fully implemented. [token: incapacity]


The Government now faces the prospect of an election fought on urban environmental issues, including traffic chaos and air quality.


Labor Party sources acknowledge that in marginal western Sydney seats such as Badgerys Creek, Penrith and the Blue Mountains, the Government's response to public transport problems might hold the key to its re-election strategy.


"It is three years now and there is simply no excuse,[judgement: impropriety] " a senior ALP figure conceded. "We need a transport strategy that goes beyond just roads and some pretty big and brave [tenacity] decisions are needed, and now."


Transport engineers, strategists and planners say Sydney's transport crisis can be blamed [non specified negative social esteem] directly on decades of ad hoc [capacity] traffic planning and the focus of consecutive governments on the funding of new roads over public transport systems.


NRMA studies show that peak hours on main thoroughfares such as Military and Parramatta roads have increased by 30 per cent over the past decade.


…


Although the Government has set targets to reduce car use, groups such as the Total Environment Centre (TEC) and western Sydney councils say they are yet to be convinced that there are serious plans behind the political rhetoric [veracity].


…


The Government has pledged answers by November but a recent Department of Transport (DoT) advertisement for interest in mass-transit studies concedes that "in-principle availability" of resources for "large and complex studies" will happen only over the next year. The advertisement, which calls for submissions by tomorrow, wants the studies to include strategic planning, technology, travel demand analysis and financial evaluation.


But community lobby groups, councils and transport experts say there is already enough information to justify full-scale plans, and they continue to appeal for money to be spent on rail and bus services in new suburbs.


Mr Les Macdonald, who recently resigned as chairman of the Public Transport Advisory Council, said he was cynical about the Government's intentions. "The Government's goals are a breakthrough but there is a distinct danger that this will be yet another very expensive public relations exercise.[veracity]


"Until you pool all the government funding for transport and put it under an independent body that makes sound [capacity] decisions about public transport and roads then these goals will just be used as pork barrel exercise [impropriety] for election time."


Professor John Black, of the University of NSW School of Civil and Environmental Engineering, agreed: "At present there are too many fingers in the pie. [incapacity] The lack of co-ordination [incapacity[ that has existed historically continues, and if government is serious about transport reform, control of transportation modes, roads, planning and urban affairs should be vested in one single entity."


The criticism is that not only have governments failed to keep pace with urban sprawl [incapacity] by providing basic transport corridors, but that there has been little or no attention given to a flexible transport system to cater for social changes, such as women in the workforce.


Environment Protection Authority surveys show nearly 10 per cent of Sydney residents believe public transport is one of the two most important [valuation] issues for the Government, compared with 5 per cent in 1994. Over the same period, the percentage of people driving to work leapt from 62 per cent to nearly 80 per cent.


The foundation chairman of traffic engineering at the University of NSW, Professor Ross Blunden, who worked on Singapore's urban renewal project that saw the CBD closed to ordinary traffic, believes Sydney will be forced to take similar action.


"It is really getting pressurised at the moment and the coming Olympic Games makes the point that you've got to control the motor car as the land use density goes up," he said.


Mr Hans Westerman, a consultant engineer and planner to Austroads, said the Government could not solve transport problems with money alone. Overseas experiments such as combining trains and taxis should be tried.


[Sydney Morning Herald Monday, 23/3/1998]


We note that the text conforms to reporter-voice conventions – it extra-vocalises all inscribed values of judgement. Yet I certainly read the text as acting, as a whole, to develop a criticism against the government, to blame the government for its incompetence (judgement: capacity) with respect to traffic management. The authorial voice seems as much implicated in this exercise as any of the external voices, and possibly more so in that it clearly acts to assemble the various critics and to target their complaints against the government. In a sense those external voices can be read as surrogates for the authorial voice. The explicit evaluations which the authorial voice does allow itself (‘bleak picture’, ‘city’s transport woes’) clearly support this interpretation. So what is at work rhetorically here? What are the advantages which accompany the writer’s choosing reporter voice, rather than correspondent or commentator, and therefore levelling the charges at the government on their own behalf? 


The answer is to be found, of course, in the rhetorical advantages of a strategy by which the role of the author in developing this contentious position is backgrounded and obscured, and hence rendered less open to resistance and opposition. This rhetorical stratagem relies on the under-determination of alignment between authorial and external voice. The under-determination provides the manoeuvring space in which the authorial voice foregrounds the external voices, thereby deflecting attention from its own role. From another perspective, of course, it enables the authorial voice to construe the position adopted by the text as one which has significant support among appropriately authoritative experts in the field, and thus to assemble a group of allies in its contestation with the government. The success of the strategy is, of course, dependent on the degree that the extra-vocalisation is read as distancing authorial from external voice. Resistant readings will, of course, insist upon the author’s implication in the line being developed by the report. 


Debate about the degree to which the authorial voice is implicated in this way – a debate made possible by the distinctive semantics of extra-vocalisation – is, of course, a constant in the contestation between the media and its various critics and rivals for social and political influence. We should note in this regard, that for its own polemical ends, the media typically adopts an extreme view, insisting that the authorial voice is never implicated in, or responsible for any of the subjectivities it imports into its texts through extra-vocalisation. Its claim that its texts are neutral, impartial and value-free, despite containing so much explicit social evaluation in attributed statements, relies on this proposition. Texts such as the traffic congestion report cited above supply powerful counter evidence. They indicate that the media overstates its case, that it misrepresents ambiguity or under-determination of alignment between authorial and external voice as an absolute state of disassociation and independence.


I note with interest in this regard that the laws of defamation in Australian and the UK do not support the journalistic commonsense view of extra-vocalisation. Under these laws, it is held to be unimportant whether the reporter him/herself produces the defamation or simply reports the defamatory statements of some attributed source. The reporter is held to be just as liable and may be sued for the defamations contained in the words of the quoted source. Thus, for the law, reporters are held to be responsible for, and implicated in the social evaluations of the sources they quote.


There are, of course, instances where contentious meanings are present in the text under extra-vocalisation where there are no strong indicators as to authorial position, either within the co-text or in the specific grammar of the current extra-vocalising value. The report of the Italian Ski slopes disaster cited in chapter is a typical example of such a text. But whether or not the authorial voice overtly demonstrates a point of view is ultimately unimportant for the media’s purpose in identifying points at which the social order is put at risk. The function of extra-vocalisation is to introduce the judgements or the demands for action by which these fault lines are identified. Extra-vocalisation means, as I have said, that these can be marked as potentially putting solidarity at risk, thereby managing that solidarity. Simultaneously, through the under-determination of authorial alignment, authorial position can be left unstated, thereby increasing the room for rhetorical manoeuvring. The strategy here is for the text to, thereby, background the inter-subjective role of the author in selecting the particular contentious utterance for coverage, placing it in a position of prominence in the text and so giving it functionality within the media discourse of social-order disequilibrium.


VII.3.(d). Intensification and impersonalisation


The final ingredient of the rhetorical strategy constituted by reporter voice is provided by intensification. By this value, news-reporting texts characterise the social-order fault lines they identify as highly charged interpersonally, as of maximal force and impact and as thereby compelling themselves upon both writer and reader’s attention. The choice of mode of intensification is crucial here. As we have seen, reporter voice avoids the explicit, isolating forms (very, really, again and again etc) and those infused forms which involve an explicitly interpersonal value. They favour, instead, forms where the intensification is fused with an experiential form (‘The car veered’, ‘Prices skyrocketed’ etc.) Such a preference is clearly consonant with a strategy of impersonalisation. Such forms have the obvious advantage, for such a tactic, of backgrounding the inter-subjectivity of intensification, of casting the intensification as a quality attached innately to various experiential categories. Thus the reader’s attention is deflected from the interpersonal semantics by the foregrounding that such values provide for the experiential.


To conclude this section on reporter voice as rhetorical mode, we can see that it involves the complex interplay between a strategic reweighting of the probabilities of heteroglossic representation, exploitation of the under-determination by extra-vocalisation of the alignment between authorial and external voice, and a strategic use of the more ‘experiential’ realisations of intensification. I contend that these factors act in combination to address the tension between the media’s twin objectives of maximising its audience reach and its influence, while simultaneously developing a contentious theory of the social order which, if it were presented overtly as such, would risk being more widely resisted and on different terms from those which are usual today. That strategy acts to manage the resources of social evaluation so that the risk of fatal breaches of solidarity is reduced, though not, of course, by any means eliminated. 


VII.4. Reporter voice and media objectivity


The notion that news reporting somehow equates with what is termed ‘objectivity’ is a commonplace in everyday discussions of the media. As foreshadowed in the introduction to chapter 1, it is certainly a key element of the media’s claim that its texts provide a form of knowledge and that newspapers, for example, constitute ‘journals of record’. The precise meaning of ‘objectivity’ is often contested and is seldom explicitly defined when used in debates about media performance. I will here briefly address the question of so-called media objectivity since, as suggested in the thesis opening, it is ever-present in discussions of media performance, and because I believe the account of reporter voice as rhetorical strategy set out above provides some definitive insights.


There are, at least, two related but nevertheless distinct usages of the term ‘objectivity’ within discussions of the media. The first usage has its basis in observations of the historical development of newspapers in the early to mid 19th century, by which key publications moved, at least in Britain and the US, from being arms of political parties to being ‘independent’ operations funded, not by party funds, but through advertisements and a cover price. (See, for example � QUOTE "Schudson 1978"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Schudson 1978�, � QUOTE "Schiller 1981"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Schiller 1981�, � QUOTE "Stephens 1988"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Stephens 1988� or � QUOTE "Curran and Seaton 1991"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Curran and Seaton 1991�.) Here the term ‘objective’ is used to indicate the apparent freedom of the newspapers to cover news and develop analyses and arguments independently of the interests of some political party. Thus ‘objective’ did not necessarily imply ‘neutrality’ or any absence of value judgement, but simply independence from the influence and control of one political institution. Supposedly, these newly ‘commercial’ media organisations were able to evaluate potential news issues ‘on their merits’ rather than at the dictate of a particular party line. Thus ‘objective’ in this context does not imply any necessary changes in the modes of textuality of such publications – there is no necessary implication that they were any less opinionated, subjective or argumentative under these changes. Nevertheless, as will be shown below, the change did have ultimate significance for our current concerns because it was an important stage in a trend over the next century by which the media was to position itself as a genuinely ‘mass’ organ of knowledge and cultural influence. 


The idea of ‘objectivity’ in the context of the media, however, has come to be associated with beliefs that news coverage recounts, or at least should recount events without the intrusion of value judgement, interpretation or point of view. As Schiller states, commonsense notions of objectivity involve the belief that news should provide a ‘map, a veridical representation, a report on reality, and hence not really a story at all, but merely the facts.’ (� QUOTE "Schiller 1981"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Schiller 1981�1981: 2). There is, of course, widespread agreement within the relevant academic disciplines (eg philosophy, linguistics, sociology, cultural studies) that this belief is unsustainable. It is acknowledged that texts cannot neutrally and impersonally map some fixed and absolute external reality. As Habermas has stated, the commonsense notion ‘deludes the sciences with the image of a self subsistent world of facts structured in a lawlike manner, it thus conceals the priori constitution of these facts’ (� QUOTE "Habermas 1971"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Habermas 1971�: 69).


Much effort in the media studies literature has been expended on establishing when this belief became operational in the media – that is when media organisations began proclaiming that they were ‘objective’ in these terms and when media audiences began to believe this was what they could expect of news coverage, at least in ideal circumstances. The media historians typically indicate it began sometime in the late 19th century and was fully entrenched by the 1930s. Thus Siebert et al assert that this ‘theory of objectivity’ originated in the late 19th century and was ‘widely acclaimed’ during the first quarter of the 20th century (� QUOTE "Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm 1963"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm 1963�:60; for a full discussion, see � QUOTE "Schiller 1981"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Schiller 1981�.)


The voice analysis set out above can provide, I believe, some indicators as to how the distinctive interpersonal style of news reporting in the 20th century might support the operation of this belief . As I have shown, reporter voice can be understood as a rhetorical strategy for backgrounding the ideologically determined nature of the conventions of news coverage and the necessary subjectivity of the authorial voice in implementing these conventions. In general, the strategy operates to present the various assumptions and evaluations conveyed by a news report as in some way given, impersonal, unavoidable or communally rather than individually based. They operate so that it takes more work for the reader to discover at what point and in what terms the social position informing the text may be questioned or resisted. They operate, thus, to maintain solidarity despite and across the heteroglossic diversity encompassed by the mass media’s targeted audience. 


I should make explicit here a point which I have hitherto taken as given. When I talk of a strategy, I do not mean to say that this is a mode of operation which journalists employ consciously so as to achieve the communicative ends I have suggested above. In my own professional experience, journalists vary greatly in the degree to which they seek to analyse and deconstruct their professional practices. Some would operate with a ‘naïve’ commonsense view of ‘objectivity’ while others would support the type of critical analysis I have set out here. My own personal history has been one of a movement from a relatively commonsense view to the critical stance I adopt today. I was like many of my journalistic colleagues in my surprise when first told that I could be held responsible for the defamations of my quoted sources. I too was convinced by reporter voice’s strategy of impersonalisation that the authorial voice was entirely immune from, and independent of any of the subjectivities of my extra-vocalised sources, though I would not, of course, have put it in those terms. When I speak of a ‘strategy’, therefore, I am pointing to a rhetorical potentiality which emerges from the aspects of the text compositional conventions of modern news reporting outlined above. Journalists, therefore, are just as subject to the rhetorical influence of those conventions as their audience, perhaps even more so since their continued professional employment relies on them enacting the conventions successfully day after day. It should come as no surprise, therefore, that many journalists are at least as committed to the notion of ‘objectivity’ as are members of their audience.


From this perspective we can see that the assumed ‘objectivity’ of a media text will be a measure of the effectiveness with which it implements this strategy. That is, assumed ‘objectivity’ is a measure of the success of media discourse in using the techniques set out above to maintain some degree of solidarity while, nevertheless, developing a value-laden, ideologically-determined and hence solidarity-threatening theory of the social order. It is a success, therefore, only to the extent that news reporting is, in fact, seen as ‘objective’ or at least to the extent that a significant proportion of the media audience maintains a belief that news coverage should be ‘objective’. I believe the media has been successful in this regard, though I pass no judgement on the degree of that success.


This perspective can also provide a useful way of accounting for the transformation in journalistic voice, documented in chapter 4, between the 19th century and the current day. Nineteenth century journalism clearly did not adopt the same rhetorical strategy of impersonalisation that we find today. If it did adopt any such strategy, it was one involving an abrupt contrast between transcript-oriented reports, where the authorial role was kept to a bare minimum, and the remainder of news reporting where a personalised, interpersonally unimpeded authorial voice operated across all subject areas. But the transcript-oriented reports are a special case in that the journalist author typically provides only one or two sentences of their own by way of framing. As well, as I demonstrated in chapter 4, the full resources of appraisal appear to be available to the authorial voice in cases where that framing goes beyond just a few words. Thus the strategic reweighting of the probabilities with respect to hetero-glossia found today were not operational in the 19th century newspapers examined for this study, nor was the preference for extra-vocalisation, nor the preference for ‘experientialised’ intensification. This suggests that for whatever reason – and I will explore possible reasons in a later section – there was not the communicative imperative to manage the negotiation of solidarity which operates today. Thus the journalistic voice freely offered monoglossically realised values of judgement and appreciation and made interactional demands, with all the risks thereby posed for solidarity. It suggests either that the journalistic discourse assumed a much greater degree of heteroglossic convergence in its readership than is assumed today, or else, for whatever reason, it was unconcerned with rhetorical impact of its social evaluations and any damage they might pose for solidarity. These findings further suggest that, if 19th century journalism operated with a notion of ‘objectivity’, then it was rather different from that of today or, alternatively, that journalistic style did not play the same role in sustaining that belief.


VII.5. The evolution of news and the ‘orbital’ mode of textuality


I have explored, therefore, the rhetorical consequences of reporter voice. But to account for the rhetorical potential of the news item in its totality, we need, of course, to consider not just voice, but the way it interacts with textual organisation. I will set out such an analysis below. Firstly, however, I need to make some observations about textual organisation which generalise across both the issues report and the event story, since they were analysed separately in previous chapters.


The discussion in chapter 5 and 6 demonstrated that both event story and issues report are organised according to the principle of orbital textuality by which a textually dominant nucleus consisting of a headline plus lead is specified and elaborated by a set of dependent satellites. As well, the discussion demonstrated that many instances of the two text types feature a repeated or rhythmic return, as the text unfolds, to the crisis point of primary impact set out in the headline/lead. 


It is perhaps remarkable, given their divergent grounding in activity sequence and argumentative utterance respectively, that both text types should feature this identical pattern of textual development. In this regard we should note that this commonality was not to be found in earlier periods of journalism. As was demonstrated in earlier chapters, activity based reports were previously represented through chronological recounts while speeches and debates, the typical basis of issues reports, were most frequently covered through transcript-oriented reports. Here the original generic structure and informational emphases of the originating material remained generally intact, with the journalistic task largely confined to framing the transcript. In terms of generic structure, therefore, the historical evolution of news reporting in the 20th century has involved a convergence between different modes of textuality, to the point where the one pattern of organisation does service across the board for both event-based and argument-based reporting.


For issues-based reporting, this has meant a much greater uniformity in genre. Previously it fell to the author of the originating material to determine the mode of argumentation. Thus, the news pages of The Times and The New York Times of the 19th century featured an array of different persuasive sub-genres. Today, in contrast, the one mode operates by which some, usually single, point of contention is singled out for maximum emphasis in the opening, with the text body acting to specify and lend support to this. Accordingly, the historical evolution of the issues report involves a process by which the native journalistic mode of textuality, with its distinctive emphases and communicative outcomes, has come to hold sway over and to supplant all other text organisational modes. All originating material must be recut and reconfigured to conform to this journalistic framework. In the context of the issues report, there can be no rhetorical mode but that of journalism’s own making.


The evolution of the event story has involved a similar process, to the extent that the native journalistic mode of textuality has come to supplant a prior mode of textual organisation. While the end point was the same – a lead-dominated orbital text structure – the transformation involved different socio-semiotic issues. The pre-modern mode of event-based reporting, like other narratives, is strongly conditioned by what SFL terms ideational meanings, by those meanings by which the language constructs a representation of external reality. (See, for example, � QUOTE "Halliday 1994"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Halliday 1994�.) In these narratives, it is the activity sequence, an essentially ideational construct, which dictates the terms of the story telling. The text organises the flow of ideational meanings, as well as the associated interpersonal values, to mimic the flow of chronological and causal sequence in experiential time. 


Under the transformation, however, by which the contemporary event-based report was constituted, the ideational is no longer so determinant. The modern event story is organised rhetorically rather than ideationally. That is to say, it makes full use of the potential of the textual metafunction to strategically arrange ideational and interpersonal values to achieve some communicative objective. Thus the textual is freed to develop emphases, to background and to foreground, to juxtapose and separate without reference to any ideational framework. Under this rhetorical impulse, chronological sequence is dismantled and individual events arranged in the text, not to map experiential relationships, but so as to achieve a particular rhetorical outcome. And that outcome, as suggested in chapter 5, is to give maximum rhetorical prominence to the material, both ideational and interpersonal, which has been selected for the opening headline/lead – the text’s rhetorical centre of gravity. 


VII.6. The news story as rhetorical device


As I have stated previously, the modern news story acts to identify what it construes as fault lines in the social order, points of social, power-relational and moral disequilibrium. By its focus on what it construes as actual or potential aberration, damage or transformation, it acts to develop a particular, ideologically-determined model of the social order. In a sense, therefore, each ‘angle’ selected for the headline/lead amounts to an argument in favour of a particular theory of the social order. I have touched on this point at various places within the thesis but will now demonstrate it more fully.


The choice of what journalists term the ‘angle’ for the news item is crucial in this regard – the crisis point of maximum impact discussed at length in chapter 5. A process of interpretation and theorising, which I set out in the following, underlies the construction of such ‘angles’. Firstly, certain events and issues (or representations of events and issues) are adjudged worthy of coverage by the application of ideologically-informed conventions of newsworthiness. As I have argued, mass-media news values are directed at identifying points of social order disequilibrium. Once items have been chosen for coverage in this way, certain elements from within the event or issue are adjudged to be maximally newsworthy in that they are seen to represent the point of greatest actual or potential threat to the status quo. These elements – the angle in journalistic parlance – are therefore selected for maximal rhetorical prominence in the headline lead. This ‘angle’ of maximal social order disruption typically puts at risk values of social evaluation, most usually values of judgement. Thus, in many instances, it is by the application of social evaluation that the social significance of the story’s angle is demonstrated – some event, action, decision or pronouncement is construed as putting at risk social esteem or as likely to attract social sanction. (The only consistent exception within ‘hard news’ reporting is provided by those natural disaster reports where there is no possibility of human involvement and hence guilt in the catastrophic disruption of the material order.) 


The choice of crisis point, of ‘angle’, is therefore highly interpretive. The choice is always thoroughly informed by ideological position and hence is always potentially subject to challenge on ideological grounds. It amounts, ultimately, as I have said, to an argument in favour of a particular model of the social order. I will demonstrate this point with several examples.


In mid 1997, Australia's largest company, Broken Hill Proprietary Ltd. (BHP), announced that it would close a number of its plants around the country, a move which would result in the loss of around 3000 jobs. The Daily Telegraph, a working class orientated tabloid interpreted the event as a threat to the social order in that one of Australia’s wealthiest companies was thus to threaten not simply the material well-being of thousands of ‘ordinary’ Australia, but also their ‘future’. It chose, therefore, the following for its ‘angle’ of maximum impact. 


(The Australian tabloids are much closer in their conventions of reporter voice to the broadsheets than either the British or the US tabloids. It is interesting to note that though this extract is highly charged interpersonally, it nevertheless conforms to broadsheet reporter-voice conventions in confining all inscribed judgement to extra-vocalised contexts. The interpersonal charge which the extract carries is, in fact, derived essentially from the use of negation, tokens of judgement and values of affect.)


NO FUTURE


How the Big Australian dumped a little Australian


Steelworker Wayne Hunter — the proud "face of the future" on BHP billboards — became the forlorn face of a steel city with no future yesterday. As BHP announced it would shut down steel making in Newcastle and other plants, directly costing 2500 jobs, Mr Hunter represented what Premier Bob Carr called a 'boardroom betrayal of working class Australia.'(30/4/97)


In contrast, the middle-class oriented broadsheet, The Australian, interpreted the issue in very different terms. For The Australian, the event represented a positive rather than a negative impact on the social order. It offered, accordingly,


BHP sackings a $1bn bonus


Investors applauded the decision by BHP to close its steel mills in Sydney, Geelong and Newcastle, driving up its share price by 48c yesterday to add to almost $1 billion to the market value of the Big Australian.


The influence of ideological perspective in determining ‘angle’ is here so obvious that it requires no further discussion.


The coverage by the New York Times of the attack by the US on Baghdad in 1993 provides further exemplification. There are obviously numerous ways to interpret the threat posed to the social order by an unannounced missile attack, in peace time, by one nation upon another, in which several civilians are killed. A particular ideologically-determined view of the power-relational and moral order obviously underlies the ‘angle’ chosen by the Times. Thus, 


Raid on Baghdad


US. FIRES MISSILES AT BAGHDAD, CITING APRIL PLOT TO KILL BUSH


The United States launched a missile attack against Iraq tonight in retaliation for what President Clinton described as a "loathsome and cowardly" attempt to assassinate former President George Bush during a visit to Kuwait in April. (New York Times 27/6/93)


For the New York Times, therefore, the raid was construed almost as a crusade, a blow against the ‘loathsome and cowardly’ criminality of another nation in allegedly plotting the death of an American political leader. The report, however, might equally have begun with:


Six Civilians Killed in US Missile Attack


Leaders around the Arab world have condemned the US missile attack on Baghdad which left six civilians dead and many wounded.


In some instances, the theory of the social order is reflected not so much in what is chosen for maximum prominence in the report's opening, but in what is ignored or down-played. Consider, for example,


Terror chief blown up by mobile phone


Israel's most wanted terrorist has been killed as he plotted to murder PLO leader Yassar Arafat. Yihye Ayyash �symbol 190 \f "Symbol" \s 12�¾� a master bomber nicknamed the Engineer �symbol 190 \f "Symbol" \s 12�¾� was himself blown up when he picked up his booby-trapped mobile phone.


The Palestinian extremist group blamed the Israeli secret service for his death and vowed to retaliate for 'this cowardly act'. Ayyash, 30, was found lying next to the body of a women, believed to be his wife, in a village near Gaza City. His phone had been packed with more than two ounces of explosive (International Express)


This choice of ‘angle’ is informed by an ideological position by which the killing of the 'woman, believed to be his wife' is not construed as maximally involved in the threat to the moral order. Leaving aside problematic issues associated with the killing of the alleged terrorist, we note that the killing of the woman goes virtually unremarked, even though there is no suggestion that she was anything other than an innocent bystander. Thus the selection of ‘angle’ constructs a model of the social order in which the lives of a certain category of ‘ordinary’ people are inconsequential in the context of the playing out of political conflicts.


These examples all involve material which might be thought of as highly charged ideologically. The same principle, however, can be demonstrated in the selection of ‘angles’ in much more routine material. Consider for example: 


Nine people died in and around the Greek capital as torrential rains lashed the region at the weekend, causing damage of ‘biblical’ proportions and bringing a nation-wide halt to rail traffic. (Agence France Press, 24/10/94)


This is a typical natural disaster opening. As is often the case with such material, the threat to the status quo is construed essentially in material terms, in terms of an intensified estimation of damage. But contained in international wire copy available at the time was information that large scale and poorly regulated land developments in and around Athens were believed responsible for much of the damage and possibly even some of the deaths. The new construction had been allowed to proceed without adequate drainage or floodwater controls. Thus, rather than giving primary focus to the ‘nine dead’ and the ‘nation-wide halt to rail traffic’, the report might just as easily have begun with, ‘Rapid and unregulated land development in the Athens region is believed responsible for large scale flooding and millions of dollars of damage following torrential rains in the area.’ Such an opening would have constructed a model of the social order in which the harmful pursuit of capital gain represents a greater threat to the social order than a ‘national-wide halt to rail traffic’.


A final demonstration is provided by the another example involving more ‘routine’ material. At first glance, the following report of a proposed increase in water rates in New South Wales in 1993 may seem free of ideological influence.


Households in NSW will pay more for water under plans announced by the Water Board. The Board has proposed a flat rate of 65-cents-a-kilolitre for all water.


Under the proposal the average household would pay an extra 39 cents a week - about 20 dollars a year.


The board has also proposed the abolition of the 80-dollar a year environment levy as well as cuts in charges to business and safety measures for pensioners and low income families (SBS Central Newsroom)


But the action of a set of ideologically-informed value judgements is revealed by a closer examination of the text’s structure and in particular of the way the lead gives priority to certain information. It would have been possible to provide a rather different ideological interpretation of the event by developing an ‘angle’ with material taken from what was the report’s final sentence. Thus we would begin, 


The Water Board wants to increase the amount ordinary households pay for water while cutting water rate charges to business.


Proposals currently before the government would see the average household pay $20 more a year. (etc)


An even more marked shift can be achieved by a reworking which sees the abolishing of the environmental levy (a charge to fund an urgently required up-grading of the New South Wales water system) as representing a significant threat to the social and moral order and hence worthy of being made part of the lead’s ‘point of maximum impact’.


The Water Board wants to scrap the environmental levy, a charge introduced to help the government tackle the continued degradation of the State’s waterways, while at the same time lowering the cost of water to big business. (etc)


Clearly ideological perspective is reflected in these alternative judgements about the terms in which the incident represents a disruption of the status quo. The original version construes the proposed changes as representing just a minor inconvenience — as a largely uncontroversial, routine part of the bureaucratic process and hence as providing only a minor disruption of the status quo. In contrast, both alternative versions suggest that the proposed increase is not entirely routine, not so obviously a normal part of the administrative process and construe it in moral terms.


This development of an ‘angle’, this singling out of points of maximal risk to the social order is, as we saw in chapters 5 and 6, fundamental to the modern news item. But as the discussion above has demonstrated, these angles are potential sites of heteroglossic contestation and resistance, representing, as they do, ideologically determined theorising about the social order. To accept such ‘angles’ on their own terms – that is, as maximally significant because they reveal where and under what conditions the social order is at risk – is surely to be willing to accept the values by which such judgements are made.


In reality of course, such ‘angles’ are not seen as value-laden, subjective or ideological, at least to the extent that the media’s claims of ‘objectivity’ are successful. Certainly they do not damage solidarity between the media and its audience often enough or severely enough to fatally impede the media’s pursuit of a wide market reach.


It is my contention that this outcome can be explained by reference to the rhetorical potential constituted by the combination of reporter voice and the news item’s orbital textuality. These two, in combination, provides a potent rhetorical device by which the value laden process of ‘angle’ development can be naturalised and portrayed as commonsensical. Textual structure and voice interact so that the ideological nature of the news story is obscured and the image it presents of the social order is more likely to be read as unmediated, anonymous and mechanically determined.


The rhetorical mechanism is as follows. The organisation of the headline/lead provides the textual platform by which the socially significant element – the one construed as the point of maximal status quo disruption – can be extracted from its context in a temporal or verbal sequence. This act of extraction of itself constructs the incident or statement as notable, as possessed of informational features which warrant its removal from its original context. But the incident or claim is not just extracted. It is also presented at the very beginning of the story, at the story's inception point. In this way the element chosen for this lead is cast into sharp textual relief. It is represented as not just informationally noteworthy but as so noteworthy that it requires that the introductory, orienting steps normally associated with so many other text types be abandoned. Thus the lead's abruptness, its offering of only the most limited and reduced textual gearing up or preamble turns out to have rhetorical functionality. 


Frequently the presentation of the ‘angle’ is accompanied by intensification which serves to reinforce the sense that there is something innately remarkable about the events or statements therein described. Strategically, that intensification is ‘experientialised’, a mode of intensification by which the subjective role of the author is backgrounded and obscured. Thus the material singled out for the opening ‘angle’ is construed as innately dramatic, heightened and full of impact. Accordingly, the intensification acts to support the process by which some element was extracted from its temporal or verbal context and given maximal rhetorical prominence.


Additionally, the opening frequently contains one or more instances of social evaluation by which, typically, some implication for the moral order is asserted. This assertion of a threat to the moral order may, of itself, constitute the story’s ‘angle’. As we have seen, the interpersonal style of the news story (reporter voice) is so constituted that the risk these evaluations pose to solidarity is minimised. The role of authorial subjectivity is typically backgrounded and the social evaluation represented, as far as possible, as communal or diversified. 


Thus the text represents the incident or statement selected as ‘angle’ as inherently newsworthy, as having compelled itself upon the reporter as obvious subject matter for a report and an unavoidably appropriate starting point. Thus the functionality of this ‘angle’ as a building block in a subjective, ideologically determined theory of the social order is hidden from view. 


The orbital structure of the body of the news story supports this representation of the reporter’s selections as natural and inevitable. The orientation set up by the pulse-like return to the headline/lead’s ‘crisis point’ serves to keep that point in focus, to construct the ‘crisis point’ as pivotal and a natural point of informational prominence. Similarly, the way the satellites of the unfolding text reach back to interact lexically and logically with the lead serves to construct the lead as constantly in focus, as textually and informationally pre-eminent. Thus the text throughout its length remains about the ‘angle’, as each satellite, regardless of distance, elaborates, contextualises, explains, justifies or appraises some element of that opening burst of informational and interpersonal impact. Thus the structure of the body acts to represent that initial judgement about a threat to the social order as commonsensical, consensual and unavoidable.


This strategy is supported, throughout, by the constitution of reporter voice. With its strategic use of monoglossic or heteroglossic realisations, it mobilises evaluative meanings to position the reader while simultaneously deploying its tactic of impersonalisation so as to minimise the risk of heteroglossic resistance.


VII.7. The invention of objectivity – the phylogenesis of media discourse.


By way of conclusion, I will offer some speculative suggestions as to the social factors which may have contributed to the transformation by which modern news discourse was constituted. We have seen that in the 20th century various generic precursors were replaced with the lead-dominated, orbital structure of modern news. This change was accompanied by a registerial shift by which the three-way division between reporter, correspondent and commenter voice became operational. As well, reporter voice, with its strategy for managing the negotiation of solidarity, was established as the ‘archetypal’ mode of ‘hard news’ reporting. Together these features provide for a rhetorical device with considerable potential to naturalise the social theorising constituted by the news reporting process. Are there any social conditions which might account for this transformation? 


It is noteworthy that these changes took place over the early decades of the 20th century, a period when the media, as a cultural and economic institution, was developing the forms which characterise it today. Certainly, the move to a commercialist base and to greater freedom from direct political control had begun almost a century earlier. (See � QUOTE "Curran and Seaton 1991"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Curran and Seaton 1991� or � QUOTE "Schiller 1981"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Schiller 1981�.) There had been a general, though not always steady trend throughout the 19th century towards fewer publications and a resultant increase in the market reach of those that remained. But it was not until the late 19th century and especially the early 20th century, under the era of the so-called ‘press barons’, that a genuinely ‘mass’ media developed in the form we know it today. It can also be said that media audiences in the 19th century were much more diversified and in many instances more class based than in the modern era. In the UK, for example, a radical working class press operated successfully at various periods during the 19th century. Curran and Seaton, for example, credit it with deepening and extending radical consciousness and providing a strong alternative to the journals of the political establishment and the mercantile classes. (� QUOTE "Curran and Seaton 1991"� ADDIN ��� ADDIN �� �Curran and Seaton 1991�: 19.) By the end of the first quarter of the 20th century, however, the radical press had largely collapsed and had been replaced by a media that was concentrated in the hands of a few conglomerates. It is this concentration which I believe may account for the development of a new mode of journalistic textuality.


Under the more diverse, more class-based media context of the 19th century, publications could assume a much greater degree of heteroglossic convergence with their smaller, more narrowly targeted readerships. They could be overtly ideological – and this was certainly the mode of the radical press – and run much less risk of fatal damage to solidarity. They could assume a greater degree of shared values due to the common social background of their audience. With the development of a genuinely mass media, however, no such assumptions could be made. To achieve that mass market, the media would need to transcend class and other social barriers, with the resultant increase in heteroglossic diversity that this would entail. In the pursuit of such a market, the media would therefore need a mode of textuality which could somehow accommodate this diversity, which could somehow negotiate the threat to solidarity that might be provoked by the ideological differences separating members of its audience and, in particular, separating the media as an institution of power from sections of its audience. As I have argued above, the new reporter-voice, orbital news story provided for such a textuality. It provided a textuality by which it was possible to theorise about the social order and hence to exercise cultural and political influence, and yet to pass that theorising off as ‘objective’ and ‘factual’, as the ‘truth of the matter’. By thus inventing this particular mode of objectivity, the media was able to manage solidarity, extend its market reach and thereby establish itself as the powerful social institution it remains today.
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