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Abstract

Governments’ policies and actions often precipipatblic blame firestorms and
mediated scandals targeted at individual or callegtolicy makers. In the face of
losing credibility and resources, officeholders tempted to apply strategies of blame
avoidance which permeate administrative structurgsrations, and language use.
Linguistic aspects of blame avoidance are yet tetbdied by discourse analysts in
great detail. It is necessary to develop a mordistipated, context-sensitive
understanding of how blame avoidance affects pulbinmunication practices of
governments, because certain defensive ways of cornieating may curb democratic

deliberation in society.

In this thesis, | propose a systematic approadathetatifying and interpreting
defensive discursive strategies adopted by govemhow@nmunicators in the
circumstances of blame risk. | do this by engagwity a set of recent empirical data
(samples of text, talk, and images produced byBtfitesh government at critical
moments in the aftermath of the financial crisishaf late 2000s; field data from the
backstage of British government communication), iabtelrating political science
literature on the politics of blame avoidance with linguistically rooted discourse-

historical approach to the study of social problems

| show how reactive and anticipative blame avoigainocgovernment communication
involves the use of particular strategies of arguframing, denying, representing
social actors and actions, legitimating, and disiwermanipulation. | argue that
officeholders’ discursive practices of blame avoickashould be interpreted in
relation to various conceptualisations of ‘governim@®mmunication’, understood
within the frames of a discursively constructeagtoke game’, and analysed as

multimodal defensive performances.

This is a multidisciplinary exploratory study tHdtope will open up new avenues for
future research into government blame games, aack broadly, into blame

phenomena in political and organisational life.

Blame Avoidance in Government Communication. A thesis submitted by Sten Hansson
in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at the Department
of Linguistics and English Language, Lancaster University, in October 2016.
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1. Introduction

Over many centuries, numerous helpful ‘check liets’e been devised by various
authors who have sought to inform and educate ub&gabout the (mis)uses of
languagén public life. An early case in point is th& dentury B.COn Rhetori¢
where Aristotle (2007) made a seminal distinctietween three forms of persuasion
— appeals to character, emotions, and reasthiog pathos andlogos — used in
speech situations. Aristotle wanted his studentsam how to recognise when a
speaker was trying to manipulate them, and thissfiold model provided a useful
starting point for discussions about the natureidt discourse and its uses for good

or ill.

In The Book of Fallacie€English philosopher Jeremy Benthélri@24) listecaround

50 ‘political fallacies’ that in his view characised the British parliamentary
discourse at the beginning of thé"i@ntury This work was explicitly motivated by
his hope that when people become aware of andtaldre ‘fallaciousness’ (from
Bentham'’s utilitarian perspective) of the rhetoricemves employed by the Members
of Parliament to block certain radical reforms,Istmisuse’ of language would

become obsolete and the refommild go ahead.

Between 1937-1948everal lists of propaganda techniques were cothpitel widely
distributed in the U.S. by amganisation called the Institute for Propagandalysis.
The aim of the Institute was to teach Americareeitis to recognise and ‘deal with’
Nazi propaganda. The most well-known list contaitestriptions of seven common
propaganda ‘tricks’, which were given memorable eansuch as ‘Glittering
Generality’ and ‘Band Wagon’ (see Marlin, 2002, pp2—-106).

After the end of the Second World War, English autind critic George Orwell
(1968) published an essay “Politics and the Endleiguage” where he famously
lamented thagtolitical speech and writing at the time was “desig to make lies
sound truthful and murder respectable, and to givappearance of solidity to pure
wind” (p. 139)He listed and described “various of the tricks yams of which the
work of prose-construction is habitually dodgedi{@ll, 1968, p. 130), such as the

frequent use of worn-out metapharsl passive constructions, hoping that spotting



and avoiding such usages would enable his reatlten& ‘more clearlyand thereby

bring about ‘political regeneration’.

Over the past decades, the proponents of critregiiiistics and critical discourse
studies have produced various heuristic devieamnodels or outlines of ideal types —
that focus on distinct formal properties of textsliuminate the (often subtle) ways in
which the political elites and media personalitise language to belittle
vulnerable/minority groups and exclude them fromihg a say in public debates. For
example, Ruth Wodak (2011, 2015) has outlined gieeeral types of discursive
strategies that are commonly used in politicalfiifiethe purpose of positive self- and
negative other-presentation. (I will discuss thiesgetail later in section 3.2). Critical
studies of political discourse seek to providezettis with the resources for building
critical language awareness that is essentialdomprehending the linguistically

mediated power in contemporary societies.

Given that power relations work increasingly airaplicit level through
language, and given that language practices areasingly targets for
intervention and control, a critical awarenessaofuage is a prerequisite for

effective citizenship, and a democratic entitlemé@rairclough, 2013, p. 534)

What | am trying to do in this thesis bears a snity to these works. Just like the
authors mentioned above, | am ultimately hopingadwotribute to improving citizens’
lives by educating them about the possible effettmarticular ways of symbolic
expression in public life (i.e., civic discourselpwever, | have chosen a specific
focus that sets this thesis apart from previoukstrat seek to promote critical
language awareness: | attempt to integrate theengurary methods of discourse
studies with current knowledge of administrativarbé avoidance to improve our
understanding of the ways in which language andrathmbolic resources are used

by modern government communicators for the purpbd$®lding on to power.

! The term ‘heuristic’ derives from ancient Greekrd/beuriskein meaning ‘to find’ or ‘discover’. In

the social sciences, a heuristic device is undedsés an analytical tool, often in the form of adelo
diagram, or metaphor, which helps to discover paldr social phenomena and relations between them.
Heuristic devices ‘tell’ researchers ‘what to Idok as they interact with their data, and provisign

posts’ or ‘check lists’ that they can choose tdofelthroughout the research process.



Why is this relevant? If we assume that in modéungtist democracies government
outsiders should be able to participate in shaffieg political and social world, then
one of the preconditions for this is the capaatps$sess the behaviour of public
officeholders, including the ways in which they raaad deliver policies, arrange
government institutions, and communicate with thblic. When officeholders’
behaviour does not satisfy the purposes and ndaiiszens, the latter should be able
to challenge and possibly change the circumstancehkich they find themselves.
This may be achieved by expressing discontent effibeholders’ actions — that is,
by blaming them — thereby forcing them to eithewketheir office or to modify their
behaviour. To hold on to power, officeholders mgytd use language in such ways
that would impair or bias the public understandh@potentially) harmful events and
their causes, and derail or block debates overdlasues. When government
outsiders become proficient in spotting such (ofehtle) moves, they can gain a

more adequate understanding of the situation aoi deing manipulated.

As will become clear in the course of the followitliapters, defensive
communicative behaviour in government is a comglaial phenomenon. In modern
democracies, communication with the public is wydsden as a core activity of the
executive government. Citizens expect to have saroess to information regarding
the workings of the public administrators and taab& to engage in some form of
interaction with those in power to influence thadéhaviour. This arguably constitutes
a minimal prerequisite of ‘democracy’ as a fornrgoffernment characterised as ‘rule
by the people? Politicians working in executive offices are exfgetto talk and listen
to their constituents. And most government ingtg employ communication
professionals, who are explicitly tasked with eks&iing and maintaining
relationships with people and organisations thateaternal to the institution and, as a
minimum, informing them of certain policies, deoiss, and actions of their
organisation that affect people’s lives. Howeverdéealing with issues revolving
around clashes of interests, struggles for powet various risks and crises,
governments are unavoidably positioned in the neiddla plurality of conflicts and
dilemmas. Governments’ policies and actions oftetipitate public blame

firestorms and mediated scandals, propagated Iyitiernal or external adversaries

2 For a concise discussion regarding the ambigtitii@concept of ‘rule by the people’, see, for
instance, Held (1996, pp. 1-4).
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and targeted at individual or collective policy raek In the face of losing credibility
and power, officeholders are tempted to apply etrias of blame avoidance that
permeate administrative structures, operationsjamgliage use (Hood, 2011). For
example, officeholders may try to avoid blame biedating potentially offensive
tasks to suitable ‘scapegoats’, by establishinigl igprking routines that minimise
individual discretion and seemingly ‘diffuse’ blaméen something goes wrong, and
by evading blame-implicating questions posed bypitess. While such strategic
behaviour may help officeholders to hold on totthah and income, sustain the
functioning of their organisation and, more broaglseserve the existing social order,
this may not always be beneficial from the pergpeatf government outsiders whose

interests and concerns are thereby disregarded.

All governments can be conceived of as busy playwe of a variety of ‘blame
games’ — performances designed to attribute blanserneone or to deflect blame
from someone for causing something negative. Thdigppaommunication practices of
a government within a blame game may either engeuoa discourage social learning,
that is, the processes by which people both in-canside of government make sense
of each other’s perspectives and attitudes, gairmhwsight, and reproduce shared
meaning. Surprisingly, however, the intersectiog@fernment communication and
blame avoidance has received rather limited acadatténtion. Scholars of political
communication have paid most attention to eleatiampaigns and presidential
rhetoric in the United States, often neglectingdiseursive analysis of other contexts
of government communication (Canel & Sanders, 20I3¢re is a body of political
science literature that deals with the ‘politicdtdme avoidance’ (e.g., Hood, 2002,
2011; Stone, 1989; Weaver, 1986) and a body ahtitee informed by sociology of
media and communication that deals with variousiated ‘blame phenomena’ like
political scandals and organisational crises (&lgompson, 2000; Boin, 't Hart, Stern,
& Sundelius, 2005; Entman, 2012). And indeed, tleeeemany studies that provide
insights into what may be broadly categorised ageidsive communicative behaviour’
covering topics such as face-work and remediaf¢chenges (e.g., Goffman, 1969,
1981), accounting, apologia and excuses (e.g.t &dogman, 1968; Ware &

Linkugel, 1973; Ryan, 1982; Buttny, 1993; Benof94%), evading, sidestepping and
agenda-shifting (Galasski, 2000; Clayman & Heritage, 2002), legitimisifvgn
Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999), and denying (van Dijk, 1992
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However, to date, there are no substantial empinoaks within (critical) discourse
studies that focus specifically on dissecting blaweidance in government
communication — notwithstanding that most democmgdvernments engage in public
communication practices that habitually involve ladepwith issues of blame. My

thesis is a step towards filling this gap in ouokiedge.

1.1 What this thesis is about and what it imot about

The impetus for writing this thesis arose from enbmation of keen personal interest
and a lucky coincidence. | had previously studiediia and journalism, and worked
as a civil servant, and was fascinated by whailasaconflictual aspects or paradoxes
of government communication. It seemed that whileegnments were obsessed with
‘building trust’ through public communication, itas taken for granted in Western
democracies that people are generally distrustfaministrators and their messages.
It also seemed that while civil servants who spakéehalf of their government
claimed to be open, impartial and ‘politically neitin their actions, governments
were often perceived by outsiders to be ‘miscomating’ and ‘spin doctoring’, or
perhaps even habitually lying. Governments andviddal officeholders seemed to be,
on the one hand, resourceful agents with consiteepwer over people’s lives, and,
on the other hand, self-evident targets of chaicéofame attacks by news media and
critical commentators of all sorts. | believed thavernment communicators faced
several difficult dilemmas in their work, and thiése were not always explicitly
discussed. As | searched for literature dealingifipally with such aspects of
government communication, there seemed to be esvystholars who addressed
these issues in detail.

But then, rather coincidentally, | happened to reaalinteresting and insightful books
at the same time. One of these Wascourse of Politics in Actiohy linguist Ruth
Wodak (2011) and the other ombe Blame Gamby political scientist Christopher
Hood (2011). As | was reading these monograple;dgnised and enthusiastically

agreed with many of their central ideas.

Hood wrote about blame avoidance as a useful drggie which to interpret the
behaviour of government officeholders. He concdjgted blaming as an activity with

two central components: identifying some loss thaterceived as avoidable at a
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certain time, and attributing agency for causirg tbhss to some individual or entity
(blame taker). Hencdlame avoidancas an activity involves attempts by
government officeholders as (potential) blame tsiltermanipulate others’ perception
of loss and agency to limit the risks related wereing blame from them (e.g., social
embarrassment, losing one’s job). Hood claimeddhate you start looking for
instances of blame avoidance then you seem tadliesk almost everywhere in public
administration: in the ways government officehotdese language, how they
structure their institutions, and how they orgartissr operations. Some of their
defensive behaviour is reactive (i.e., when offaldbrs respond to blame attacks) and
some is anticipative (i.e., measures they taksttp‘blame before it starts’, or to
reduce their ‘exposure’ to potential blame attacks)as particularly interested in
what Hood called ‘presentational strategies’ ofiidaavoidance — ways of either
engaging in arguments over blame issues or avottiege arguments — as these
seemed to most directly affect the ways governmesitsmunicate with and relate to
people outside government. Importantly, certainsvafyavoiding blame could be
seen as detrimental to democratic deliberation publtic matters as they may be
designed to avoid critical questions from arisidgrail ongoing debates, or bring
them to an abrupt end.

Wodak wrote about performative and linguistic aspe€ ‘politics as usual’, how
officeholders in political institutions present theelves to others, how people make
sense of these presentations, and what might derdlaeler socio-political
implications of these practices. She was partibutarncerned with spotting and
interpreting links between micro-sociological imatas of text and talk and broader
social and political phenomena, and she devisestulset of concepts, principles,
and methods, dubbele discourse-historical approacfor carrying out such
analyses (see Appendix A). Wodak highlighted tleajdriginally developed by the
sociologist Erving Goffman, that people tend todashand present themselves
differently in front of external audiences, thatirsthe ‘frontstage’, compared to more
concealed ‘backstage’ environments where they aremder direct public scrutiny. |
realised that the deep contradictions betweendtagé and backstage behaviour
could be one of the reasons why governments sed&m poedisposed to mystify and

hide certain aspects of their work.
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While reading these two books, | started to thiokwltombining the two approaches —
political science knowledge about officeholders'tivations and the inner workings

of government institutions on the one hand, andadisse-analytical detailed
understanding of the performative and linguisteneénts of ‘politics as usual’ on the
other hand — could lead to new insights into howegoments communicate with the
public. Indeed, in his book, Hood noted the impoectaof identifying specific
discursive features that characterise governmdicebblders’ persuasive

communication. He wrote:

Much presentational activity for blame avoidancesists of getting the words
precisely right in the same way that a poet agsriser every syllable and
inflection — going though all those endlessly tyidhoices and nice judgments
to hit the proper note of contrition, craft the ege that is powerful enough to
silence critics and skeptics, and find the killeguanent that can convincingly
show that what might be seen as a major loss lly @alessing, or at least is

not as bad as it seems. (Hood, 2011, p. 56).

Linguistics as an academic field — and its suldfaibcourse studies in particular —
has been long concerned with developing the spsttiaicabulary and conceptual
tools for describing the ways in which persuas®fdone’ with a particular focus on
speech, writing, and other symbolic equipment. ldehbegan to entertain the idea
that Hood's framework of presentational strategielslame avoidance in government
could be developed further and operationaliseé forguistically informed empirical
study of blame avoidance in government communitatiand that Wodak’s
discourse-historical approach to analysing socmablems could provide a suitable

conceptual scaffolding as well as the necessarytam#ools for such a study.

Accordingly, in my thesis, | set out to investigdefensive uses of language and other
semiotic resources by government officeholdersdepiiby the following central
research questiofdow to identify and interpret discursive blame a@avice in

government communication?
A critical approach to government communication

In simple terms, ‘government communication’ carcbaceived of as oral, written,

and visual language use by and on behalf of govenhiwfficeholders, directed at the
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general public or particular groups in society.rfrime discourse-historical
perspective (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, 2009; WodaklL ) government
communication belongs to the arengofitical action The word ‘political’ has
several meanings and dimensions (see, for inst®atenen, 2003), but in broad

terms, it integrates two contradictory senses:

On the one hand, politics is viewed as a struggi@dwer, between those who
seek to assert and maintain their power and thbseseek to resist it. ... On
the other hand, politics is viewed as cooperatisrthe practices and
institutions that a society has for resolving ckssbf interest over money,
influence, liberty, and the like. (Chilton, 2004,3)

In government communication, like in politics inngeal, language is used
strategically that is, text, talk, and images are employed @aigoal to manage the
interests of the speaker/writer. Discourse andhgstl Chilton (2004, pp. 45-46) posits
that language use in politics can serve three baoadften intertwined strategic
functions: coercion, (de)legitimisation, and (mepresentation. This three-fold
distinction can be usefully applied to guide ounking about the functions of

language in government communication.

1. Language use of the executive government can bestiday legal and
physical sanctions. A government can issue commandsise its non-
linguistic resources (e.g., the police, courts, prnisons) to punish those who
do not comply. Governments and government officédasl are therefore often
perceived as powerful, high-status actors and teeguests, choices of
conversational topics, and assumptions of sharedletge and beliefs are
frequently accepted by government outsiders evémowt the actual threat of
coercion. Coercive power is also exercised by gawent officeholders when
they censor others’ language use, limit the putiBsemination of certain
kinds of information, and regulate the arenas ofimwnication (e.g., by
introducing policies that affect the work of joulists or social media
platforms).

2. Governments use language to establish and maitigiinright to be obeyed
by citizens. Such legitimising may involve arguingavour of certain courses

of action chosen by the officeholders and engagimpsitive self-

15



presentation (e.g., boasting about achievemeriteeajovernment). On the
other hand, governments use language to deleg#iv@sous opponents by
presenting them in a more negative light, sometibt@sing, insulting, or
marginalising them, and presenting alternative sesiof action proposed by
opponents as undesirable.

3. Governments try to control the amount and the guafiinformation that they
give out. When government officeholders producguistic representations of
events, actors, or objects, they often omit or Stle some elements. They
may also add new elements or rearrange the seqoépeents in their stories.
Misrepresentation can involve manipulative movks lying, verbal evasion,
and the use of euphemisms with the goal of ‘blgfrthe audience’s

understanding of some aspect of reality.

| seek to illuminate the strategic character ofegoment communication in the
context of blame risk: how officeholders employdaage as a means to hold on to
power. In so doing, | align myself with the ‘crii¢ stance taken in discourse-
historical studies, and attend to the three relasgects of critique (Reisigl & Wodak,
2009, p. 88):

* text-immanent critiqueanalysing texts produced by officeholders to spot
inconsistencies, self-contradictions and paradwittsn them;

» socio-diagnostic critiqueusing contextual knowledge to interpret concrete
discursive events and uncover the more or lessfasrpersuasive character
of officeholders’ language use; and

» prospective critiqueformulating suggestions as to how communicatioma

be improved in the future.

I will provide a more fine-grained discussion ofavtassuming a ‘critical’ stance
toward government communication may mean in Chapteor now, it should suffice
to say that the approaches to government commiuonce&n be most broadly
categorised under two analytic ideal types: adrtretise and critical. The authors
who adopt ‘administrative approaches’ focus on'tilegv to’ of governing, leadership,
management, and communication; generally take ¢hgppctive of leaders; tend to
presume instrumental rationality of actors, andiéalise stability, efficiency, and

certainty (e.g., Bemelmans-Videc, Rist, & VedungQ2, Carpenter & Krause, 2012;
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Gelders & Ihlen, 2010; Gregory, 2006, 2008; Horslay, & Levenshus, 2010; Lee,
2007; Vos, 2006). Informed by positive politicaéthry, they prefer to study their
subject matter using formal methods such as statistnalysis, public choice theory,
and game theory. The authors who subscribe tacalibpproaches’ focus on
contested meanings, inequalities and (latent) mgfin society; generally take the
perspective of the individual (or an oppressed gyoather than leadership or
‘system’; reject the idea that social phenomenabsaadequately explained in terms
of economic and technological variables; and tenactept higher levels of ambiguity
and uncertainty (e.g., Coleman & Blumler, 2011; l&wm, 1977; Fairclough, 2000;
Stone, 2012; Wodak, 2011). My approach to the stiljatter of my research is
significantly influenced by the works of scholarkabelong to that latter camp. |
wish to provide a contribution to the scholarlgtidture broadly dealing with
symbolic aspects of politics and bureaucracy, apeéaally with conflicts and

paradoxes inherent in public communication.
A multidisciplinary study of defensive discourses

My work is formally a thesis in applied linguistidsis couched in the broad field of
discourse studies, sharing its roots with rhetbddéicism, hermeneutics, literary
stylistics, and (socio-)pragmatics. However, | gruee that the topic of my study —
blame avoidance in government communication — eaexplored from a variety of
disciplinary angles. | wish to avoid wearing narlpwdiscipline-specific lenses that
may (unwittingly) filter out potentially very usdfinsights and approachsnstead, |

treat my research as a multidisciplinary (or pdstiglinary) endeavout For

% For example, the editors of the most recent iséldehe SAGE Handbook of Political Communication
(Semetko & Scammell, 2012) emphasise the importahseholarly work published by political
scientists and economists but do not even mentititigal linguistics or political discourse studies

* For a solid argument for embracing post-discipityasee Sayer (1999). As | explicitly try to bgiel
multiple disciplines in this thesis, | am awaretthiy work may attract criticism from multiple
directions. For instance, some linguists may disritias ‘too political’ while some political sciésiis
may complain that it is ‘merely about text and taly response to this would be that my study is
exploratory and problem oriented — and hence imgl@nscending disciplinary boundaries and using
an eclectic set of theories and methods. Inde&ictiaracteristic is common to all critical apprioes

to discourse studies (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). Regeanto government communication and blame
avoidance would benefit from combining theoreticagéthodological and practical insights from
sociology, political science, philosophy, linguisti communication studies, cultural and media sydi
economics, law, and (social) psychology, as wethag more specific sub-disciplines (or particular
research traditions within them), for instance, luddministration and policy, political discourse
studies or political linguistics, rhetoric and angentation studies, media sociology, and political

psychology.
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example, with regard to conceptualising and opematising ‘blame avoidance’
(Chapters 3 and 4), | draw upon and synthesiseaat three distinctive streams of
literature. First, | embrace perceptive works emiaggrom political science that deal
with blame games in public administration, the ofseausal stories in political
struggle, and blame avoidance as a policy motiagiog., Hood, 2002, 2011; Stone,
1989, 2012; Weaver, 1986). These works are govertigentred, and are strongly
grounded in a thorough theoretical and conceptodérstanding of politics and the
inner workings of administrative institutions. Hoveg, while their approaches
provide many useful insights, they are not paréidylconcerned with close analysis
of empirical linguistic data. Second, | align myseith studies in sociology, media,
and communication that help us understand medimtsaf politics, the nature of
scandal, and the mediated construals of (politmases and failures in society (e.g.,
Adut, 2008; Allern & Pollack, 2012; Boin, 't Haigtern, & Sundelius, 2005; Entman,
2012; Schudson, 2008; Thompson, 2000). Thesedesatire driven by social, cultural,
and communication theories as well as a sound camepision of the functions,
effects, and daily workings of the (news) mediawdwger, they rarely pay attention to
minute linguistic detail when looking at mediatedttand talk about blame issues.
And third, there are works by linguists who confbjirprovide a wide and very useful
inventory of discursive resources often used imiglgames (e.g., Wodak, 2006a;
Lakoff, 2008; Reisigl & Wodak, 2001; van Dijk, 1992006; van Leeuwen, 2008).
These writings demonstrate great interest in anditety to naturally occurring
language and aim at explaining how the use of iteliteguistic strategies at micro-
level is related to macro-level societal probleike injustice and xenophobia.
However, theoretical and practical knowledge ofprand politics may not be always

sufficiently considered in these works.

A difficulty arising from engaging with a multidigdinary literature is that | need to
find my way around the plurality of concepts, agmioes, taxonomies, and key words.
Authors operating within different disciplines areearch traditions may use various
discipline-specific or school-specific ‘labels’ tefer to similar phenomena. And vice
versa: identical or very similar terms could bedugerefer to different phenomena.
One of such concepts, | should warn the readdreabtitset already, is ‘strategy’.
When discourse analysts use this term, they usoadhn ‘discursive strategies’: more

or less planned or conventionalised ways of usangliage to achieve certain goals in
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particular contexts (see, e.g., Culpeper, 2015)olitical science literature, the term
‘strategy’ often refers to calculated choices #rat extra-linguistic, such as
structuring an organisational hierarchy or arragdire administrative workflow in a
particular goal-oriented manner (see, e.g., Hood1? In this thesis, | use the term
‘strategies of blame avoidance’ to encompass ador@age of practices (including
linguistic ones) that characterise blame avoidiegaviour. When | refer to
‘discursive strategies of blame avoidance’, it nsetimat | zoom in to the uses of

specific linguistic or semiotic resources for thegose of self-defence against blame.

A similar word of caution is due with respect te tise of the term ‘discourse’. Many
authors use it simply to refer to a text, conveosator debate. However, | follow the
tradition of the discourse-historical studies, vd@iscourses defined as a complex

analytical construct:

a cluster of context-dependent semiotic practioasdre situated within
specific fields of social action, socially constéd and socially constitutive,
related to a macro-topic, [and] linked to the arguatation about validity
claims such as truth and normative validity invotyseveral social actors who
have different points of view. (Reisigl & Wodak,@) p. 89)

Hence, discourses about blame are always relatggktfic topics (e.g., harmful
events, norm violations), there are always multj#espectives involved (e.g.,
contradicting views of blame makers and blame gkand they are always
argumentative (e.g., claims about someone’s blarmbmess or otherwise can be
proved or disproved). Discourses are realise@xs each of which can be
categorised undergenre that is, a “socially ratified way of using lan@eain
connection with a particular type of social acyiVi(Fairclough, 1995, p. 14). For
example, genres used by government communicatoligdie news releases, opinion
pieces in newspapers, social media postings, pdbcyiments, televised speeches,

broadcast interviews, and so forth.

One more early warning regarding terminology: |r@hactant to use the term
‘responsibility’ in this study. This term is frequtéy used in literature on blame
phenomena, but it has many meanings (see, e.de Malglielmo, & Monroe, 2014;
Goffman, 2010, p. 99), and is more likely to blather than clarify the focus of my

research. My thesis is about blame avoidance, whiaf involve manipulating the
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perception of what a government or an officehotderdo (i.e., their capacity) and
shoulddo (i.e., their obligations). The term ‘responkiyiis a hypernym: it tends to
be used so that it subsumes both of these meahmgsimilar vein, | generally avoid
using the term ‘accountability’, which in politicatience is also used to mean
different things, such as a virtuous behaviourromatitutional mechanism of making

governments responsive to publits.
Interpretivist presuppositions

In this research project, | draw oanstructivist—interpretivist presuppositions
(Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012; Yanow, 2007). Thianse above all, that the
argument presented in this study “rests on a bielitfe existence of (potentially)
multiple, intersubjectively constructed ‘truths’ali social, political, cultural, and
other human events” (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012).pThe primary task of a
researcher, as | see it is to try to understamy, (@y consulting various theories and
gathering new empirical data via fieldwork) the maerspectives people have on the
social phenomena under investigation. Hence thidyss concerned with meaning
making (rather than hypothesis testing) and consdity (rather than generalisability),
and does not presume that the behaviour of humarsaavolved in blame games is
always ‘rational’ (unlike the studies based on géine®ry and rational choice theory
that explicitly rely on the rationality of the ‘plars’, e.g., Anand, 1998). | am not
seeking to construct a formal model of strategieraction between blame makers and
blame takers. Indeed, formal modelling may be qoesable, not least because the
participant roles in blame games are not stabmblmakers may become blame
takers and vice versa (Hood, 2014). What | hopctoeve in this thesis is a broader
interpretive understandingdxsteherrather tharerklaren of the plurality of

meanings attached to discursive blame avoidancaviomir.

Interpretive researchers should be self-reflecive explicit about how their own

perspectives might influence the research prodd#isejde & Johnson, 2011).

® For a review of the various uses of ‘accountapilis a complex concept, and the difficulties of
substantially defining it, see Bovens (2010) antitP& Hupe (2011). Interestingly, Hood (2014)
suggests that if we take ‘accountability’ to meanswerability’ (e.g., as explaining and diagnosing
problems rather than establishing someone’s cuipgbit has much in common with ‘blame
avoidance’ conceptualised as a practice.
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Therefore, in the following points, | would like torther clarify the scope of my

study, as well as my stance and interests as arokes’

» | assume that the practices of government commtioican modern
democratic societiésre influenced, inter alia, by (a) the inclinatimin
officeholders to avoid blame; and (b) ‘governmetamcommunication’, that
is, the manifold ways government insiders talk amide about government
communication (e.g., in their communication guide$ and at their
professional training events). This assumptiorigdly based on my own
previous work experience in news journalism and service.

» | focus on executive government communication & directed at the
general public at the national level. Accordingty research is not about
diplomacy, international communication betweenestaintergovernmental
communication between central, regional, and Igogkernments, or
intragovernmental communication between variousditas and departments
of government. | am not studying communicationrio behalf of
legislatures (parliaments). Neither is my reseatobut political parties and
their campaign communication. The latter has beemtost common research
focus taken up by numerous scholars in the fieldaditical communication.

» | wish to gain a deeper understanding of the (dsee) behaviour of
government officeholders. Within the limits of mhesis, | do not intend to
study the practices of media professionals oramitiz(government outsiders) in
considerable detail. However, | will refer to soprevious studies that deal
with certain practices and attitudes of media msifenals and critical citizens
in relation to public officeholders and governments

* My interest lies in linguistic, rhetorical, socialnd political aspects of human
communication. My research is not about informatod communication
technologies or software used by governments te stetrieve, transmit, and

process data. In this study, | pay particular aiba@rto textual forms of

" Admittedly, the following points serve as a kirfddisclaimer’ — a statement designed to ward off
unwanted claims and complaints by explicitly detimg one’s obligations — which is a well-known
discursive genre of anticipative blame avoidanausy the providers of various goods and services.
8 Modern democracies are countries and territohiasenjoy a wide range of political rights (inclogi
free and fair elections) as well as civil liberti@scluding freedoms of expression, assembly,
association, education, and religion). Accordingteedom House (2015), 89 out of the world’s 195
polities were characterised by high levels of stights and liberties in 2014.
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meaning making. Detailed analysis of gestures, deusnd phonological
aspects of defensive government communication doelldddressed in future
studies. However, | touch upon some tools for dtal analysis of blame
avoidance behaviour as a performance in Chapter 7.

| am interested in how government officeholdergdrold on to their offices.
Hence, | am not focusing, for example, on full @goks and resignations in
this study. Delivering a full apology and resigningm office constitutes
accepting rather than avoiding blame. Moreoverlitjpal) apologia have
already been studied in much previous researchi@&@rainger, & Mullany,
2006; Kampf, 2008, 2009, 2011).

Within my treatment of blame avoidance, | wantvoid taking a stance of an
indiscreet blame maker. There is no place in mgighi®r labelling any
government insiders, taken either individually sraagroup, as essentially
‘good’ or ‘bad’. Neither do | want to make overlgdty assessments of the
content of the particular policies that the poditiactors defend or attack in the
texts that | analyse. | do not see my study asgoalout ‘spin doctoring’,
‘political marketing’, ‘political branding’, ‘propganda’, or ‘public relations’
in general. While | explore persuasive communicapicactices of executive
government, | do not essentially presume thahakeé practices should be
attached to these (possibly derogatory) labelsaftavith only within
research traditions that tend to apply such labels.

| do not regard blame avoidance as an essentlaly ‘practice in government.
Avoiding risks — including blame risks — is an extrely common, ubiquitous
aspect of human behaviour. Indeed, having a séngbai kind of behaviour
may be seen as blameworthy can encourage us 0 t®osgressing moral
norms and causing harm to others in the first placpolitical life, the
compulsion to avoid blame can sometimes feed iritaitiul public debate
over possible merits and disadvantages of holdentain beliefs or behaving
in certain ways. However, it is worth stressingehiénat Ido notintend to give
advice to government officeholders (or anyoneliat matter) on ‘how to
better deflect blame’.

| do not regard having ‘less defensive languagé arsbéetter communication’

as a cure for all the problems of modern democtdoyvever, | strongly

22



believe that greater alertness towards specifitanmtes of strategic blame
avoidance, coupled with a more nuanced understgrudithe possible effects
of the different discursive strategies adopted @yegnment officeholders,
would help citizens become more discerning in thelgements of political

text and talk.

1.2 Implications of this study for democratic delileration

I launch this both theoretical and applied researolect with a broader societal aim
in mind. By drawing attention to the possible ffieets of defensive government
communication for government outsiders, | hopeawatigbute to increasing critical

language awareness and improving democratic datiberin the public sphere.

In representative democracies, a precondition étdtihg government insiders
answerable to the public is that citizens apprgaathical leadership with reflective
scepticism, develop critical thinking skills, an@ @apable of engaging in open and
uninhibited dialogue with powerful policy makerseteby fostering mutual
understanding. Some discursive strategies of bEro&ance, however, are designed
to shut out any scepticism, derail or block a deloaer a blame issue, and thus
prevent social learning. Officeholders may tryrtgair or bias their audience’s
understanding of information, make extensive usgisifursive strategies focused on
potential vulnerabilities of recipients (e.g., #® discursive group polarisation,

scapegoating), and hurt the interests of less dalgnoups in society.

Application of such strategies may have consequeetid can be regarded as
‘undesirable’ from normative points of view thaealise the Habermasian concept of
public sphere or other forms of mutually respdafd unhindered interaction
between people. Thus, the ‘blame avoidance angge’ltadopt in my study of
government communication can be seen as havinthperirm normative footing in
the Critical Theory (as does the discourse-histbapproach to analysing social
problems that guides my study; see Forchtner, 2Fx)n this critical perspective,

officeholders’ systematic practices of blame avo@mamay in certain instances lead
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to the production of text and talk that can be ea&dd as manipulative — and hence as

barriers to deliberative political lif.

By conducting this research, | hope to deepercalfititizens’ understanding of where,
when, how, and why defensive uses of text, talk,iamages by government
officeholders may amount to discursive manipulatids a result, researchers will
have new analytical tools to advance scholarly tstdading of the linguistic aspects
of blame avoidance, and government outsiders miirove their ability to cut though

officeholders’ possibly misleading defensive texd dalk.

1.3 Research questions

RQ: How to identify and interpret discursive blaawidance in government

communication?

RQ 1: How to conceptualise and operationalise (disize blame avoidance’ in

government?

RQ 2: How to identify and interpret reactive disiue blame avoidance in the
frontstage of government communication, i.e., iblgu(mediated) responses to

public accusations?

RQ 3: How to identify and interpret anticipativesdirsive blame avoidance in the

backstage of government communication?

1.4 Data

My research questions imply that | should seek engievidence of government
communicators using certain discursive resourcavoad blame. Admittedly, it is not
easy to pinpoint exactly what kind of data and mouch of it might be necessary for
this project. Hypothetically, one option would lsecompile an extensive data set, a
large corpus of government-produced public texttaiid possibly representing a

variety of countries, time periods, and types ofegaoment, and then try to ‘extract’

° | will expand on the notion of ‘manipulation’ witiegard to blame avoidance in Chapter 4. For
multiple conceptualisations of the term, see als&dussure & Schulz (2005), van Dijk (2006), and
Chilton (2011). For a concise take on deliberagivbtics, see Habermas (1996).
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each and every instance of discursive blame avo&fom this corpus. This,
however, seems impracticable at this stage, bet¢hese are no existing
comprehensive frameworks available for identifyargl comparing various ways of
avoiding blamespecifically in government communicatiorterms of linguistic (or
semiotic) features. Therefore, | need to desigrr@sgarch project as amploratory
studythat would contribute to filling this gap in knaedge. In terms of the
methodological stages of discourse-historical stsidiny project would hence qualify
as a 'qualitative pilot analysis’, aiming at forratihg and testing analytic categories
and first assumptions based on a relatively sraalye of data (Reisigl & Wodak,

2009; see also Appendix A).

Moreover, as | will explain in Chapter 3, ‘avoidibtame’ is not a linguistic category
and cannot be always spotted simply by lookinggitan text; rather, it involves
strategic ways of exploiting shared knowledge (@lout the likelihood of certain
outcomes attracting blame) in particular situatipmestitutional, and historical
contexts. Therefore, my data selection is guideddsylinguistic contextual
knowledge of when, where, how, and why governméidetolders might engage in
defensive behaviour. A useful source of generaltedge of typical defensive
situations and moves in government is the poliscaénce literature on blame

avoidance (e.g., Hood, 2011).

The existing literature suggests that blame avaddiehaviour is more salient during
the periods of economic turmoil when governmengsfarced to engage in more
‘loss-allocating activities’ (Weaver, 1986). Herideave decided to narrow down the
temporal scope of data collection and focus myagpbry study on government
communication during and in the aftermath of thestmecent major (global or North-
Atlantic) financial crisis that emerged in 2007-800 the United States and affected

many countries over the following years.

For an exploratory study, it is also reasonableatwow down spatial/institutional
scope and focus on communication activities ofexsic government, making it
possible to pay sufficient attention to the speaintexts of the officeholders’
defensive behaviour. | have chosen to draw my filata the UK government during

the years 2008—-2015. There are three main reasonsaking that choice.
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First, the UK was deeply affected by the financigis of the late 2000s. The first
signs of crisis emerged in the UK in 2007 during thle of the Labour government,
became a central issue of the 2010 general elecéiopaign, and continued to
influence the political debates and actions dutirggrule of the Conservative—Liberal
Democrat coalition government from 2010 to 2015 Thalition government
introduced policies, such as cuts to the welfardglt; which typically prompt the
government to engage increasingly in blame avoieldehaviour (Weaver, 1986; Pal
& Weaver, 2003). The fiscal stress had also a tlefect on the organisation of
British government communication: It provided tlat¢ionale for the coalition
government’s decision to restructure the appamittise UK government
communication, to freeze and cut its communicatigpenditure, and to declare
‘efficiency’ a central value that should guide therk of government communicators
(Sanders, 2013). Hence the professional (non-eleg®/ernment communicators
employed in the British Civil Service also founemhselves in a new situation where

their instinct of self-preservation was presumahtyre manifest.

Second, the UK has an exceptionally long and redtiwell studied tradition of
official government communication: It dates backrtiol-19" century and has been
addressed by several academic research projestsiless official investigations (e.qg.,
Franklin, 1994; Gregory, 2012; Phillis, 2004; Sasd@013). Hence, by focusing on
the UK, | have access to a useful body of reletgibrical and institutional
background information about its government comrmation, which helps me to

contextualise my study and guide my data selection.

Third, the UK government has made the announcenoénite Cabinet Office and all
the ministerial departments, as well as the trapiscof ministerial press conferences,
accessible and searchable online, thus facilitatiegcollecting of samples of this type
of data on public communication for the purposengfresearch project. Moreover,

the Conservative—Liberal Democrat coalition goveenirthat came to power in the

UK in 2010 lent itself for exploratory study asriade some of its communication
guidelines publicly available (Cabinet Office, 202P13, 2014), granted me access to
one of their major professional training eventsgovernment communicators in 2014,
and provided an opportunity to conduct a reseanrtdriiew with a senior British

government communicator.
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Therefore, my decision to place government comnatiun in the UK at the centre of
this exploratory study is primarily justified byetltombination of two factors: the

salience of the financial crisis (and hence ofgbeernment blame games) in the UK,
and the accessibility of a range of data abouidBrijovernment communication that

could be subjected to discourse-historical analysldame avoidance behaviour.

To answer RQ 2, | need to study specific momentsnadfficeholders engage in
reactive blame avoidance in the frontstage of gowent communication. | limit my
exploratory study to certain communicative genhes top officeholders use to
provide public responses to public accusationsriihg government’s actions in an
opinion article in face of blame attacks from tipgaosition, issuing an official
response to a public accusation, performing a pwagblogy after receiving blame,
and responding to a blame-implicating question joluanalist. Admittedly, this
selection of genres of responding to accusationsti€omprehensive: other genres

can be studied in future research.

For the purposes of this thesis, | first colleciad examined textual samples of each
genre based on the selection criteria describemheind then, for detailed exemplary
analyses, selected concrete texts that were retatearticular extraordinary
conflictual events and blame risks that seemed fikedy to provoke defensive

reactions from government officeholders.

* To understand the blame game in opinion articlegamined the opinion
pieces published by the UK Prime Minister and tikader of the Opposition
in the British broadsheet newspapers with the Ergeculation figuresThe
Times The TelegraphFinancial TimesandThe Guardiahthroughout the
outset of the financial crisis in 2007—2008 (5dtat). For a detailed example
analysis, | chose one of these that came outiateavthen the financial crisis
in the UK became most acute: the Prime Ministerd@nrBrown'’s article
titled “We Must Lead the World to Financial Statyitithat he published in
The Timesfter his government had announced an unpreceatiptae to
support the banking sector with up to an aggreagd of £500 billion in
loans and guarantees on 8 October 2008. In additbarontextualise the
blame-avoiding moves in the Prime Minister’s adiak a part of the long-

standing opposition—government blame game ovecdhses of the crisis (see

27



Chapter 5), | decided to carry out a similar dethinalysis of an opinion
article published imThe Sunday Telegragly David Cameron, the then
opposition leader, after the first ‘materialisirgg’the emerging financial crisis
in the UK: the collapse of Northern Rock, a Britlsmnk, on 17 September
2007. Doing so allows me to reconstruct the intgrfdetween the opposition
leader’s offensive discursive moves (blame makarg) the Prime Minister’s
defensive moves (blame avoiding), and to juxtapbs& competing narratives
about the causes of (and solutions to) the crisis.

To understand blame avoidance in official respoisgsiblic accusations, |
examined the announcements of the coalition goventiinetween 2010 and
2015 on its official website (www.gov.uk), focusing announcements
marked as ‘government responses’ on the topicamiégnment efficiency,
transparency and accountability’ (9 in total). Barexample analysis, | chose
a response published in response to an investgatory on government
overspending iThe Timeon 9 January 2012. The story, entitled ‘Whitehall
waste: the £31 billion cost of failure’ was a sfgrant blame attack by a major
broadsheet newspaper on the government on antlssteas at the time at
the core of its programme: introducing cuts toltkkebudget. This provoked
the Cabinet Office to issue a carefully craftededsfve response.

To see how public apologising could be interpretec defensive move, |
analysed a political apology that was arguablyniest prominent of its kind
delivered during the rule of the coalition goverminleetween 2010 and 2015:
the Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg’s apology fwt keeping his party’s
pre-2010 election promise to oppose increasingeusity tuition fees. This
rather exceptional statement was publishe onTubeon 19 September 2012,
and aired on television in the UK later that momhblic discussions over this
move dominated the media agenda for several fatigwieeks.

To find examples of government officeholders resfyog to blame-
implicating questions of a journalist, | examinéd transcripts of the press
conferences given by the Prime Minister and theuDeprime Minister
between 2010 and 2015 (4 in total), and chosedosfony example analysis
on a widely covered press conference on 7 JanuHy @here David
Cameron and Nick Clegg presented the first eved-teim review’ — an

important self-assessment document of the govertiiiba press conference
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was as a major proactive attempt at positive selégntation of the
Conservative—Liberal Democrat coalition, but thetipgoating journalists used
this as an opportunity to throw some hard-hittingsfions at the presenters,

thereby triggering defensive responses from thetbpaofficeholders.

To answer RQ 3, | need to study anticipative disieerblame avoidance behaviour —
defensive action that does not take the form ofsagss directed at the general public
but remains mainly in the backstage of governmierg.admittedly very difficult to

gain full access to the backstage of governmennwoanication to observe, as a
researcher, every aspect of officeholders’ behavidance my data collection was
guided primarily by accessibility. In the coursenof research, | was able to scrutinise
the recently published professional guidelines Kfddvernment communicators,
observe a major training event of UK government gumicators, and carry out an
interview with a top UK government communicator wiaa been involved in
preparing the guidelines and the training programmieen collecting this data, |
focused on the representations of problematic aspégovernment communication
that could attract blame (see Chapters 2, 6 arahd),for a closer analysis in terms of
anticipative blame avoidance strategies, sele@edio textual and semiotic examples

that seemed to be particularly defensive.

| examined five operational guidelines that weralenavailable on the website of the
Government Communication Service between 2010 848  find evidence of
‘defensiveness’. The existing literature suggdsas the relationship between
professional government communicators and miniségpsoblematic, has attracted a
lot of criticism (see, e.g., Franklin, 1994), ahdg might elicit anticipative blame
avoidance. Therefore, for a detailed example aslyselected the most recent
document that specifically dealt with describingl aegulating’ this relationship:

Government Communication Service Propriety Guidgsee Chapter 6).

In addition, | was able to attend and take fieltesat the largest professional training
event of UK government communicators in June 2@hd, arrange an interview with
a top UK government communication professional prill2015. These personal
encounters allowed me to gain a better grasp obfficeholders’ views on what kind

of blame they might anticipate and how it shouldibalt with.
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In sum, | have collected four kinds of empiricatalthat represents a range of
linguistic and performative realisations of blamveidance for analysis: textual data
from frontstage rhetorical performances and wrigkanouncements of the UK
government officeholders, textual data from operatl guidelines aimed mainly at
government communication professionals, field nfrt@® a participant observation
of a communication training event in the backstaiggovernment, and an interview
with a high-ranking government insider. Hence,tfos research project | have
engaged with annusual and unique set of empirical dathich allows me to shed
new light on some of the reactive and anticipatigéensive communication practices
of the British government, and thereby improve waderstanding of how to identify

and interpret discursive blame avoidance in govemtraommunication.

A final note — a disclaimer, if you will — abouttdaAs this is an exploratory project
with a focus on developing analytic tools for diediinterpretations of concrete
instances of defensive language use, my studyitisenejuantitative nor comparative.

| am not going to make any strong claims aboufriaguency or prevalence of the use
of the discursive strategies that | refer to inamglysis. | do not claim that all the
insights that | draw from my data could be readiywersalised across other countries
or governments. All the examples | present shoeldden as situated within specific
historical, socio-political, and institutional cemts. | do not use experiments, tests or
polls to ‘measure’ the possible effects of blameidance strategies to particular
audiences. | do not attempt to explain similarided differences in blame avoidance
practices across time, type of government, couatny, so forth. Moreover, while |
draw my data from the British government communmérain the aftermath of the
financial crisis of late 2000s, my study is not abihve causes and the broader social,
political, and economic implications of that crisihere are many other works that
specifically focus on diagnosing the symptoms & thisis, discussing the actions of
various actors in response to these symptoms, lacthg the crisis in a broader
historical and theoretical context (see Benner320hvies, 2010; Hay, 2010, 2013;
Jessop, 2015, among many others). | will, howawvecessarily take note of some of
the conflicting causal stories about the crisighase form a salient backdrop to the

blame avoiding behaviour that | explore in my tkesi
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1.5 Overview of the thesis

In Chapter 2 | review the conceptualisations of government gmication in
academic literature. From the perspective of blanmdance, | delineate four
distinctive approaches: Government communicationbsaunderstood as a policy
instrument, as a commodity, as self-serving maaijah by powerful officeholders,
or as a factor that either facilitates or inhilliésnocracy. Each of these
conceptualisations provides a different perspedtima which to identify and

interpret blame avoidance in government commurooatRQ 1).

In Chapter 3 | introduce blame avoidance as the central canufeghis study. As the
study of blame avoidance in government is essénaadtudy of ‘blame games’
between various (potential) blame makers and (seléerving) officeholders, | sketch
out a general methodological ‘scaffolding’ for adirsive analysis of government
blame games, and try to outline the componentseobtame game conceived of as

particular kind of language game (RQ 1).

In Chapter 4 | operationalise blame avoidance in governmentroanication for the
purposes of discursive analysis (RQ 1). | engadle avivariety of textual examples of
reactive blame avoidance in my UK government comipation data set (RQ 2),
consult the existing literature on defensive (liistja) behaviour, and propose a
framework for pinning down and interpreting defersiliscursive strategies that

government officeholders employ in contexts of pered blame risk.

In Chapter 5 | further explore how to interpret reactive blaawidance (RQ 2) by
focusing, in particular, on the opposition—governirt@dame game. | deconstruct in
detail some of the discursive strategies that gposition used to attribute blame and
the government used to deflect blame during theetwdf a financial crisis in the UK

in 2007-2008. | analyse the opinion articles inalisheet newspapers, written by the
then Leader of the Opposition David Cameron andhba Prime Minister Gordon
Brown, sketch out an argument model of the blanmegand evaluate the usefulness
of using argument models for identifying and intetng discursive practices of

blame avoidance.

In Chapter 6 | shift my attention to anticipative blame avaida in government

communication (RQ 3). | show how written professibguidelines for government
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communicators could be subjected to a discourderiual inquiry and interpreted as
complex discursive devices of deflecting and difigshlame. | outline historically

and institutionally situated issues of blame th&im the occupational habitus of
government communicators in the UK. | analyse cetecexamples from the propriety
guidelines of the UK government communicators amahahstrate how the use of
certain discursive strategies could limit the plolesperceived blameworthiness of

officeholders when they breach the border of pedpri

In Chapter 7 1 look further at anticipative blame avoidancetia backstage of
government communication (RQ 3). | analyse the dathered during a participant
observation of the Public Sector Communicationsdéoay, a major official training
event organised by the UK Government Communic&siervice in Manchester in
June 2014. | work towards developing a systemgiz@ach to interpreting certain
performative and multimodal aspects of personaliasiitutional blame avoidance in

government.

In Chapter 8 | provide a recap on my overall conceptual frarmewor identifying
and interpreting discursive blame avoidance in gavwent communication. | discuss
the implications of my empirical findings as wedl my theoretical and
methodological contributions to the study of goveemt communication and blame
games. | reassert the importance of sophisticatadext-sensitive analysis of blame

phenomena in political life, and make suggestiangiture research.
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2. Four conceptualisations of government communicatin

In recent years, some scholars have attemptediteedend map government
communication as a distinctive field of researcar{€ & Sanders, 2013; Garnett,
2004; Howlett, 2009; Lee, Neeley & Stewart, 2012 & Horsley, 2007; Stromback
& Kiousis, 2011). The authors of these works temdgproach government
communication from a narrowly functionalist pergjpes; their discussion is often
confined to instrumental rationality, and they l&seguage that is characteristic to
managerial disciplines, such as public relatiorasketing, and public policy. For
example, Canel and Sanders (2013) claim to “caph&dull range of the possibilities
of government communication” by looking at “trede, practice aimsand
achievementsf communication” (p. 4) carried out in and by extive government
agencies. What catches my eye in this definitiboya all, is the unproblematised and
unqualified use of the word ‘achievements’ — a ténat implies success (for whom?)
and effectively shifts researchers’ attention aivagn phenomena that could be
regarded as possible (if not frequeiai)ures of administrative communication. Due
to such ‘optimism bias’, much of the current theiog under the ‘government

communication’ rubric has remained one-sided.

In this chapter, my goal is to widen the theorétimap of government communication
research so that both the various and often cainfijciotions of ‘success’ and ‘failure’
in the field could be put into conversation. | waookvards building a heuristic
framework for understanding major differences antlarities between current
approaches to government communication by outliaimg) juxtaposing distinctive
ways of legitimising (i.e., defending) and delemising (i.e., blaming) government
communication as a social practice in scholargrditure. To achieve this, | start off
by teasing out major distinctions between pattefrtext and talk about government

communication (i.e., metadiscourses) in relatiohléame and blame avoidance.

Blame as a concept as well as its social usesdtiraeted a lot of academic attention
(Coates & Tognazzini, 2013a; Douglas, 1992; MdHaglielmo, & Monroe, 2014;
McKenna, 2012; Scanlon, 2008; Sher, 2006; Tilly0&0/Nodak, 2006a) and many
scholars seem to agree that “an organisation isetby how it handles blame and
punishment” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 131). Witlpolitical organisations,

people’s compulsion to avoid receiving blame fratimeos has been conceptualised as
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an essential policy motivator (Weaver, 1986) and gsolitical and bureaucratic
imperative” (Hood, 2011, p. 24) that helps us msdwese of officeholders’ behaviour.
Unsurprisingly, nearly all scholarly treatmentggovernment communication contain
some instances of what | cékis of blame/avoidan¢éhat is, words and phrases
which more or less explicitly refer to potentiatiiameworthy phenomena (e.g.,
problem, issue, risk, conflict, challenge, failuog)ndicate officeholders’ general
concern about avoiding blame (e.g., reputationgenategrity, propriety). This has
inspired me to look more systematicattyough the lens of blame/avoidance
strategiesat how government and its communication activitiage been written

about within a broad range of academic literature

What do | mean when | talk about applying the lehslame/avoidance strategies to
my literature review? Blame games between (grodjpgemple involve at least two
sets of players: blame makers and blame takersdHfiil1).Blame makergngage
in performances designed to attribute causal agensgmeone for bringing about
something negativélame takerspn the other hand, usually try to avoid, deflect,
diffuse such attributions for a (potentially) negatevent or outcome. My ‘lenses’ in
this study are focused on how such player posittwasonstructed in texts, how the
‘moves’ of players in a particular blame game asatibed and evaluated, and how
particular phenomena are presented as either wisngdrame (e.qg., failure, harm,

wrongdoing, transgression) or not (e.g., soluti@tyural, ethical, justified).

Government insiders — officeholders and publiciserproviders at all institutional
levels — often find themselves in the role of ar#aaker. They may have multiple

personal reasons to be concerned with the risleioigregarded as blameworthy.

Elected politicians will care about blame if théynk it will reduce their
chances of re-election. Managers will care abaatnlel if they think it will
reduce their prospects of promotion, bonuses, rggayi their current jobs, or
moving on to better ones. Professionals will cdreua blame if they think it
will diminish their reputations in ways that cowldmage their careers or
produce expensive lawsuits over malpractice. Fliastbureaucrats will care
about blame if they think it will cost them thedbjs or their bonuses or their
chances of promotion, or bust them back down tadh&s. (Hood, 2011, pp.
7-8)
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People outside of the government — users of psblicices, voters, journalists,
opposition commentators, activist groups, and sih fo are more commonly seen as
blame makers who may have various motives to at&ibesponsibility for bad
phenomena to the government. (However, some dbtlisiders’ may, at times, find
themselves also receiving blame from the governnfieninstance, when officials

blame the news media for ‘biased coverage’.)

Why is this basic insider—outsider distinction velet here? It is because when we
look through the lens of blame/avoidance at hovokseh write about government and
its communication activitieggbvernment/communicatiprwe notice that each author
more or less explicitly takes sides with eithemiatakers or blame makers. While
writers may differ in their specific choice of arpgective and their apparent
knowledge interests, there seem to be two mutaaltggonistic broad ‘streams’ of

literature that can be delineated.

On the one hand, there are authors who write ajpmwgrnment/communication
mainly from a perspective of a powerful governmefficeholder or an executive
institution, and are thus more interested ingfatical art (or science) of governing
and maintaining control. From this perspectiveerdag blame may lead to losing
power and therefore blame avoidance — includingmigfe use of language — may be
seen as an important skill or craft. This kind ppeach belongs to what | call the

stream of administrative literature.

On the other hand, there are scholars who generalpathise with ‘government
outsiders’, often much less powerful individualsl @moups (e.g., ‘people in the
street’), and are rather concerned with helpingith@avoid being governeith
particular ways. From that perspective, dishingldaine to the government or a
particular officeholder may appear as a necessawtipe of the ‘art of criticism’ that
helps to keep (potential) abuses of political poatdsay. Moreover, the competitive
struggle between adversaries in political blameem(agonism) could be seen by
some as the very essence of democracy. This kimadés | regard as belonging to

the broad stream offitical’ literature.

The idea of distinguishing analytically betweenrtadistrative’ approaches to
communication on the one hand, and ‘critical’ ajgftes on the other, is of course

not new. This basic distinction was postulated se@minal essay about
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communication research by the Austrian-Americanadogist Paul Lazarsfeld
already in 1941. This dual division is also in liwgh the main research traditions of
social structures (see, e.g., Swedberg, 2005) hssvthe categorisation of
organisational theories into ‘instrumental’ andstitutional’ as devised by

Christensen, Leegreid, Roness, and Rgvik (2007).

Furthermore, it is perhaps not too much of a dtreddrace the roots of these
approaches back to certain broaklistorical strands of social and political thought
in a way following the basic macro-level distinetie ‘functionalist’ versus ‘conflict’
theoretical approaches — made in much social thgiddens, 2009). | thus presume
that every current text about government/commuiunaeflects distinctive
historically sedimented sets of normative ideasuaipolitical life that its producers
subscribe to. For instance, we notice major diffeess when we stay alert to what
kind of metaphors certain authors choose toDeehey talk, for example, of a
society as a ‘body’ capable of self-regulationasma ‘structure’ with upper and lower
‘layers’? Do they regard executive government gsatector’ of individual liberties,
a ‘provider’ of services and welfare, or an ‘op@s of certain social groups? Is
public communication by the authorities seen asulisaultivation’ of civic virtues in
free individuals, and maintenance of social conseasd stability, or as self-serving

manipulation of the perceptions, beliefs, and valofethe unsuspecting ‘masses’?

Accordingly, in my view, theorising government comnmication primarily involves
constructingheuristic devices- models or outlines of ideal types — that wowdtph
researchers notice and compare competiatadiscourses alternative patterns of
writing and talking about government communicatidbhese metadiscourses are
historically embeddednd characterised by distinctineetadiscursive vocabularies
and strategiege.g., particular ways of naming, describing, arguand positioning)
that express certain belief systems. In linguigions, the application of the lens of
blame/avoidance means that | analyse metadiscoabses

government/communication to explicate how disc@strategies of perspectivation,

1 Metaphorcan be understood as “the phenomenon wherebylkartd, potentially, think about
something in terms of something else” (Semino, 2@08). Some metaphors may establish
correspondences across different conceptual domaangxample, if we talk about politics in ternfs o
a battle, then our knowledge about politics (aseget’ domain) is partly structured in terms our
knowledge about battles (as a ‘source’ domain).aFgood overview of the use of societal metaphors
in social sciences, see Urry (2000, Ch. 2).
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nomination, predication, and argumentation are usedaintain and/or modify

particular power relations between certain sod#brs?

Such a more detailed analysis of existing liteeexposes four distinct ways of
conceptualising government communication, baseldosnauthors represent and

evaluate the government blame game.

1. Within administrative literature, some authors reégalaming the government
as a fundamentally negative occurrence, perhapsa&va major threat to the
functioning of the society as a whole because veugblame erodes the
perceived authority of the government and therebp<its capability to carry
out its plans. From this point of view, governmeaimmunication is seen
mainly as golicy instrument- a useful tool for asserting control.

2. Other scholars within the administrative streantevaibout blame attributions
to the government as if these were unfortunatessagreustomer
dissatisfaction — certain individuals not being pyamith (some aspect of)
some government-provided service. From this pets@egovernment
communication is treated acammodity

3. Within critical literature, some authors treat blagithe government as a
crucial task of oppressed and disadvantaged peogtause they see it as
perhaps the only way to remain resilient in theefatthe many inevitable
power abuses committed by the government. Fronpthiig of view,
government communication is seen as essentiallypdsmanipulationof
public perceptions and behaviour.

4. Many critical researchers take a more ambivalemrics towards government
blame games. They regard blaming and blame avogdantundamental
social processes by which people make meaningstroehidentities, and
regulate power relations (through agonistic streggbth within and between
groups and organisations. Blame can be used battivaance and hamper
participation and deliberation in society. Fronstpherspective, government

communication can be seen as eith@ng or undoing democracy

12| will explain these discursive strategies furthe€hapter 3. For a more detailed discussion and
examples, see also Reisigl and Wodak (2001, 2@0@) Wodak (2011).
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In the rest of this chapter, | will describe soneetiment characteristics of each of
these four ways of talking about government/commaton in turn, and bring
concrete examples from literature to illustrate libevauthors’ stances towards

blame/avoidance indicate significant differencetsvieen these conceptualisations.

2.1 Government communication as a policy instrument

My first example comes from an edited volume tit@alrots, Sticks, and Sermons:
Policy Instruments and Their Evaluatibly Bemelmans-Videc, Rist, and Vedung
(2003). The authors use ‘sticks’, ‘carrots’, angrfaons’ as metaphors when writing
about three general categories of public policyrimsents: regulation (issuing orders
that people are obliged to follow), economic me@ngng or removing material
resources, e.g., subsidies), and information (gsuoluntary appeals). They define
policy instruments as “the set of techniques bycllgovernmental authorities wield
their power in attempting to ensure support andaefdr prevent social change”
(Vedung, 2003, p. 21). Thus, communication (ordmfation’, ‘exhortation’, or
‘moral suasion’, to use the author’s preferred ®rim represented as one of the three
kinds of ‘toolsets’ or ‘control models’ that govenents may choose to apply in their

work, usually in some kind of a combination witthet instruments.

People’s support to government’s policy choices ‘tegitimacy’ of particular

policies is conceptualised in the book as follows:

Legitimacy represents a political criterion whigresses that acceptance is
crucial for actual effectiveness of a policy orgmam. It is then regarded as a
‘conditio sine qua ndrior effectiveness; without it, the governee vidbk for
behaviour alternative to the one prescribed orgéedby government, and will

thus frustrate the intended effects. (Bemelman®¥,i@003, p. 8)

What is evident from this quote is that ‘effectiesr’, defined as a situation where the
‘governees’ are behaving in the way the governrhastintended them to behave, is
represented as the highest goal of the adminisiraidr which public ‘acceptance’ is

a precondition.

Admittedly, this precondition can be difficult talfil. Administrative agencies seem

to be perpetually concerned about external chadleng their ‘organisational
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reputation’ — namely, possible public accusationsrongdoing that could undermine
organisation’s legitimacy. This tendency is welémplified by the following

assertion by Carpenter and Krause (2012):

Naturally, public administrators confront threenpairy challenges that are
fundamental to governance: (1) how to maintain oased support for an
agency and its activities, (2) how to steer a Vemsid hazardous shoals
(enemies and potentially disaffected supporters},(8) how to project a

judicious combination of consistency and flexilili{p. 26)

The use of the ‘organisation is a vessel’ concdphedaphor is perhaps most salient
here. Top officeholders are depicted as ‘captauts hold the ‘steering wheels’ of
their organisations and seem to be in full commairits crew and course.
Organisation as a vessel on the sea is a closedigenthat exists and functions
separately from other containers — that is, easlemmwnent agency is represented as
essentially ‘sailing on its own’. And the ‘enemi@$’'the organisation (whoever these
are) are represented as dehumanised natural objshtsals — that are often invisible
but should be avoided at all costs. Governmentrisgéions are thus advised to
remain constantly alert and capable of dodgingmi@ky hidden external (blame)

threats.

Much instructional literature for officeholders debes as problematic such
circumstances where government encounters ‘obstdiide public distrust and
disobedience, and becomes ‘dysfunctional’ in theseahat officeholders experience
erosion of their control over public issues. Oreespnal or organisational micro-level,
blame firestorms and scandals are feared as thegeuim individual or

organisational reputation and result in the losgavfer, finances, and job security for
particular individuals (Boin, 't Hart, Stern, & Sdelius, 2005). Government
institutions are tempted to devise formal procesluvhich are designed to increase
public trust in public administration. They talkyfinstance, about the essential need
for ‘building relationships with publics’, ‘managjrissues’ and ‘putting out fires’ to

avoid disruptions in the ideally stable functionmigadministration.

While ‘building relationships’ may sound as a n&al safe activity to many,
governments’ instrumental uses of text and talkesomes actually involve elements

that most critics would call discursive violence the bookCarrots, Sticks, and
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SermongBemelmans-Videc, Rist, & Vedung, 2003), there seation describing the
following particular communicative technique thatvgrnments may use to achieve

‘acceptance’ from a certain group of ‘governees’.

A very special tool in the information tool kitiisvestigation and publicity.
One effect of an investigation — for instance ha field of environmental
policy — could be to push the management of ansindl plant, under the spur
of public opinion, to make changes in, for instarmaluting practices, in
advance of or without recourse to regular schef#sctive as this means of
control may be in some cases, certain drawbacke@assd with it make it one
to be used sparingly. It is inquisitorial and tlere less pleasant to use.
(Vedung, 2003, p. 50)

This suggested technique — instrumental mobilisatiopublic blaming to increase
obedience to authority — could be seen as toudhdporderline of coercion: it
involves ‘pushing’ certain people, placing themdenthe spur of public opinion’,

and, as the author himself admits, carrying outrgsleasant inquisition.

A reference to inquisition is actually very muchthe point here if we think of the
possible origins of the ‘communication as a potmyl’ conceptualisation.
Administrative writings on government/communicatioay be seen as having their
historical roots in the medieval instructional dé&ure called ‘mirrors for princes’.
Such ruler's handbooks, famously exemplified byddio Machiavelli's 18' century

Il Principe (The Prince), provided monarchs with practicalieglon their daily
business of running a state, doing politics, bé&mngpntrol, and holding on to political

power.

Il Principe contains several sections that deal in considemdtail with symbolic,
communicative, and performative aspects of politeadership. The importance of
such issues for the princes at the time is tedtliig Machiavelli's choice of titles for
his chapters. These include, for example, ‘Chapier Concerning things for which
men, and especially princes, are praised or blantedapter 19 — That one should
avoid being despised and hated’, ‘Chapter 18 — @wmiiieg the way in which princes
should keep faith’. Perhaps most (in)famously, Maweklli advises the princes to lie
whenever it serves their purposes but simultangaunaintain an appearance of being
truthful.
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[A] wise lord cannot, nor ought he to, keep faithem such observance may be
turned against him, and when the reasons that dduseto pledge it exist no
longer. . . .But it is necessary to know well h@adisguise this characteristic,
and to be a great pretender and dissembler; ancareeso simple, and so
subject to present necessities, that he who sealeceive will always find
someone who will allow himself to be deceived. (Mawelli, 1513/2006, Ch.
18)

Going even further back in time, the oldest extamplete handbook on rhetoric, the
4" century BC GreeRhetorica ad AlexandruifiRhetoric to Alexander) in a rather
similar vein presents pragmatic guidelines for digalar ruler, King Alexander. The
anonymous author of the book coaches the king antbgersuade audiences by all
means and with no particular regard to the beoéfiny other than the speaker
himself (Braet, 1996). As in the caselldPrincipe, the author uses imperative
language and takes the perspective of a ruler wbms to be constantly in need to

defend himself against adversaries, including, agabathers, the ‘common people’.

The common people are not as annoyed at beingveelpoi public offices as
they are at being grievously abused. It is necggsaresolve differences
among citizens as quickly as possible and not kayds to have a mob from
the countryside collect in the city. The commongleaain strength from

such meetings and overturn oligarchies. (Rhetorisléxander, 2011, p. 489)

Modern administrative treatments of government/camication have a lot in

common with these centuries-old works. Their fosustill on advising the authorities
on tackling the day-to-day tasks of governing.emts of perspectivation, these works
are generally written from the standpoint of thenadstrative system, the government
as an organisation, its leaders, its officeholdensl, thus from the perspective of the
relatively more powerful groups and individualse #lite of a society. And in a more
or less explicit way they all show interest in hracticalities of exerting ‘influence’

on other groups and individuals, be it by coerclanding out money, or the

mastering of rhetoric as a political art of persolasind motivation.

In searching answers to the central question oatwyorks’ in government, the
authors of these instructional texts typically de#h organisational hierarchies

(‘structures’, ‘institutions’, ‘offices’, ‘agenciés regulatory frameworks (‘policies’,
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‘legal acts’, ‘codes’), and processes (‘planningdordinating’, ‘monitoring’,
‘evaluating’). They draw upon and refer to varioukes and regulations (e.g., the
Official Secrets Act) and encourage the professotmaadopt particular strategies,
tactics, and techniques (e.g., tips on media managy. Some of the typical
recurrent concepts that are used with a predominpasitive connotation in such
literature are reminiscent of military languagerasegic’, ‘tactical’, ‘operation’,

‘target’, ‘officer’.

Works in this tradition generally adhere to a fumealist presumption that the society
should be characterised by social order, stabdity] productivity. More specifically,
these more or less explicitly idealise the statplay in which (a) the government as a
system ‘runs like clockwork’ without facing any &ers internal or external obstacles
or disturbances like resistance, scandals, or;r{bg citizens follow the goals and
rules set by the government, because there iscaptble level of
obedience/consensus/trust in the government animengtizens; and (a@je facto
acceptance of norms and the compatibility of exqemts is sufficient to ensure

coordination within the society and to guaranteeegomental stability.

Accordingly, those individuals or groups who do obgy the rules are seen as
deviants. There is a tendency to treat the (nevesliaras a deviant or an adversary if
it is criticising the government, or as a helpfylemsion of the communication ‘tool’

if it is withholding criticism and helping to ‘spae the government’'s message’.

The authors who talk about government communicai®a commodity share some
of the functionalist presumptions of the ‘policysirument’ conceptualisation, but

there are also significant differences.

2.2 Government communication as a commaodity

To illustrate how government communication is cqroalised as a commodity, | will
use as an example a journal article publishedawernment Information Quarterlyy
Gelders and lhlen (2010). They write about govemineemmunication about
potential policies in terms of a framework thapignarily used in business service
marketing to improve ‘service quality’. They condtutheir analysis with the

following practical suggestions for officeholders:
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Customer satisfaction will only be achieved whemdkrvice meets the
expected performance. Promotion of realistic exgiemts through
performance communication will yield service valjdimatching service
expectations) and thus promote customer satisfactio Politicians should
learn from businesses to communicate less ambifiousises that are easier
to reach. They should be inspired by the IKEA conypavhich announced
that reorders of missing material will be sent wittihree weeks all the while
knowing that it is normally sent within two . . u& announcements can lead
to more customer satisfaction than bold politic@rpises. (Gelders & lhlen,
2010, pp. 38-39)

What is striking here, above all, is the use ofwloed ‘customers’ (rather than
‘governees’ or ‘citizens’) to refer to groups ofgpée outside of the government. In
line with that, a particular communication techracpf a private service company is
presented as an idealised model or a benchmarklibatd be followed by the
government to achieve the ultimate goal of ‘custosaisfaction’. An emphasis is
thus placed on governing and communicating accgrttirthe logic and values of the

market.

Unlike within the ‘policy instrument’ literaturehé market-centred way of
conceptualising government/communication implieg fleople are not expected to be
obedient to public authorities. Instead, peopl&astomers’ are expected to be self-
interested and rational utility maximisers. Thipé&haps best illustrated by an
influential economic theory of political behaviadevised by an early public choice
theorist Anthony Downs (1957). His calculus famgustludes an assertion that

rational individuals do not seek political inforruat.

The government cannot coerce everyone to be welinred, because ‘well-
informedness’ is hard to measure, because thee agreed-upon rule for
deciding how much information of what kinds eadizen ‘should’ have, and
because the resulting interference in personairaffeould cause a loss of
utility that would probably outweigh the gains ®liad from a well-informed
electorate. The most any democratic governmentibas to remedy this
situation is to compel young people in schoolsat@tcourses in civics,

government, and history. Consequently, it is ratidar every individual to
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minimise his investment in political informatiom, $pite of the fact that most
citizens might benefit substantially if the wholecatorate were well informed.
As a result, democratic political systems are bdwnoperate at less than

maximum efficiency. (Downs, 1957, p. 148)

‘Efficiency’ is one of the main keywords characstié of the ‘commodity’ approach

to government/communication. This is in line witaditional management books that
offer advice to managers of production companie$ow to run a business’, usually
with a special focus on suggesting ways to transforganisations to increase their
productivity and efficiency in a competitive enviraent. This may be achieved by
increasing organisational ‘competence’, which ikgd about in terms of, for example,
‘leadership and management skills’, ‘training’,Amvation’, and ‘knowledge-

intensive services'.

Some of the origins of this kind on literatureihethe development of scientific
engineering of industrial workflows in the late™@entury USA. Taylor's (1911)
Principles of Scientific Managemenian influential handbook for managers — laid
down many of its central themes. Taylor prescrilfedinstance, rationality, logic,
economic efficiency, empiricism, and standardisatidgthin organisations.
Importantly, these principles were seen to be apple not only to the running of
large manufacturing companies but to a whole wanébrganisations, possibly

including governments.

What does modelling public administration afterfigreeeking businesses entail for
government/communication? In a nutshell, the uydeglbehavioural script of the
market-oriented view is that one should carry esearch to identify particular
segments of customers, understand their needsemedbg products and services for
them (in a competitive environment), which woulgatully result in customer
satisfaction and loyalty. All of this is often sugwped by meticulously designed and
tested advertising and brand communication. Acogigli public communication is
primarily regarded as a tool for attaining spediftals of organisations, usually
related to selling more goods or services prodigetthe organisation (‘marketing’,
‘promotion’, ‘publicity’, ‘advertising’) and guardaeing the survival and smooth
functioning of the organisation via ‘building gooitfhamong people external to the

organisation (‘public relations’, ‘branding’, ‘refation management’, ‘public affairs’,
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‘corporate social responsibility’). Managers tafkinvesting’ money in
communication to attain certain business objecti#es example, a senior member of
the UK government communication staff (G. C.) whioimterviewed for this research
project, explained that government communicatotsenUK are concerned about
“making sure that we can demonstrate the governomniunications is delivering a
good return on investment” (G. C., personal commation, April 28, 2015).

From this perspective, the (news) media profestsamay be seen as taking on at
least three different roles. Journalists and eslibould be regarded as (1) customers
who should be ‘won over’ so that they would shoghhlievels of ‘customer
satisfaction, loyalty and goodwill’ in relation te government, (2) publicity agents
who could be persuaded or hired to disseminateufabe messages about the
government, and (3) competitors who should be otdpeaed in the race for the

attention and the ‘hearts’ of particular audiences.

Organisational public relations practices that haeen widely adopted by modern
Western governments emerged in U.S. corporatiotigeirarly 28 century (Cutlip,
1994). An early seminal work in the field was Edd/&ernays’ (1928) book
Propagandawhere he (in)famously argued that “the conscem intelligent
manipulation of the organised habits and opinidrth® masses is an important
element in democratic society” (p. 9). Therefons imot surprising that some people
see governments’ communication activities primaasyfull-on attempts to

manipulate perceptions and behaviour of the people.

2.3 Government communication as manipulation

In an essay titled ‘Lying in politics’, Hannah An(1973) warns her readers of “the
commitment to nontruthfulness in politics ... at tighest level of government” (p.
4). Her case in point is the U.S. government’s pgamda activity surrounding the
Vietnam War, but she is also making some univeaigains about self-serving

manipulative behaviour of top officeholders.

Secrecy — what diplomatically is called “discretioas well as tharcana
imperii, the mysteries of government — and deceptiondétieerate falsehood

and the outright lie used as legitimate means ese political ends, have
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been with us since the beginning of recorded histbruthfulness has never
been counted among the political virtues, andHege always been regarded

as justifiable tools in political dealings. (Arend®73, p. 4)

This quote reflects deep distrust in governmentfoomcation. Government is
depicted as posing an inevitable threat to its goees’ due to its permanent
disposition to abuse its power and isolate outsitigrmystifying its action. This
conceptualisation uses some of the language rereimi®f the ‘policy instrument’
approach (‘means to achieve political ends’, ‘tanlpolitical dealings’) but the writer

imbues these with negative connotation by assoagdtiese with lying as a sin.

Arendt (1973) specifically writes about the comnuariion practices of the “public-
relations managers in government”, referring tséhas the “more recent varieties”

among “the many genres in the art of lying” (pp8)(—

Public relations is but a variety of advertisingnbe it has its origin in the
consumer society, with its inordinate appetitedoods to be distributed
through a market economy. The trouble with the @l@gtof the public-
relations man is that he deals only in opinions ‘@uad will”, the readiness to
buy, that is, in intangibles whose concrete readitgt a minimum. ... The only
limitation to what the public-relations man doesnes when he discovers that
the same people who perhaps can be “manipulatdatiy@ certain kind of
soap cannot be manipulated — though, of coursg,ddue be forced by terror —

to “buy” opinions and political views. (Arendt, 137p. 8)

This conceptualisation is in radical oppositionhatite ‘commodity’ approach to
government communication. Arendt reminds her retira government ‘outsider’
should guard herself against both government congation as a policy instrument

as well as a commodity.

This highly suspicious stance is also often takevatds the output of the (news)
media. Schudson (2008) summarises neatly whatltsetica prevailing ‘lay

understanding’ of how press operates in Westerrodeanies:> According to this

13 This understanding is also reflected in the ‘pgapaia model’ of media as devised by Herman and
Chomsky (1988).
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understanding, the media is unable to provideeasizwith adequate information

about public affairs because

(a) the government keeps information from the pogssiccessfully
manipulates the press into accepting its spinthi@)corporate profit-oriented
entities that gather most news are guided morédytonomic advantages of
sensation, sleaze, and the superficial than byteffo inform the public; and
(c) the professional journalists who work insidegé corporate beasts and try
to extract bits of truth from devious politiciangaccupationally cautious,
hobbled by in-group values of media elites, andivated by professional
advancement or driven by their own political vienagher than by a passion to

make democracy work. (Schudson, 2008, pp. 6-7)

A concern about people being oppressed by malid@acsirsive manipulation,
government-perpetrated propaganda and ‘spin-docfas the hallmark of numerous
critical works in philosophy, sociology, politicatience, history, linguistics, and
communication studies (among many others, Alth&d®hnson, 1980; Corner, 2007;
Gaber, 2000; Jowett & O’Donnell, 2006; Marlin, 20@Shaughnessy, 2004; Taylor,
2003; van Dijk, 2006).

Propositions in critical academic writings abouvgmment communication as
manipulation can be traced back to the premisdsolat in Marxist conflict theory in
the 19" century. Major influences include the Marxist oatiof ‘false consciousness’,
Gramscian conceptualisation of ‘hegemony’, andctiitecal tradition of the Frankfurt
School that focuses on the often subtle culturdl@sychological strategies that
powerful groups use to limit the capacity for @ati thought among the masses. One
of the emblematic notions often used in criticatkgois, unsurprisingly, ‘critique’.
Critigue may be defined as ‘the art of not beingegoed quite so much’ (Foucault,
1997, p.29) and thus seen as a definite counterpoint tgdlaé¢ of administrative
literature, that is, mastering the practical argoverning. Many of these ideas are
shared by the critical authors who write about ficas of public communicators in

terms of how these either restrict or advance deacycand social justice.
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2.4 Government communication as a factor in (un)doig democracy

In an oft-cited article titled ‘The Third Age of lacal Communication’, Blumler and
Kavanagh (1999) list three ways how the currentfas of mediatised
government/communication pose problems to the eelibve processes of modern

democracies.

» The danger of subordinating public policy to camgpamperatives and the
immediate pressures of media demand. Most criterigood policy-making
include time for deliberation, causal analysis,rexetion of options, conduct
of pilot studies, and perhaps even incrementaki®timaking. ... But it is
clearly at odds with the media-driven school oftant response.’

* The doubtful relevance of much political communimato the substantive
tasks of government and the substantive conceragizéns. This arises
ultimately from (a) politicians’ involvement in irga building and projection;
(b) journalists’ focus on process and dramaticdent, particularly scandals,
internal party disputes, and politicians’ mistakas (c) the struggle for
tactical supremacy of both sides in their unceasinfgwar.

» The related danger of fostering or reinforcing pubidifference and
skepticism because so much political communica&ems too negative, too
focused on infighting, too scripted, too repetiipand lacking convincing
credibility. (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999, pp. 216-317

The authors further alert us that “low trust inipohl communication may in turn
exert a ‘negative halo effect’ over governmentraties to inform people in specific
policy areas (such as the environment, food safetihe future of public services)”
(Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999, p. 217).

These quotes illustrate not only the authors’ megorcern about citizens’ limited
ability or will to participate in public policy makg, but also a rather sophisticated
understanding of blame issues in relation to gawemt/communication. From this
perspective, the government deserves blame ifedftitders focus on ‘non-substantive’
activities like ‘image building’ and ‘infighting’itat do not address the concerns of the
citizens. However, the blame for such behavioseisn as shared between the
government and the media: it is the complex intgriletween the officeholders and

the journalists that leads to the kind of dramatiaggle that lowers the overall public
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trust in politics. The authors recognise that prubbmmunication on the part of the
government is an integral component of policy-mgkamd the provision of public
services, but they are also critically aware ohinipulative tendencies (e.g., ‘image
making’). Government communication, therefore, ddug seen as one of the factors
in larger societal processes that either advantiendmpublic participation in political
debates.

‘Democratic deficit’ (or ‘political disenchantmeiih contemporary societies is a
standard theme of many critical studies in socipl@wlitical science, and political
communication studies (see, e.g., Hay, 2007; Cate&nBlumler, 2009; Dahigren,
2009; Norris, 2011). Critical scholars generallggest that the level of political
control by the people in modern representative dgauies is insufficient, citizens are
growingly disaffected with their governments, ahdttcertain communication
practices of governments (among other factors) ked/éo these negative outcomes.
From this perspective, governments should idediseove high standards of integrity
and commit themselves to certain criteria for ehe@mmunication. Lack of integrity

is, for these authors, one of the main warrantsjtistifies blaming the government.

Much of the critical discussion has been revohangund the Habermasian
conception of the emergence of the ‘public sphedéfentlichkei} and the normative
theories of democracy, where communication is eénttany share Habermas’ (1984,
1987, 2006) normative ideal of deliberation ase® fequal, rational argument of all
parties affected, in an atmosphere of non-coerdinvever, his critics like Fraser
(1990), Benhabib (1992), and Mouffe (1999) strasg, way or another, that because
power imbalances between individuals and groupangtable, consensus cannot
and should not be reached and thus people shoaldgen to other points of view in
a process of continued contestation and deep refpebe adversary” (Wright, 2008,
p. 32). So, in stark contrast to administrativespectives, societal conflicts —
including public blame firestorms — are not necalgsaeen as negative but rather as
having a “transformative potential” (Held, 19962d.1). Indeed, the practice of
blaming the government when it ‘does wrong’ maydlked of as being worthy of
praise: in the hope that such blaming has a “vd¢uatiucative and deterrent role”
(Sher, 2006, p. 138).
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What kind of transformation and education is so@ddhtsearching answers to the
question of ‘who benefits at whose expense’, tlthas of critical texts often deal
with the issues of power and knowledge in modeniesies. A central thrust is
educating and empowering the less powerful peoplerducing and disseminating
“critical knowledge that enables human beings taecipate themselves from forms
of domination through self-reflection” (Wodak & Mery 2009, p. 7). This programme
includes, for example, explicating the ‘technolsgid power’ (Foucault, 1977),
among which the sets of practices and strategigexarnment/communication may
be seen as essentially belonging. Many criticdi@stfocus on contesting ways of
acting that construct and sustain inequalities dasegender, income, race,
nationality, and so forth. They are opposed diaicedty to functionalist and positivist
scientists who, as they see it, usually disregadbwnplay the sources of tension and
inequality in society. Some recurrent concepts useditical literature to warrant
blame are ‘domination’, ‘hegemony’, ‘inequalitygxclusion’, ‘conflict’, and ‘crisis’.

Blame is often deflected by references to ‘equalitgflexivity’, and ‘social change’.

Modern critical approaches to government/commurgnanay be seen as having
more varied sources of origin besides the Marxist @ramscian ideas that have been
already mentioned above. First, Max Weber’s ea@‘?@entury sociology provided

an influential blueprint for analysing contradict®oin modern societies. For example,
he characterised bureaucracy as the most effeatigefficient form of organisation,
but also gave a critical warning that the mechan@id impersonal application of
rational rules would lead to a dehumanised socegsgmbling an ‘iron cage’ (Weber,
1905/1958). Secondly, a major impetus came fromrttegpretive, linguistic, and
cultural turns in social sciences in the seconéidgfahe 2" century. The beginning

of this turn is usually associated with the pulilma of Wittgenstein’s (1953)
influential Philosophical Investigationg.he turn to culture was driven by the rising
prominence of social and cultural anthropology, emerpretive ethnography as a
research method (e.g., Geertz, 1973; Goffman, 1969)

One realisation that is perhaps most charactettstice linguistically oriented stream
of critical scholarship is that communication canused in political life both in ways
that increase equality in society as well as inswimat isolate certain groups or

individuals from the rest of the society. For ex#&mpolitical discourse analyst
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Martin Reisigl (2008) defines political speechesi@gractional contributions to

identity politics’ that function to

accomplish the two political purposes of inclusemd exclusion. On the one
hand, they are socially integrative by contributiaghe formation of
transindividual identity and to the foundation odgp solidarity. On the other
hand, they can fulfil disintegrative and destruetiunctions by mobilising
addressees to social exclusion and, at worstolent attacks against those
excluded and denigrated by the orator. (Reisigd32@. 251)

Researchers working within the tradition of critid&scourse studies have developed
some essential tools for delineating between thesaions in political text and talk.
For instance, they have produced critical accoohk®w racism, antisemitism,
ethnicism, and populism are reflected in discou(Ressigl & Wodak, 2001,
Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 2009; Wodak, KhosraviNik, & Mr&i013; Wodak, 2015),
provided detailed analyses of the discursive cansbn of history and national
identity (Martin & Wodak, 2003; Heer, Manoschek]I&io, & Wodak, 2008; Wodak,
De Cillia, Reisigl, & Liebhart, 2009), and carriedt ethnographic studies of how
language is used in the backstage of politicaltutgins (Wodak, 2011). Importantly,
as | will show in the following chapters, the sacoatext-sensitive linguistic tools can
be applied to gain a more sophisticated understgrafi how blaming and blame

avoidance work in government communication (see dsnsson, 2015a, 2015b).

2.5 Concluding remarks

In this chapter, | have adopted the lens of blavwedance strategies as a heuristic
device to distinguish between alternative ways liclv government communication
is conceptualised in academic literature. | sumsestie main characteristics of the

four archetypal conceptualisations in Table 2.1.
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Table 2.1. Four conceptualisations of government communication

Policy instrument

Commodity

Manipulation

(Un)doing democracy

Government
communication
described as:

Blaming the
government
described as:

Authors adopt
the perspective

of:

Authors seek
answers to
questions such
as:

Argumentative
shortcuts (topoi)
used such as:

Blame warranted
by negative lexis
such as:

Blame deflected
by positive lexis
such as:

Media described
as:

Historical origins
and influences
such as:

Necessary ‘tool’ that
the government uses
to exert authority and
maintain control

Deviant (hampers or
blocks the
achievement of policy
objectives)

Government as an
authority

How to govern?

Authority
Law
Stability/tradition

Disobedience,
deviance, disorder

Order, control,
coordination,
regulation,
predictability,
stability, strategic

An adversary if does
not obey and support
the government;

or an extension of the
communication ‘tool’
if supports the
government

Ancient and medieval
handbooks for rulers
on the practical arts
or crafts of governing
and public speaking

Set of services
provided by the
government to
specific groups of
customers

Business risk
(indicates customer
dissatisfaction)

Government as a
service provider

How to run a service?

Competition
Efficiency
Freedom of choice

Incompetence,
inefficiency

Competence,
efficiency, choice,
utility, service,
competitive,
customer-friendly,
transparency

A customer, subject to
persuading,
bargaining and
negotiating; or a
publicity agent; or a
competitor, subject to
outperforming

Early 20" century
literature on scientific
management and
public relations;
public choice theories

Self-serving
manipulation of public
perceptions and
behaviour by the
ruling elite

Necessary (helps to
resist manipulation)

Victim oppressed by
the government

How not to be
governed?

Individual freedom
Burden
Resistance

Lying, deception,
oppression,
dominance,
hegemony, abuse,
injustice, propaganda,
spin

Resilience, autonomy

Useless, manipulated
by government and
businesses

19" century Marxist
conflict theory;
Gramscian
conceptualisation of
‘hegemony’; the
Frankfurt School;
sociological and
psychological studies
of oppression

Systemic processes
that either advance or
limit public
participation in
political debates

Positive (delimits
excessive power) but
also negative
(increases democratic
deficit)

Self-reflective active
citizenry

How to increase
equality and
participation in
society?

Integrity
Democracy
Equality

Injustice, inequality,
exclusion, lack of
integrity, corruption

Equality, democracy,
freedom, integrity,
emancipation, reason,
understanding,
awareness, reflexivity,
social change

A significant social
force as it can
promote either
equality and
participation or
inequality and
isolation in society

Weber’s sociology of
power; the Frankfurt
School; interpretive,
linguistic, and cultural
turns in social
sciences since 1950s;
post-modernist and
feminist philosophy
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This fourfold distinction is an important step tads understanding the basic ways in
which discursive blame avoidance in government camoation could be interpreted
(and hence a step towards answering my centradn@seuestion). It suggests that a
particular way of interpreting blame avoidance avgrnment is dialectically related

to the interpreter’'s general conceptualisationafegnment communication.

» If one conceptualises government communication griinas a policy
instrument, blame avoidance seems to be a setadumes that should be
activated whenever receiving blame might hampdiack the government
from achieving its policy objectives.

» If one conceptualises government communication@samodity, blame
avoidance appears to be a necessary craft of ‘nragidilame as a business
risk that is related to customer dissatisfaction.

» If government communication is taken to be esskytiaanipulative, blame
avoidance on the side of the government seems\e #& maintenance of
unequal power relations between the governmenttandictims of its
manipulation: Avoiding blame means withstandingd(@mnoring) the
objections less powerful groups and individualsregp against the oppression
by the ruling elites.

» If one conceptualises government communicatiomassaential component of
democratic political life that may have both pagtand negative implications,
then both blaming and blame avoidance have a pakt¢ntfoster social

learning as well as to increase democratic deficit.

My focus on alternative ways of framing problemarseresemblance to the
grid/group model of cultural theory that originaiedhe work of the anthropologist
Mary Douglas (Thompson, Ellis, & Wildavsky, 1990¢0étl, 1998) and the
constitutive metamodel of communication theory sy by Robert T. Craig (1999,
2007). Both of these models outline mutually antestic ways of thinking about
certain social phenomena: the former does so witgnising’ and the latter with
‘communicating’. The results of my study and thege models have some possible
links between them that, in my view, would meritthier empirical and theoretical

analysis.
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According to the grid/group cultural theory, one chistinguish between four
competing ways of thinking and talking about howiamas collectivities are organised:
hierarchist, individualist, fatalist, and egalitari(Hood, 1998). Based on my analysis,
the ‘policy instrument’ conceptualisation of goverent communication may be seen
as chiming with the hierarchist view of organisitite ‘commodity’ conceptualisation
with the individualist view, and the ‘manipulatioahd ‘un/doing democracy’
conceptualisations with the egalitarian view ofamging. Some writings on
government communication as manipulation also ¢ontaces of fatalism, for
instance, intensified claims of someone being cetept and inevitably excluded

from important debates over public affairs dueh® innate dishonesty of the

government and the uselessness of the press ivenog its deceptive moves.

According to Craig’s (1999, 2007) metamodel, one datinguish between at least
eight competing traditions of theorising commurimat rhetorical, semiotic,
phenomenological, cybernetic, sociopsychologiaadjcultural, critical, and
pragmatist. In the light of my analysis, it seehes those who write about
government/communication from the ‘administratif@’ blame taker’s) perspective
typically gravitate towards three of these tradisio(1) rhetorical tradition, where
communication is seen as the practical art of digs® (2) cybernetic tradition, where
communication is conceptualised as the flow ofrimfation, and (3)
sociopsychological tradition, where the focus igtom effects of interaction on
individuals. Why would ‘administrative’ authors leatheir works primarily on these
selected conceptualisations of communication argklg ignore all the others? |
suggest that they do so because these three areogtidunctionalist traditions in
communication research: rhetorical, cybernetic, soaopsychological approaches
are best geared towards generating practical advi¢ceow to avoid blame, how to
persuade, control, and manipulate people. As Gi£§9) succinctly puts it, these

three traditions, unlike others, “valorise tech@&q(p. 26).

My proposed heuristic model has at least two cavéattst, it certainly isiota
comprehensive explanatory or predictive theory laanth not making any claims of its
universality. The fourfold classification schemekgs only to existing academic
works dealing with government and its communicatotivities in Western
democracies. While empirically grounded, the coheasations should be seen as

necessarily fuzzy ideal types. Within concrete iwg$, there may be overlaps and
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fusions between the four types. It should not casia surprise that authors borrow or
appropriate concepts from other perspectives (administrative’ works may

include some ‘language of democracy’ that is caliad to appeal to some ‘critical’
readers). An attempt to label each individual au#®permanently belonging to only
one of the ‘streams’ could also be misleading.epasate pieces of work, a single
author may adopt different stances in relationlaoniing the government, thereby

contributing to different ‘streams’ of literature defined here.

Second, what | have devised is just one possibleoitheorising government
communication. | have explicitly placed the praatissues of blaming and avoiding
blame — or seen more broadly, the discursive nagotis of interpersonal relations of
power via legitimising and delegitimising — at #entre stage. | have highlighted
some of the fundamental conflicts between differeays of talking and writing about
government/communication. In so doing, | am sidiith ‘critical’ rather than
‘administrative’ approaches and subscribing to‘tilédoing democracy’
conceptualisation of government/communication. &ujehis is evident already in the
introductory chapter of this thesis, where | usedisive strategies which are typical
to this conceptualisation. And as a critical warlky; contribution to the theory of

government communication is, of course, itself wogen to criticism.

Despite these caveats, | hope to have expanddtdbeetical boundaries of
government communication research by showing hewatious conceptualisations
could be put into conversation with each other @agticular issues of blame. In the
next chapter, | will shift my focus on the variczenceptual tools that can be used to

interpret blame/avoidance as a discursive practice.
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3. The blame game and the language game: A discursi

guide to the politics of blame/avoidance

Since the 1980s, scholars of political sciencepalic administration have produced
a substantial body of literature on the topic @rbé avoidance in democratic
governments (e.g., Weaver, 1986; McGraw, 1990sBier1994; Bovens, 't Hart,
Dekker, & Verheuvel, 1999; Sulitzeanu-Kenan, 208éring, 2008; Hood, 2002,
2011; Mitchell, 2012; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014; Hinteitner & Sager, 2015). In his
seminal article ‘The Politics of Blame Avoidanckent Weaver (1986) noted that
political actors who wield executive power are oftaotivated in their policy
decisions by the desire to avoid blame, becaussviag blame might lead to
diminished voter support at the next electithsaking this idea a step further,
Christopher Hood (2011) has convincingly argued bfeame avoidance should be
regarded as a “political and bureaucratic impeedt(p. 24) that guides the behaviour
of officeholders at all levels of the governmentluding those who inhabit non-
elected civil service positions. According to Hooftfjceholders’ concern about
receiving blame affects the way government orgdioiss are structured, what kind of
policies and operating routines officeholders adaptl how they present themselves

and their work to the public.

A notable metaphor that is commonly used in thenelavoidance literature is
government ‘blame game’. This metaphor links tligegadomain of executive politics
with the source domain of playing a game. It isoniously difficult to provide a neat
and comprehensive definition of the concept of ‘gaWittgenstein, 1953).
Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to suggestythesitg the ‘blame game’ metaphor
the writers essentially represent those politicabis who blame, and those who avoid
blame as ‘players’ that use their skills and otlesources to try to ‘win’ some kind of
competition by making certain calculated ‘movesaisupposedly adversarial

interaction.

14 Weaver's conceptualisation of the politics of béaavoidance was notably influenced by the
psychological theories of choice that emphasisedrtegativity bias’: the notion that the perceptidn
risk influences people’s decision making more ttienprospect of potential gains (Kahneman &
Tversky, 1979).
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The interactive nature of the blame game meangftaatanalyst wants to develop a
comprehensive understanding of blame avoidancestsi@d also pay due attention
to how (and by whom, in relation to what, for wipatposes, etc.) blame is generated.
And vice versa: a study of blame-making would remacomplete without

considering the possibility that a blame attackhhige pre-empted, mitigated or
countered by a potential blame taker. Ignoring side of the interaction would be as
futile as trying to understand a chess or footiveatch by looking abnly defensive or

only offensive strategies adopted by the players.

In my study, | treat academic text and talk abdairie and blame avoidance as
language games’ (Wittgenstein, 1953), and as reotmalisation¥® whereby text
producers omit, background, emphasise, or modiftareaspects of social reality
(van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). This allows me to gtie ‘anatomy’ of the blame
game from a discursive point of view: to identifynse recurring components (or
content topics) in stories about blame and blanegdawce in government, and
suggest ways of analysing blame and blame avoidasmcencrete institutionally and
historically situated discursive practices. My alkgoal is to improve our
understanding of how blame games are constructeddgh language and to help
orient future studies on this topic. Hence, | bdgrsituating the discursive study of
political blame games in the wider scholarship itgalvith a variety of blame

phenomena.

3.1 Approaches to blame phenomena

The approach | adopt when | examine blame phenoisenaltidisciplinary and
discursive. What this means, above all, is thdterathan trying to define through the

lens of a particular discipline what blame ‘is’ fordetermine when it is appropriate

!5 That is why | prefer to use the term ‘blame/avoick instead of ‘blame avoidance’: the former is
meant to stand for an integral relationship wHile fatter seems to refer exclusively to the moivet
and actions of a ‘defending side’. Indeed, blanmdng avoiding blame imply each other, just like
Foucault’'s (1980) ‘power/knowledge’. By using theséd concept of blame/avoidance | wish to (a)
emphasise the dynamic, conversational charactelaofe phenomena in political life, and (b) remind
the readers that someone who is being blamed n@gselto generate blame in response — so that
‘avoiding blame’ sometimes paradoxically means &gating blame’.

16 ‘Recontextualising’ is a term that is used in discse studies to refer to the transformations that
occur when a practice is turned into discourses, hen it is written or spoken about in a variety
ways (van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; van Leeuwen, 2008)
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to blame someone, or which are the most effectiveas if one wants to avoid blame,
etc.), I look at how blame phenomena are constuiuti®ugh language use, and
discuss how these may be subjectively perceiveer€elis no single universal
definition of ‘blame’ — and perhaps there shoultllb®one. | presume that there are
many different ways one could conceptualise ‘blaarel related phenomena. As will
become clear below, researchers ask different igmssabout blame phenomena and

go about answering these in a variety of ways.

As an initial orienting step, | suggest that thademic approaches to blame
phenomena can be divided into three broad groupsdoban whether these are mainly

grounded in philosophical, psychological, or saogatal research traditions.

Philosophically oriented approaches to blamee based on logical argument,
intuitions, conceptual analysis, thought experirmgand introspection. Usually
scholars imagine and discuss hypothetical scentaritisistrate what
‘blameworthiness’ or ‘being a moral agent’ mightaneneither experiments nor
ethnographic fieldwork are carried out and no safitsdl amount of real-life data is

collected.

Scholars of moral philosophy (or ethics) have tradally been engaged in
discussions over the abstract concepts of ‘mosgaesibility’ and ‘moral agency’,
their principal question being ‘who is an apt calade for blame or praise’. Such
discussions have a very long history in the Wegparosophical tradition, dating
back at least to Aristotle’s 350 B.®icomachean Ethic@Aristotle, 2004) Much of
these historical debates have involved metaphyaitampts at defining (seemingly
rational and universal) criteria for blameworthingStrawson, 1962). More recently,
philosophers have focused on the role of blamaterpersonal relationships and
regard blaming as a natural reaction we have tsvsodtheone’s ill will, as well as a
tool we use to regulate others’ attitudes and bebayCoates & Tognazzini, 2013b).
They remind us that blaming should not be regaedesomething essentially negative
or harmful. In his bookn Praise of BlamgGeorge Sher (2006) rightly argues that
“living a fully moral life requires blaming thosehw ignore or flout morality’s
demands” as the “unpleasantness of the anger anohidhes that wrongdoers and bad
people must often endure” can be seen as playinglaable educative and deterrent
role” (p. 138).
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What could be seen as constituting ‘flouting may&idemands’ is one of the central
themes in ethical theorising. There are three caimgpéraditions in contemporary

Western moral philosophy:

1. deontologya view that an act and/or intention should bduatad on the basis
of whether or not it conforms with a moral nornri@ht or a duty);

2. consequentialisira view that an act and/or intention should bduatad on
the basis of its outcomes; and

3. virtue ethicsa view that an act and/or intention should bduatad on the

basis of the character of the actor (e.g., her $tgnbenevolence, etc.).

For a discursive study of government blame ganhesirain takeaway points from

the reading of philosophical literature are thathlame can be conceptualised and
talked about in either more abstract or more prattways, (b) blaming can be
regarded as a natural response as well as moesocélculated action that carries a
social function, (c) participants in a blame ganmayrohoose to emphasise in their text
and talk either the rights and obligations of agteonsequences of actions, or the
character traits of actors, and (d) blame phenomananly be understood in relation

to particular systems of (shared) values.

Psychologically oriented studies of blangpically seek to provide empirical answers
to questions about people’s mental processesatiorlto moral judgements. In
contrast to philosophical approaches, psycholoditzahe phenomena are often
studied quantitatively, that is, measured by subjgcselected human participants to
various tests like questionnaires, brain imagimging of task completion, and so
forth (e.g., see Weiner, 2006). While there areyr@mpeting views within the
discipline of psychology on how blame should beotised (Malle, Guglielmo, &
Monroe, 2014; Malle, Monroe, & Guglielmo, 2014)searchers share a common
interest in what is happenimgside the mind of a persavho makes certain moral

judgments or experiences moral emotibhaccordingly, scholars who mainly use

17 Blame has both private (mental) and public (sdsi@les. Psychological studies of blame tend to
focus on the former, unexpressed and invisible: sideresults of experiments are usually interptete
reflecting the test subjects’ moral emotions (eagger, guilt, shame) and judgments, that is,
evaluations of the wrongness and permissibilitaaifons, and socio-cognitive assessments of mental
states and intentions of other persons. The mpntaksses may include perceiving an event (i.e.,
behaviour or outcome) as violating some norm, aisgshe severity of the violation, establishing a
causal link between the event and an agent (indafidr group), judging whether the agent acted
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psychological research methods tend to pay relgtlitde attention to (the social
construction and uses of) norms, histories, trawl#j social problems, and power
relations that may underlie blame phenomena irtipalilife — these ‘variables’

cannot be easily detected and manipulated in axpertal settings.

Sociologically oriented approaches to blaraee adopted by scholars who are
generally less interested in understanding blanem@mena primarily as mental
processes of individuals, or as topics of abstiarising. Instead, their interest lies
mainly in making sense of blame phenomena thatidiichuman social action in
real-life (non-experimental) situations, often acmg at the level of groups and
societies. Such scholars include sociologists,(&gtfman, 1967, 2010; Thompson,
2000; Adut, 2008; Tilly, 2008), political sciensste.g., Weaver, 1986; Anderson,
1995; Hood, 2011; Young, 2011; Stone, 2012), apkblicgists (e.g., Douglas, 1982),
criminal law theorists (e.g., Felstiner, Abel, &&&a 1980; Robinson, 1982; Moore,
2010; Crofts, 2013; Dingwall & Hillier, 2015), comunication researchers (e.qg.,
lyengar, 1990; Knobloch-Westerwick & Taylor, 20@8)tman, 2012; Ewart &
McLean, 2015), and linguists (e.g., Pomerantz, 18r8wn & Levinson, 1987,
Buttny, 1993; Benke & Wodak, 2003; Wodak, 2006a).

Some of these researchers concentrate on microlsgicial analysis of concrete
interpersonal encounters that may involve blamihgenothers approach blame in
relation to macro-level social, political, cultueald historical processes like
(de)legitimation of political power and action, sdchange, democratic elections,
mediated scandals, and crisis tendencies in cestaietal arrangements. Accordingly,
knowledge of blame phenomena is constructed usingus quantitative and
qualitative social science research methods, imofutbrms of analysis of text and

talk, interviews, ethnographic observations, opirsarveys, and statistical modelling.

intentionally, considering what may have been #asons for her action, considering the agent’s
obligation and capacity for preventing norm viabatii.e., whether she should and could have avoided
this), considering agent’s character, and expeiignmoral emotions that interact with other mental
processes (Malle, Guglielmo, & Monroe, 2014; AlicR@00; Shaver, 1985; Weiner, 2006).
Psychologists who study the attribution of blaméhim tradition of Heider (1958), note that the eaob
an actor’s behaviour can be eitlieternalised(e.qg., attributed to her ability or effort) externalised
(attributed to situational factors, e.g., peer hamde). A lot of research has focused on attriloatio
biases, that is, systematic errors people tendaicerwvhen reasoning about the causes of behaviours.
Probably the most widely known of these biasesikdthe fundamental attribution errer “the

relative disregarding of situational causality lve bver-allocation of dispositional ascriptions” \ier,
2006, p. xvii).
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In addition, such studies are more or less explicituched in at least one of the main

streams of social theorising: functionalism, carftheories, and symbolic

interactionism.

From afunctionalistperspective, blaming may be seen as an instruafient
social regulation or social control, and evaluaiedhe basis of whether it
supports or disrupts the operation of society ahale.

From aconflict theoreticalperspective, blaming is intimately related to the
notions of social critique and political crisis:aBhing is a way of contesting
powerful groups and individuals who cause or sastgustice, inequality,
xenophobia, and other social problems that aretamied by less powerful
groups and individuals as needing a decisive ietgion. Accordingly, from
such a critical point of view, blame avoidance ddog seen as a set of
strategies that powerful groups and individualstosgefend themselves
against social critique and hold on to power.

At the centre of micro-sociologicaymbolic interactionisaccounts of blame
phenomena is the notion of meaning making: Blanaing blame avoidance
may be seen as conversations between people whbeaseaning to objects,

actions, and concepts.

A discursive study of government blame gamas | see it, mainly follows the

symbolic interactionist path: the blame game iscedred of as a goal-oriented and

often highly mediated discursive struggle overrtteaning of (potentially negative)

events and (potentially blameworthy) actors intrefato government. Hence, to carry

out a comprehensive analysis of a government bizange, one needs to combine at

least three kinds of specialist knowledge:

1. how people use symbolic resources like languagagés, props, and so forth,

to construct certain impressions and persuadeothathange their attitudes
and behaviour in relation to a participant of anidagame;

how people use various media to amplify, sustaicower up stories about
blame issues, so that government-related mediatettals emerge (or do not

emerge); and
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3. how the behaviour of the participants in the blayjame is both facilitated and
constrained by various institutional, historicaldgpolitical factors (e.g., the

political triggers and outcomes of a blame game).

A useful heuristic device for bringing these typég&nowledge together is the context
model employed in discourse-historical studies (Ak@011). According to this
model, researchers should interpret a blame gansavitghing systematically

between several levels of analysis. Doing a miek@l linguistic analysis means
zooming in orconcrete episodes of text and talkdintertextual and interdiscursive
relationshipsfor instance, capturing the dynamics of interactad taking into
consideration other texts that the interactants imegyrporate or refer to in their
offensive or defensive messages. The analy®sto&-linguistic institutional and
situational variablesneans engaging with middle-range theories that§@n the
institutions involved in the blame game, includmgdia as the venue where the most
visible games are initiated and played out. Maereel analysis means zooming out to
capture broaddristorical and socio-political backdrofor instance, the financial
crisis and austerity politics as a motivation farigus groups to cast blame on the

government and a motivation for government offiddbos to try to ward off blame.

In the next section | outline some of the concdptuas and insights that, in my view,
are essential for analysing government blame gateese levels: discursive
strategies of persuasion, mediation of blame (salaantd crisis), and the variables of
the political and institutional environment.

3.2 Conceptual tools for analysing government blamgames

Discursive strategies

A central concept for the linguistic analysis cdifiole games idiscursive strategy.
Discourse analysis traditionally involves examinaamcrete instances of text or talk
as linguistic means for persuasion and hypothesesiiout their goals and effects.

Discursive strategies may be conceived of as cdmrealised macroconversational
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practices adopted by speakers or writers to aclpaugcular goals (e.g., political,

social, psychologicaff

This line of analysis can be traced back to Aristst4” century BCOn Rhetoric
(Aristotle, 2007) a seminal treatise of the art and ethics of pupieaking. Perhaps
the most well-known insight from this work is hiseefold typology of the general
modes of persuasion by spoken word: the perceiretitility and goodwill of the
speakergthog, appeals to the emotions of the audiempagh(03, and logical
argumentationl@gog. All of these means of persuasion are exploitethb
participants in government blame games. Receiviag® may diminish the
perceived credibility of the speaker as a sourbeisThe strategic placing of blame
can be seen as an attempt to deprive the blamedtkeme of her persuasive means.
Accordingly, from a classical rhetorical perspeetian officeholder who tries to avoid
blame does so not only to defend the public impoassf her good character but also

to keep her persuasive ‘artillery’ intact.

Participants in a blame game deploy discursiveesiras either to attack or defend
face ‘Face’ is a key analytic concept for scholars whady blame phenomena within
the traditions of symbolic interactionist sociologpciopragmatics, and discourse-
historical analysis. From Erving Goffman’s (1969amhaturgical perspective, face (or
‘mask’ or ‘front’) is a set of techniques that ised by a performing person (e.g., a
government officeholder speaking on televisionddatrol the way audience
perceives her. Face can also be conceptualiseidé lsasic human wants: People
want to act so that they are not impeded by otleerd people want their goals to be
approved by others (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Bynbilag a person we express
disapproval. Thus blaming can be categorised &&ca threatening act'. In this sense,
blaming belongs to a broad family of linguistic wayf causing offence. Face-
threatening behaviour includes, for instance, usisglts, complaints, silencers (‘Shut
up!), threats and negative expressives, ignoritegdther’s presence, belittling the
other, interrupting, and seeking disagreement (€pep, 1996, 2011, 2015).

18 For a concise discussion of the various useleofdrm ‘strategy’ in linguistics, see Culpeperi(@0
19 Blaming should be distinguished from many seemisihilar acts like criticising someone’s ideas,
disagreeing with someone, calling someone namésy [rapolite or rude to someone, heckling,
judging or evaluating someone’s action or an outas negative, or expressing a negative emotion:
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Blame-avoiding behaviour can be thought of as segrthe goal of saving one’s face.
On the one hand, a potential blame taker may tawtod various acts that might
threaten her own face, for example, (possibly) mmthtional encounters, confessions,
admissions of guilt, and self-contradictions. Oa t¢ther hand, a (potential) blame
taker may choose to carry out various acts thaeeitphold or attack face of the
(potential) blame maker and/or the audience obtame game with a view to
reducing their desire to generate blame. Upholéheg could take the form of acting
politely to help “maintain the social equilibriumdthe friendly relations” (Leech,
1983, p. 82) with others. This can be realisedvargety of ways, for example, by
claiming common ground (e.g., using ingroup identilarkers, presupposing
common knowledge, joking, expressing admiration iatetest), representing the
relationship as cooperative (e.g., assuming arelt#sg reciprocity, expressing
concern for the wants of others), fulfilling the mis of others (e.g., giving gifts), and
minimising imposing on others by being indirectdbimg, impersonalising and
nominalising (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Attackingckato avoid blame could take
the form of what Culpeper (2011) calls ‘coerciveputiteness’: offensive language
use that is calculated to force a (potential) blanader to withhold her (future)
criticism. An impolite utterance serves a functafrcoercion, for example, when in
response to a journalist’s blame-implicative questt a press briefing, an

officeholder says that asking such a questiondasio°

In general, the systematic ways individuals andigsouse language to persuade
others to blame or not to blame someone can beshrd&wn into linguistic strategies
of naming, attributing, arguing, perspective takiagd intensifying/mitigating
(Reisigl & Wodak, 2009; Kwon, Clarke, & Wodak, 20@larke, Kwon, & Wodak,
2012; Wodak, 2011; see also Appendix A).

» Namingandattributing can be used to mobilise audiences by establishing
ingroups and outgroups and labelling actors opbastas positive (e.g., ‘a

great opportunity’) or negative (e.g., ‘troubledris often involves the use of

all of these communicative acts can be realisetiathey do not imply that the addressee should be
seen as blameworthy.

2 Culpeper’s (2011) distinguishes between threetfans of impoliteness: affective, coercive and
entertaining. | suggest that the same function$yapgblame. Blaming can be seen as an ‘objective’
affective reaction to someone’s behaviour, as apibr enforcing someone to comply, or as a
performance put up to entertain an audience.
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linguistic membership categorisation devices aheremces to stereotypes.
For example, if in an official announcement a cabminister in the UK
compares the UK economy with that of ‘troubled E#'o he may be
attempting to diminish the risk of receiving blafmem UK citizens by
implying that they belong to a privileged, ‘nonfaed’ ingroup.

« Arguinginvolves using argumentation schemes and warthatdead to the
conclusion that someone should be blamed or note¥ample, to support a
standpoint that a particular officeholder deseblase, a blame maker may
be asked to demonstrate that the officeholder ceasegative outcome, did it
intentionally, and had an obligation and capaa@tprtevent it.

» Perspective takingnvolves using a variety of linguistic devicesg(edeictics,
reported speech, metaphors) to indicate speakewsir’s point of view and
involvement, that is, whether she is aligning vitte position of the blame
maker or the blame taker in a particular blame gdfoeexample, when a
news story contains several direct quotations aj@position politician who is
blaming the government but the blame taker is noted once, then the text
seems to primarily represent the blame maker'speets/e.

* Intensifyingandmitigating devices (e.g., hyperboles, vague expressions,
hesitations) are used by participants to modifygistemic and deontic status
of utterances. For example, when a minister sagssipeech, “I've always
believed in the benefits of migration and immigrati, then the word ‘always’
is a hyperbole that she perhaps uses to fend effilple criticism for taking an

‘anti-immigration’ stance or for changing her prawsly held views.

Such detailed linguistic breakdowns, combined Witbwledge of several layers of
context, help us identify and examine the techreghat speakers and writers use to
trigger particular emotional reactions from certairdiences or to exploit audience’s
vulnerability (e.g., cognitive limitations or bias# judgement) by persuading them
emotionally rather than rationally. For instandente/avoidance may involve
argumentative moves which may be regarded as ifallac¢o attribute blame to the

opponent. These moves include, among otlegaimentum ad hominefpointing
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out a negative characteristic of the opponduntjjuoqugappeal to opponent’s

hypocrisy), and victim-perpetrator reversal (blagnihe victim)*

These basic linguistic strategies may be concewed small but essential building
blocks of offensive and defensive formations usggdrticipants in blame games of
all sorts. However, political scientists who studg inner workings of public
administration provide us with insights into dissiue strategies that are more specific
to government. They point out some compelling wiayshich blame-related

language games and their inherent and frequerglyupposed rules are embedded in
the construction of government policies and theyalagy professional lives of

executive officeholders.

The political scientist Deborah Stone (1989, 2Gi®)gests that we should look at
how political actors construcausal storieghat place blame to certain actors for
certain situations or actions and, by doing thigca the formation of public policy
agendas. Stone claims that causal stories forragbence of political problem
definition and are thus instrumental in strugglesueen individuals and groups over

policy issues.

Problem definition is centrally concerned with igtiting bad conditions to
human behaviour instead of to accident, fate, turea. . .The process of
problem definition cannot be explained by lookidedy at political actors,

the nature of bad conditions, or the charactessifdssues. Problem definition
is the active manipulation @nagesof conditions by competing political
actors. Conditions come to be defined as problémmigh the strategic
portrayal of causal stories. (Stone, 1989, p. 299)

Causal stories differ based on whether the actiogsestion are described as
unguided or purposeful and whether the consequeridbsse actions are depicted as
intended or unintended. The types of causal stonigks admittedly fuzzy boundaries,

can be roughly mapped out as follows (Stone, 198985):

2 For useful discussions of fallacious arguments, & instance, van Eemeren & Grootendorst (1992),
Reisigl & Wodak (2001), and Walton (2008).
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* Intentional causePeople are perceived to have direct control twar actions
and carry these out with a particular goal in miadamples include stories
about assault, oppression, victimising, and deditedy concealed activities.

* Mechanical causePeople are perceived to behave wilfully, but haniy
indirect control over the outcome because of thelirement of an
‘intervening agent’. Examples include blaming teallogy for disasters at
power plants or aeroplane accidents, and blaminglpdor causing harm
when they carry out the will of others.

* Inadvertent causePeople are perceived to behave wilfully, but with
unintended consequences. Examples include stdriearanful side effects of
well-intentioned policy’, but also stories of castness and recklessness.

» Accidental causeTotal absence of human control and intention.nijdas

include natural disasters and accidents causedusyre weather conditions.

Importantly, during a debate or confrontation, ficdil actors may calculatedly choose
to ‘move’ between these different stories, or trypush’ explanations from one
causal story type to another, based on their pgrdeargumentative strength, to

defend their position.

Hood (1998) provides another useful governmentifipemalytic tool for making
sense of competing stories of blame. Drawing upergtid/group cultural theory
devised by the anthropologist Mary Douglas (198®)od suggests that people regard
different public administration phenomena as ‘ficghi or ‘problems’ depending on
their world-view or ‘cultural bias’. Four distinaddeal type world-views can be
delineated, each of which entails a general uraledstg of how government should
be organised, what government should or shouldlopivhat constitutes a problem or

a failure in government, and how these mattersidhmeitalked about.

Accordingly, Hood (1998, pp. 24—-26) outlines foustishct and mutually exclusive
clusters of government-related blame that people s¥tare a particular world view
typically produce when almost any kind of problemssur. Each of these lines of
blame can be paired up with a plausible countenraemt that emphasises the
negative aspects of the alternative course of m¢kiat the blame maker seems to

promote.
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1. Poor compliance with established rules and lackrofessional expertise.
Lack of rules, not enough strict following of exigf rules and best practices,
too little planning, poor coordination, unclearigament of authority, weak
managerial ‘grip’, and limited use of expert knodge. These events prevail
in blame narratives generated from the ‘hierartpisint of view. To counter
such criticism, one may choose to emphasise tkefiBascos resulting from
excessive trust in authority and experti§bese include large-scale policy
planning and delivery failures (which may leaddottnological disasters,
military defeat, etc.) that are caused by massiigeattulations and human
error, often as a result of ‘groupthink’, procedurgidity, and failure to learn
from mistakes. These failures are characteristib@thierarchist’ way of

organising.

2. Abuse of power by top-level government leaderssgstem corruptionToo
many (often contradictory) rules, overly strictilol, rigid) rule following,
overreliance on experts, the tendency to scapegtatrdinate officials and to
blame the victims, deficit of ‘democracy’, too létempowerment’ of people
who could challenge the self-interest of leadersk lof community
participation. These events prevail in the ‘egablta stories about
government failures. To counter such criticism, ore&y/ choose to emphasise
the risk ofunresolved conflictThis essentially includes perceived lack of
capacity to govern effectively and to exert cerdnathority, resulting in
seemingly endless confrontations, disobedienceiblipservants, and in
extreme cases — civil war. These failures are cieriatic of the ‘egalitarian’

way of organising.

3. Faulty incentive structures through over-colletation and lack of price
signals Too much collectivisation and organisation, egoesfaith in
planning and authority, lack of regard to indivithuas self-interested rational
choosers, too little stress on personal ambiti@hampetition among
individuals, ignoring the advantages of marketesyst. These charges are
typically presented in government-related failugies produced by the
adherents of ‘individualist’ world-view. To countsuach criticism, one may

choose to emphasise the risk of giving risprigate gain from public office
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Problems under this category include misappropmatif public property,
extortion, and bribery (corruption); abandonmenb{ding unpleasant work);
grandeur, self-indulgence, and ego-tripping. Ttia#eres are characteristic of

the ‘individualist’ way of organising.

4. No one should be blamellany problems and failures in societal life are
unique, random, unpredictable, unintended, andwevimdeterminate ‘X-
factors’. Thus blaming a person or a system (oeguwent) for a past failure
is wrong and prescribing big ‘remedies’ againstifatfailures is futile.
According to Hood (1998), such views are voicedhnse who share a
‘fatalist’ cultural bias according to the grid/ggmtheory. To counter this
stance, one may choose to highlight the risksedlegapathy and inertia
This includes perceived lack of planning, initigiand foresight; lack of
disposition to take responsibility, being stucKpossibly pointless) routines,
and incapability to take action to avoid seriousg#as and to overcome
extreme problems. These failures are charactedstioe ‘fatalist’ way of

organising.

Hood'’s analysis drives home the point that theraogtexist a particular way of
governing that would be universally failure-proofahus also blame-proof. Failure
and blame are inseparable aspects of politicalTiferefore government
officeholders carefully seek to present themseilvegays that might limit blame.
Some of the most typical ‘presentational stratédiesod, 2011) of blame avoidance
in public administration include engaging in anuangnt over blameworthiness
(denying, providing justifications or excuses, shg blame), offering a quick
apology to deflate blame, diverting public attentaway from the blame-attracting
event or actor, and using covert ways to discoubd@me-generating (e.g., hiding

information about failures and norm-violations giening potential blame makers).

For a more detailed analysis, the specific waysgawent officeholders use language
to avoid blame can be broken down into discursikegegies of arguing, framing,
representing social actors and actions, denyimgfi@sing, and manipulating (see
Chapter 4; Hansson, 2015a).

A close analysis of the discursive strategies -ventional goal-oriented

macroconversational practices — is a necessatystep towards making sense of a
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government blame game. However, government blamegaisually take place on
highly visible stages like websites, televisiordica and newspapers. Such extensive
mediation adds specific variables to the game, tlongpelling the analyst to engage

with relevant insights from the sociology of media.
Mediation of blame

Within media sociology and communication studies,egnment blame games can be
interpreted in terms of theories of mediated schfiditical scandals could be seen
as “struggles over symbolic power” which have thpacity to “destroy reputations”
of (often powerful) individuals and “undermine tfus them (Thompson, 2000, p.
245).

According to the sociologist John B. Thompson (90@% common themes of
political scandals include sexual transgressianantial misconduct, and abuse of
power by top officeholders. Such scandals, Thompgites, have the following five

characteristics:

1. someone breaks a norm in (at least partial) secrecy

2. the occurrence of transgression becomes knownntoraparticipant’;

3. someone who learns about the transgression fefelsdefd by the
transgression;

4. someone expresses publicly (via media) their disaygh of the transgression;

5. publicly expressed blame poses a threat to theagpn of the person(s) who

committed the transgression.

Other authors have more recently pointed out ti&trtansgressions that precede
publicised allegations (1) are oftantreal, but only apparent or alleged, and (2) are
oftennot concealed but are well-known to many (Adut, 2&&man, 2012). Indeed,

a frequent type of political scandal is ‘talk scahevhich arises when a politician

says something — often publicly and in the limdlighmedia — that is disapproved by
some observer(s) as an illegitimate or inappropisaeech act (Ekstrom & Johansson,
2008). Hence, a scandal could be more broadly eiéfas “an event of varying

duration that starts with the publication of a reglparent, or alleged transgression to
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a negatively oriented audience and lasts as lotigeas is significant and sustained
public interest in it” (Adut, 2008, p. 133.

A central concept used in analysing mediated sdasffaming (see, among many
others, Goffman, 1974; de Vreese, 2012; Entman3,12@12). Framing occurs when
communicators, for example news reporters, “sedente aspects of a perceived
reality and make them more salient in a commumigatontext” (Entman, 1993, p.
52). From this perspective, blame/avoidance capebeeived as competitive framing
— the juxtaposing of frames and counter-frameslagnb makers and blame takers in
the media. In their stories, journalists tend tad(are trained to) select, configure, and
present information about (alleged) transgressimsexpressions of disapproval in
such ways which emphasise the existence of comtict help to construct a
dramatised ‘scandal narrative’ (Allern & Pollack12). Scandal narratives are based
on familiar cultural frameworks, often simplified dynamic oppositions between a
villain and a hero, an aggressor and a victim, gaadlevil. Obviously, the logic of
these narratives involves a need for a resolutitmch usually means administering

some type of punishment to the villairfé'.

News organisations tend to regard launching a stasda benchmark of success. A
‘scandalous’ story may provoke other media ingting to join in the intense and
critical reporting of the topic, leading to a pherenon sometimes called a ‘media
hunt’ (Allern & Pollack, 2012). Political opponera§the government may exploit the
media’s preference for scandal to launch ‘charaattacks’ against individual
officeholders (Castells, 2009). These may involkaring or simply presenting the
target in a negative light: as someone who is shirorthy, hypocritical, reckless, and
lacking moral purity. News media often play an imtpat agenda-setting role in the

opposition—government blame game: When journgtisiduce stories about social

22 Adut (2008) suggests that analytic approachesandal can be broadly divided into ‘objectivistdan
‘constructivist’. Objectivists, like Thompson (200@enerally focus on instances of real misconduct
(e.g., corruption) and discuss the causes of seetadce. Constructivists, however, tend to be more
concerned with public reactions to and social aoietibn of scandals as rituals that represent alltu
divisions in society.

% Frames that are specific to news media can beetivinto episodic and thematic: episodic framing,
which is particularly common in television news,@rasises individual causality and thereby also
individual blame (lyengar, 1990, 1991). In additionnstruction of conflict and blame in news media
should be seen as part of the discursive constructi news values (Bednarek & Caple, 2012).
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problems, opposition parties may use these as ‘antion’ to attack the government
(Thesen, 2013%*

Interestingly, government officeholders may actcasperators’ in constructing and
elevating scandals. In his study of presidentiahgals in the United States, Bob
Entman (2012, pp. 25-26) observes that

journalists require official investigations, repgreaks or confessions by
somebody directly involved for evidence of the raisaviour to publicise. For
scandal news to attain significant magnitude, tleeimneed official
government actions responding to initial disclosurkhis creates continuing
news pegs and stories worth pursuing because iofpbiential political

fallout or because they reveal additional malfeasan

Officeholders’ attempts to cover up their transgi@ss when a scandal has broken
can be perceived as ‘second-order transgressiohehfpson, 2000) that may
instigate further blame attacks, thereby magnifyattper than mitigating the ongoing
scandal. Moreover, politicians may sometimes deditedy provoke a scandal by
publicly violating some norm (e.g., by saying sohnieg ‘politically incorrect’) with
the implicit goal of (re)setting the news agendd eateiving a lot of media coverage
(Wodak, 2014, p. 115; see also Wodak, 2015).

Much like with scandals, blaming can also be seea eonstitutive element ofises
— discursive representations of some kind of faillnat needs decisive intervention.
The political scientist Colin Hay (1996) proposkattthe discursive construction of
crisis should be seen as a process of abstrattiongh which various stories about
complexly related or independent events and Staiate linked together as
‘symptoms’ of a crisis. When a crisis narrative hasn established, people tend to
include more (possibly unrelated) phenomena intortitore general story, as “the
crisis diagnosis is confirmed in each new ‘symptevhich can be assimilated within

this meta-narrative” (Hay, 1996, p. 268). Imporigrhe attributions of blame related

% However, the effects of scandal coverage to indial members of the audience are not
straightforward: People do not directly subscribéaften fragmentary) media frames of norm
violations but interpret mediated representatidrscandals based on their cognitive and emotional
reactions and individual frames (Kepplinger, GefsSiebert, 2012).
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to specific actors and events may be backgroundechdted in the process of such

abstraction.

The links between the concepts of ‘blame’, ‘scandald ‘crisis’ could be described
briefly as follows: The speech act of blaming carsben as an elementary unit
needed to discursively construct scandals or crisesference to a speech act of
blaming related to a description of some kind defped) transgression can be applied
in journalistic storytelling to establish a conflfcame, thus making the story more
newsworthy. Widely mediated publication of allegas related to certain
transgressions combined with significant and snethpublic interest in these events
can be labelled ‘scandals’. And references to @algr ‘scandals’ can, in turn, be

embedded into a meta-narrative of a ‘crisis’ asigmptoms’.

A good sociological understanding of how mediatemhslals and crises are
constructed clearly complements the textually etahically oriented study of
blame/avoidance. However, government blame ganeesastrained by a
sophisticated web of structural political and histal variables. How does the

political environment affect the blame game?
Political environment

In a book titledDefending Politics: Why Democracy Matters in thetXlentury the
political scientist Matthew Flinders (2012, pp. #201) states:

For the media and the public blame games existusecaf the ‘self-evident
truth’ that politicians always attempt to hide theerrupt behaviour or failed
policies by seeking to shift the blame onto theusthers of others (e.g.
bureaucrats, the previous government, etc.). Inescees this interpretation
may be absolutely correct but in the majority cfesmthe explanation is far

less scandalous: modern government and governgancencredibly complex.

All aspects of this complex system, of course, oaime described in a nutshell.
However, it is reasonable to pay due attentiorotnesof the political variables that
have received particular attention from the pditcientists who study the politics of

blame avoidance.
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The main structural precondition for the emergeuica government blame game is
“the ability of citizens and/or politicians to holvernment officials accountable, be
it through elections, votes of confidence in Pamkat, demonstrations, or coups d’etat”
(Weaver, 1986, p. 390). When government officehrsl@édoose which policy to
pursue, they are mainly driven by one of the follaythree motivations (Weaver,

1986, p. 372): They may either seek to

1. maximise benefits to societp adopt what seem to be ‘good policies’,
regardless of what the voters might think,

2. maximise political payafto do what voters like, so that policymakers can
claim credit for pleasing them, or

3. minimise blameto do what voters do not dislike, so that theyilsdanot

‘punish’ the policymaker at the next elections.

Democratically elected governments increasinglyagiegn blame avoiding behaviour
when (a) fiscal stress motivates them to initiastimposing initiatives (e.g., welfare
cuts) that hurt the interests of some groups; ifldenis base their electoral decision on
the perceived performance and credibility of trmumbent government instead of
remaining loyal to a specific political party; aa) interest groups engage in more

active and sophisticated blame making (Weaver, 1B86& Weaver, 2003).

The field of the blame game expands as the govarhexpands its field of regulation:
“The more governments attempt to do, the moreyikiety are to be held liable for
poor performance, or for policy changes that imdosses, in those sectors” (Weaver,
1986, p. 390). Therefore, for the political leadefrshe government, one of the most
salient defensive moves in the blame game is tib tive regulatory field of the

government: to depoliticise some of the decisioking

If a loss-imposing policy decision has to be mdken the government may try to
diffuse or delay the losses (so that the concteger’ is not evident or the losses will
only occur in the future), delegate the makinghis tlecision (e.g., to an independent
commission), find a scapegoat (e.g., claim that#éasion is made necessary by the
problems caused by the previous government), suppalternative decision that is
more popular, diffuse blame by sharing it amongiasy actors as possible, and
restrict their discretion so the decision seemsiiable (Weaver, 1986, p. 385).
Governments may also try to ‘buy off’ the opponerittheir policies by providing
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some sort of compensation (Pierson, 1994), or ¢perate informally with the

opposition parties to reduce their blame-generatingvation (Hering, 2008).

The degree of centralisation of power is an impurtariable that constrains the
moves in policy-related blame games (Weaver, 198é¢entralised governments are
more likely to try to avoid blame by delegatingrokgenerating decisions to
someone else, for example, the parliament. Cesgi@lijovernments are more
disposed to place blame to an external scapegoandtance, the previous
government. Authoritarian governments are mordylike try to suppress blame.
Governments in parliamentary systems are moreylikehttempt delaying bad policy
outcomes to avoid blame. Coalition governments tertgk less punished at the
elections for poor economic performance than sipgley governments. The role of

the political opposition is also structurally detemed:

So long as there is a majority government, oppmsarties in parliamentary
systems can do little other than generate blamehé&y cannot hope to have
an effective voice in formulating policy. In coules with Question Time or its
equivalent, this blame-generating process has bedtoghly institutionalised.
The opposition seeks to embarrass the governmaththe government seeks

to dodge the questions, obfuscate or counterat(séaver, 1986, p. 391)

Blame games are constrained by the institutioraditacture of government
organisations (Hood, 2011). In some organisatianaingements, top officeholders
delegate the responsibility for problematic decisiand services to lower-level
‘lightning rods’. Organisations may be reorganisedhat the perceived obligation
and capacity of officeholders to deal with cerfaioblems becomes muddled. The
establishment of inter-organisational (inter-goveemtal, public-private, etc.)
partnership structures can have an effect of diffublame risk. And some aspects of
administrative organisations may be (re)struct@ezbrding to ‘market forces’,

thereby impersonalising the causes of any troubigismay occur.

Blame games are also constrained by the operaiutgnes adopted in government
organisations (Hood, 2011). A very common charéstterof bureaucratic operating
is the extremely careful following of rules andrstards, doing everything ‘by the
book’, thereby avoiding individual discretion. Thieeans that if something bad
happens, officeholders may try to limit the peraapbf their capacity and
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intentionality by pointing the finger at the estabéd rules. Another typical
operational feature in many government organisatisrdoing everything collectively,
as a group. This is expected to have an effeciffofsthg possible blame. In other
settings, on the contrary, the blame risk may devidualised, for instance, by
establishing individual performance targets forreafficeholder and thereafter
scapegoating them whenever a target is not met.ipdrtantly, government
organisations may try to avoid doing things thatldattract or substantiate blame.
For instance, providing less public services artckeeping written records of certain

activities of an organisation may be seen as redutie overall blame risk.

| started off this chapter by briefly outlining serof the different ways blame
phenomena can be studied, and introducing a diseuspproach to understanding
government blame game. Then | covered the maineginal tools and insights
needed to interpret the government blame gameisrea tevels of analysis: discourse,
media, and politics. Next, | will dissect the blageme, conceived of as a language
game, into its typical content topics. What arekég components of stories about

blame/avoidance in government?

3.3 The discursive components of government blameuges

On the basis of a multidisciplinary literature mwviand the analysis of my UK
government communication data set, | suggest thiahrof text and talk about the
government blame games in modern Western demosramielve around the

following nine content topics:

blame makersindividuals or groups who generate blame;

blame takersindividuals, groups or entities receiving blame;

norms rules or expectations that are claimed to beat&al or conformed to;
events behaviours or outcomes that are evaluated it bhorms;

audiencesindividuals or groups who observe the blame game;

o g s~ w e

contextssituational, institutional, and socio-historicaitings of the blame

game;

~

moves actions undertaken by the participants and oleserf the blame game;
8. outcomesresults of the blame game; and

metadiscoursedext and talk about the discursive blame game.
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This ‘checklist’ could serve as a tentative guideresearchers who try to make sense
of the discursive aspects of blaming and blamedaraie in political life. Importantly,
not all of these topics are always overtly exprésseevery account of a blame game:
Certain features may be omitted or merely impliethe story. | will briefly touch

upon each of these features in turn.
Blame makers

Blame makers in the sense of the blame game argduodls or groups who attribute
or are likely to attribute blame to someone — ardt@rthis attribution accessible to an
audience of hearers or readers. Blame makers caonoeived of as the metaphorical
‘prosecutors’ who press charges against a blaner takdefendant’) or ‘judges’ who
evaluate a blame taker and an event and annoueical#dtision regarding the degree
of blameworthiness of the blame taker. ‘Blame ma&euld be seen as a relational
identity: by expressing blame, the speaker/wrileints a certain moral standing and
positions herself in relation to others; she disggnherself from a blameworthy actor

and a negative event, and aligns herself with stivro potentially share her stance.

There are manpgotential blame maker#ndividuals and groups who seem constantly
ready to saddle government officeholders with blalfineomething goes wrong or
people suffer a loss then various critics oftemséebe predisposed to point finger at
government, perceived to possess the capacity laightion to prevent harmful
events (e.g., a terrorist attack, flood damagepfh@appening, and whenever bad
things do happen, then to ‘set things right’ anidesthe problem quickly.
Government officeholders are potential blame makers they may choose to
generate blame to shift (possible) blame away filtemselves — either within
government or to some external blame taker. By ntagublic accusations, potential
blame makers turn intactual blame maker®r simplyblame makerns— participants

in a blame game who already have expressed ttairebtowards someone.

A lot of critics in Western democracies are ‘prafesal blame makers’. Opposition
politicians are in the business of weakening theegament by blaming it for all kinds
of ills, thereby hoping to overthrow the incumbe¥ews journalists are expected to
be adversarial towards officeholders, ask inquisit@uestions and focus on fault
finding. Audit offices and enquiry committees pshbliofficial reports that criticise

government agencies or individual officeholdersrfasconduct. Spokespersons for
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disaffected interest groups work daily to make gsbt/oices against certain
government policies heard as loudly as possibleeller, grassroots movements can
emerge and expand very quickly: Individuals canardae social networks to
organise virtual communities that channel and d@yplame and mobilise resistance
against a particular course of action. Much of biéne making could be regarded as
strategic action oriented at achieving certain gtiké persuading particular audiences

(e.g., voters) or officeholders to change theirawiur or their plang’

Taking a discursive approach to the study of blgamaes means, in my view, that an
analyst should pay detailed attention to how blamagers are represented in text and
talk, and make inferences about the effects ofqudarr linguistic choices. Hence, a
useful entry point to understanding a governmeautnigl game might be to ask: How

are blame makers named and referred to? What ¢bastics are attributed to them?

Strategic discursive choices in terms of categbasalevices and social actor
representation affect the perception of the crétilof the blame maker and therefore
also the perception of the blameworthiness of tamb taker. For example, if blame
makers are represented as members of an ingrasiy, Gu as victims or heroes, then
their blame attributions may seem more true. Thgoseje effect may be achieved by
portraying blame makers as members of an outgrthgng’) or as villains. Blame
makers may be omitted, backgrounded, foregrounatesijbstituted in text and talk.
Omission of a blame maker, for example, by ageldtida (e.g., “the government has
been blamed”) may modify the audience’s perceptidniame. Blame makers’ social
status and role in a particular event can be endhsr de-emphasised in text.
Blame makers may be represented as individuakss tiaming on behalf of groups,
organisations, or even countries or nations (egtpnymic constructions such as

“Greece accuses Germany”).

Blame makers may be attributed with positive chi@réstics that signal moral high
ground, goodwill, and credibility, or negative cheteristics that indicate, for example,

hypocrisy, ill-will, and lack of credibility. A blae-making newswriter could be

% 0On the other hand, of course, there are indivisludio simply disagree with the government's line of
policy, or do not like a particular officeholdendiexpress their disaffection publicly by blamihg t
government. This could be seen as non-stratedaxtafe or ‘natural’ blame making. Public opinion
research in Western democracies has also constrtilyn that large proportions of citizens are
generally angry and disaffected with those vestitd political power (Hay, 2007; Norris, 2011).
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represented, for instance, as an ‘intrepid invasitilg reporter’ or as a ‘sensationalist
journalist’. Presenting the blame maker in a pesitight could have an effect of

making the blameworthiness of the blame taker deaen.
Blame takers

Blame makers may choose to attribute blame to iddals, groups, institutions,
categories of persons (e.g., immigrants), or absentities (e.g., ‘capitalism®¥. In a
blame game, blame takers are mainly seen as adargan respond to blame: they
are the metaphorical ‘defendants’ who try to prthair ‘innocence’ or limit the
severity of (potential) punishment from blame makand audience members, or —
already preemptively — build passive resiliencthimface of blame risk. They are
portrayed by blame makers as having a role (ortaootave a role) in a negative

event, or as having bad character trits.

There argotential blame takerg/ho experience a blame risk because their action
may harm someone’s interests (e.g., a governmendurcing a new tax), or because
they may be perceived as possessing negative (@aits government press officers
are known to have deceived or bullied the repodadsthereby mislead the public).
Potential blame takers may engagaurmicipative blame avoidand&ulitzeanu-
Kenan, 2006; Hood, 2011), that is, behaviour tldp$ito limit the blame risk before
a concrete blame-generating event occurs or blaneggesActual blame takeror
simply blame takersare actors who receive blame and may choosespmnel either
by accepting it or by engaging lieactive blame avoidand&ulitzeanu-Kenan, 2006;
Hood, 2011).

% Many scholars maintain that blame can only be aa@erson because blaming essentially involves
ascriptions of agency and intentionality (Malle,gBelmo, & Monroe, 2014). However, others point
out that in the lay use of the word, people acyuafiten ‘blame’ impersonal entities like natural
phenomena and fate for bad outcomes. And schdigglitical blame avoidance have rightly pointed
out that officeholders sometimes try to shift (@udceed in shifting) blame for negative outcomes to
entities such as ‘European Union’ or ‘capitalistdopd, 2011; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014).

27 Whether possessing bad character traits couldawabiame or not remains a matter of heated debate
among theorists of blame. Some scholars maintainttlame is always event-focused: blaming
someone essentially involves linking a bad evemt person who either caused it or failed to fulér
obligation to prevent it from happening (Malle, Giagmno, & Monroe, 2014). Others claim that one
could be blamed not only for bad deeds or outcommésalso for bad character traits or dispositions
(e.g., Sher, 2006). In my study, | take what | a@@ more flexible stance, assuming that all blame
attributions do not include a reference to an event
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Blame takers, both actual and potential, are uguedlarded as having the desire to
avoid blame. Their individual capacity to avoidrok depends on their position in the
formal organisational hierarchy (e.qg., top officklers can delegate tasks that could
attract blame down the line to lower level managansl their experience, that is, how
well they are socialised into the blame-relatedjleage games in their particular
community of practice. Blame takers may includepsgmats, the ones to whom other
blame takers try to shift blame. Clearly, ‘blamlketia as a participant role in a blame
game is volatile: When a blame taker makes an attéorshift blame, she also

becomes a blame maker.

Blame makers are usually expected to present sommitmons or criteria that warrant
blaming a concrete target. The blame taker mayeleribed, for instance, in terms of
causality (whether or not her behaviour led to @ datcome), intentionality (whether
or not the blame taker intended to cause a badmgy; reasons (whether or not the
blame taker can provide justifications for causanigad outcome or having bad
character traits), obligation (whether or not thenie taker had an obligation to avoid
the bad event or a bad character trait), capasityei(her or not the blame taker had
the capacity for avoiding the bad event from odag); and character traits (whether

or not the blame taker is a ‘good person’).

Blame seems to ‘stick’ more easily to some actoraared to others. Blame can be
cumulative: those individuals and groups who ar@wkmto have a long track record
of receiving blame may be easier to portray asgoblameworthy. Social distance and
involvement are salient: blame makers may findigier to place blame on actors who
are neither members of their ingroup nor the ingrotithe main audience of the
blame game. In addition, the blame taker’s perckoaercive power can have a
deterring effect: blame maker may choose to wittilikhme if the potential blame
taker is likely to retaliate with serious conseque=nfor the blame maker (e.g., those

who blame the government in a totalitarian sociefly be incarcerated).

Governments and individual officeholders are oftgets of blame because they are
seen as agents who have both the obligation aratitgpo avoid all kinds of
problems from occurring, and, if they should occasolving them promptly.
Moreover, government officeholders may be seeni@s gpeople with high social

status, who are expected to abide to higher mtaatards than less powerful
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individuals — hence, officeholders’ norm-violatiomgy be perceived as more
blameworthy. Therefore, an officeholder who trieslefend herself against blame
during a conflictual encounter may sometimes trgwach her social role and present
herself as a private person rather than a civilesgron duty, or switch her speaker

role, claiming that she is merely acting as a ‘rhpigce’ for the governme#t.

Just like blame makers, blame takers can be rapezse text and talk using various
discursive strategies that can elicit differentspessive effects. Hence an analyst
should ask: How are blame takers named and refesfe@hat characteristics are
attributed to them?

In terms of social actor representation (van Leeyw®96, 2008), blame takers can
be identified to a varying degree, thereby makilagrte seem either more targeted or
more diffused (see also von Scheve, Zink, & I1sri6d,4). For example, blame seems
clearly targeted when a blame taker is personafsedndividualised — referred to by
proper name of a physical person or by a singufamqun (e.g., blame maker says
‘she deserves blame’ while pointing a finger abaarete individual); blame may
seem distributed and somewhat less targeted wiaemebiakers are assimilated and
collectivised, for example when proper name of riitye (‘British government’) or

first person plural pronoun (‘we’) is used; andrbéaseems diffused when placed on
categorised collective actors (‘immigrants’) or inponal objectivated actors (‘a
report said’). Blame takers may be excluded (‘thetakes were made’) from text and
talk but still effectively implied in a particul&ontext. For example, when in 2010 the
newly elected British Prime Minister David Camegpoke of “the mistakes of the
past decade” that led, as he suggested, to a falamisis in the country, he implied
that the Labour government that had been in officéhe past ten years deserved

blame for that outcome.

Blame makers may refer to blame takers in blamdigaing ways, for example, as

‘villains’, ‘liars’, or ‘perpetrators’, or as memtzof an outgroup (‘them’) to distance
the speaker/writer — as well as the audience — frmm. Blame takers, on the other
hand, may try to invite sympathy and identificatfoom the audience, portraying

themselves as members of the ingroup (‘us’) anddavsing blame-implicating

8 Culpeper, Bousfield, & Wichmann (2003, p. 15653atée such role switching in response to a face
threatening act, and label this defensive stratelgogation’.
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vocabulary. Blame makers may try to foregroundaierblame takers in their stories
(e.g., by repeating their names), while blame aasianay try to background
themselves as actors in relation to a negativetegesubstitute themselves with other

social actors (scapegoats) in their counter-stories

Blame takers may be perceived as more blameworttgnwhey are attributed with
bad character traits (‘reckless’, ‘foolish’) andddatentions (‘devious’). Obligation
and capacity to prevent certain negative eventsfiea implied in text and talk about
government actors as blame takers. Blame takersomayedicated with reasons
(justifications) for behaving in certain ways owhmy certain character traits, thereby

possibly reducing their perceived offensiveness.
Norms

Norms are socially shared understandings of what &f patterns of behaviour, states
of affairs, and character traits are, or are noeptable in a particular group or society.
Blaming involves stating explicitly or presumingitdy that a norm has been violated.
Participants in the blame game may affirm normsibgig or alluding to certain
imperatives or prohibitions, and engage in argusiexer which norm should

override the other one.

Evaluations of wrongness or appropriateness of movent’s actions are often based
on normative ideas about harm, fairness, and pyREople may have different
understandings of how government should be orgdnvgeat a government or an
individual officeholder should or should not dodamhat constitutes a problem or a
failure in government (Hood, 1998; Howlett, 2012;Gbnnell, 2010; Stone, 2012).

Blame makers do not always express the particaans that guide their blaming.
Analysts can uncover the underlying norms and e@pieas by looking at the
argument put forward by a blame maker, and recocishg the warrant — the
conclusion rule that connects her evidence withattengness claim. The warrant is
often based on commonplaces that are presumahigdstath the audience. A
technical term for such a content-specific wariatwpos For example, if a critic
advances a standpoint that the government desklas@e for discriminating against a

certain group of people, the wrongness of goverrimeaation is warranted by the
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topos of justice — an understanding that grantquggérights for all should be a

norm?°

Similar, more or less evident commonplaces carsked by blame takers when they
try to justify their acts. For example, when ari@éfl claims that she should not be
blamed for causing a bad outcome because she fadidle rules to the letter, she
evokes the topos of law — a normative understanitiagwhen a law requires doing
something then it should be done in any event. Bgerotommon warrant that
officeholders use to justify controversial policissan appeal to ‘greater societal
fairness’ (McGraw, 1990, p. 122). Hence, an anayst blame game should always
seek an answer to the question: On what topicatlasion rules are the claims of

wrongness or rightness of an event (or a charaetiéy based?
Events

Events are certain behaviours or outcomes, eig@rar alleged, that are portrayed by

blame makers as violating some norm and attribigtedblame taker.

Behaviours and outcomes differ from each otheeims of how easily these could be
linked to a particular blame taker as a causaltagercase of negativieehaviour(e.g.,
launching a physical attack on someone), agencités instantly evident: there is a
concrete actor or a group of actors whose conatecan be observed as a process
by one or more people and interpreted in relatiocetrtain expectations. In case of
negativeoutcomege.g., an international financial crisis), agersgften less evident:
one cannot observe an activity, one can only inétte results of a process and
hypothesise about its causes. Moreover, negatitcomes are less likely to attract
attention “if they are spread widely rather thanaentrated, and if they are diffused

over time rather than delivered in a single shBie(son, 1994, p. 20).

It would be, of course, impracticable to try togeet a comprehensive list of every
imaginable event that could be represented by snenas violating a norm. Blame
attributions in government blame game may incluelscdptions of government actors

doing something bad (e.g., abusing official poweismanaging finances, lying),

291 will return to the notion ofoposand the importance of identifying topic specifigamentation
schemes for the study of blame/avoidance in Chagtes, and 6. See also Reisigl & Wodak (2001)
and Reisigl (2014).
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taking something good away (e.g., cutting pensibmsting freedoms), not doing
something good (e.qg., failing to achieve a polioglgreferred by the blame maker),
or not preventing something bad from happening ,(egrease in violent crime).
Notably, omissions to act are generally more diftito detect, because there is no

behaviour that can be observed and evaluated.

In government blame games, events are often pasigwing acts (including attempts)
that — according to blame makers — constitute imgkatbout norm violations.

However, blame may be placed on someone for (allggplanning to do or being
likely to do something bad in the future, due tw,ihstance, bad intentions or
incompetence. Arguably, blaming has more persudsiee if one can present
evidence of bad events which have already takerelawhich can be observed as an
ongoing process. Persuasive blaming may thus ievatiempts at modifying the
audience’s perceptions of risk — their assessnuéritee severity of attempted harms
and the likelihood of negative events in the futlBame avoiders may try to
manipulate the temporal perspective of the audisnddat the event in question
seems to have occurred a long time ago, assuman@ tistant past event may be
perceived as less offensive. Another temporal getsge-shifting discursive move,
called ‘differentiation’ (Ware & Linkugel, 1973)nvolves inviting the audience to
imagine looking back at the (seemingly) negativerg¥rom the future to recognise

that it actually has beneficial effects in the lang.

Different norm-violating events may have a widefyrying social impact (or
magnitude), ranging from relatively minor persoimalppropriate acts with little effect
on society to large-scale institutional violatiomgosing major social costs (Entman,
2012). Blame makers may try to use linguistic resesi to foreground and intensify
the negative impact of an event in their accoumksle blame takers often try to
mitigate the impact or omit the event altogethare@ommon way of doing this is by
comparing the event in question with some otheneor instance, a blame maker
may suggest that a problematic situation that heerged due to the inaction of the
current government has negatively affected more@lpethan a well-known historical
crisis. Blame-avoiding officeholders, on the othand, may use comparisons to past
problems, bad circumstances of other social gromplsypothetical ‘worst-case’

scenarios to make the current event seem morabdée(McGraw, 1990, p. 122).

84



Offensive acts may be represented by blame makergemtional and perhaps even

as defining characteristics of a particular blaalet. The blame taker may try to
counter such representations by claiming that dgative event had a mechanical,
inadvertent, or accidental cause (Stone, 2012)Géf$man (2010, p. 112) puts it, “the
more an actor can argue mitigating circumstancesessfully, the more he can
establish that the act is not to be taken as aresgjon of his moral character;
contrarily, the more he is held responsible forawds the more fully it will define him
for others”. A single negative event may be momglgaepicted as incidental, while
repeated violations may be regarded as warrantomg tmame. An event may also
seem to warrant more blame when it involves violaiof several norms at once (e.g.,

an officeholder lies to hide government waste).

From a discursive point of view, an analyst shadk: How are events referred to?

How are the negative or positive aspects of thatsveatensified or mitigated?

In stories about blame, events — or certain elesngintvents — may be strategically
omitted, backgrounded, foregrounded, substitutatranged, or added. For example,
potential blame takers may omit from their stoaey references to victims and the
inflicted harm or loss, or start talking about anpbetely different event that is less
controversial and less likely to attract blametdmnms of social action representation
(van Leeuwen, 2008), events can be portrayed dysiynias processes, or statically
as entities or qualities: the static portrayal rhaye an effect of backgrounding
human agency and reducing the perception of bl&taee makers often try to
represent negative events vividly, provide accoantsimagery that are rich in detail,
and use superlatives and appeals to threat tthetemotions of the audience. Blame
takers, on the contrary, may refer to problematenés as routine occurrences, as
‘business as usual’, and provide abstract, geaeaunts to downplay their

significance.

Events can be referred to using lexis that sigtheds negativity or positivity: for
example, a blame maker may call an outcome asctrigiile a blame taker refers to
the same outcome as an ‘achievement’. Evaluativestéhat are used to refer to
norm-violating behaviours include, for examplepfation’, ‘offence’, ‘transgression’,
and ‘wrongdoing’. Evaluative terms that are usetkefer to norm-violating outcomes

include, for example, ‘problem’, ‘failure’, ‘fias¢ddisaster’, ‘crisis’, ‘damage’,
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‘harm’, and ‘loss’. Similarly, evaluations may bepeessed with adjectives such as
‘scandalous’ or ‘commendable’. Events can be retéto using lexis that signals
limited intentionality or capacity of the causakagj such as ‘accident’, ‘unfortunate

incident’, or ‘misunderstanding’.
Audiences

Audiences are individuals or groups who observebtame game and who are
expected to respond to blaming in some way. Audismaay include addressees (i.e.,
people to whom a particular utterance, text, orgenis directed) as well as hearers,

readers, or viewers who are unaddressed (Goffntaid)1

Both blame makers and blame takers try to perspade&ular audiences to side with
their position on a question of blame at hand, ihab influence the audiences’ blame
attributing decisions and loyalties. If persuadgdlame makers, audiences can also
become blame makers. If persuaded by blame tededsences may ignore the blame
attacks, or turn against blame makers, perhapsmtpthem to stop generating further

blame.

In the political field, audiences usually includegps of citizens who can potentially
punish the incumbent government at the electionbli®blame games often have
multiple audiences with varying expectations, blagninotivations, and capabilities of
penalising the blame taker. The size and otheracheristics of audience(s) depend on
what kind of media is used as the stage for theablgame. For example, a
confrontational statement on a small local radidieh may be heard by a rather
limited number of like-minded people, while a adi article in a major international
newspaper reaches a vast and varied readershipu&age of the existing ‘common
knowledge’ and loyalties held by particular audesits a vital resource for the
players in the blame game. Blame makers, for exanmphy seek out and address a
particular ‘negatively oriented audience’ (Adut03) to build up a scandal around
some issue (e.g., ultranationalist opposition midins exploiting audiences with
xenophobic predispositions to systematically blahgegovernment for not curbing

immigration).

Audiences may be named and referred to lingui$fidala variety of ways and with

different persuasive effects. Observers may betedyibackgrounded, foregrounded,
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substituted, or added in stories about governmeated blame. They may be
represented, for example, as victims of the blaakert(e.qg., suffering harm or loss
due to government action), as in-group members, (egj) of either blame makers or
(potential) blame takers, as voters (evoking tlea ithat they can ‘punish’ or support
the incumbent government at elections), or as ouste (evoking the idea that they
have a right to blame the government for provigiogr service). Moreover, players
in the blame game may use language in ways thatesigned for particular
audiences (for the concept of ‘audience desige ,Bell, 1984). Both blame makers
and blame takers may try to charm the audiencedigipg and flattering them. They
may try to appeal to several audiences at the siameeby producing text and talk that
is ‘calculatedly ambivalent’ (Engel & Wodak, 2018g., designed to convey different
meanings to different groups simultaneously. Thaeefan analyst should investigate:

How are the audiences of blame games constructedeanesented?
Contexts

Contexts can be understood as situational, institat, and socio-historical
circumstances of blaming and avoiding blame, aed trariable combinations that

could affect any aspect of the blame game.

Context of interaction is not an objective stattés better conceptualised as a temporal
sequence of changing states, experienced by penits (van Dijk, 2008, p. 17).

These experiences include what was done, saidritervbefore and after a particular
moment (i.e., previous and subsequent acts ang) tmxtl a subjective sense of
socially constructed limits (e.g., what can or aatrive said or done at a certain
moment). How people understand the properties wingonicative situations, such as
the status and power of the participants, variesraing to their epistemic groups,

that is, the collectives with which they share jgatar systems of social beliefs (van
Dijk, 2014, p. 147).

For example, a salient situational feature of taenle game is whether the players —
blame makers and blame takers — engadace-to-facesynchronic interaction or
mediatedusually diachronic) exchanges. Face-to-face symib episodes of the
blame game take the form of confrontational encexsnfor example, journalistic
interviews with top officeholders, or Prime MiniseeQuestions in the British

Parliament. In such settings, the blame game usfiolé predetermined and relatively
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short timeframe, just like a football match. Thayars can take turns and respond to
each other’s moves — attacks or defences — oftémnagseconds. However, more often,
blame makers do not confront a blame taker: acicusaare voiced from a distance in
terms of both time and space. Examples of thisigheinewspaper articles, online
postings, and public speeches where blame makets win an audience to their side,
and where the ‘defendant’ usually has no posgjttititprovide an instant response to
the attack.

An example of an institutional contextual varialsi¢he extent to which particular
players in the blame game caontrol the informatiorthat could influence the course
of the game. Government actors may be able to thmeitvisibility (and public
knowledge) of certain backstage behaviours andouwgs that could potentially
attract blame. Institutional hierarchies dodnal systems of delegatitwoth enable
and limit the actors’ possibilities for placing adeflecting blame. For instance, it is
often much easier for the leaders to pass blamerangdoings down to their
subordinates (Mitchell, 2012).

Socio-historical circumstances include a wide rapigeocial and temporal variables
that may provide or limit possibilities for blamingng-standing conflicts between
groups and entrenched loyalties within groups oiedg, growing social injustice,
economic recessions, wars, natural and man-madstelis, and so forth. One
instrument that is commonly used to contextualiaene games are the results of
various public opinion polls. The poll figures aagen to indicate at any particular
time how favourable or unfavourable attitudes ¢ers@gments of the population have

towards the ruling parties, the government, theaders, and their policies.

With respect to the UK, some of the historical estiial information necessary for
understanding attitudes towards government/commatinit during the rule of the
Conservative—Liberal Democrat coalition include fibiéowing (Sanders, 2013;
Taylor-Gooby & Stoker, 2011):

* Due to Britain’s first-past-the-post electoral €yst the two main parties had
been struggling for power since the 1920s: the Ewmagive Party and the
Labour Party. The latter suffered from a hostilesgrwhile being in opposition
from 1979 to 1997. The British newspapers enjogrgd readership and have

a considerable agenda-setting power. The repoofipglitics in the British
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Moves

press tends to be strongly adversarial and highitigan, usually reflecting the
competition between the two major political parties

After forming a government in 1997, the Labour favith Tony Blair as
Prime Minister, engaged in aggressive news managetmevin public
approval. However, Blair's government actually ieed public criticism for
its ‘spin doctoring’ and overly orchestrated angensive government
marketing campaigns.

When Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron cérgower as head of
the coalition government in 2010, the UK economy Wwarecession and the
government faced the largest budget deficit siheesecond World War. The
coalition government announced a substantial progra of public spending
cuts and tax increases from 2010 to 2015. It atemanced major reforms that
included restructuring of state services, involvaignificant transfers of tasks
from the state to the private sector. As a pathefbroader reform, the official
marketing and advertising campaigns were frozentla@ommunication staff
reorganised, probably to distance the new goverhinam the ‘spin’ and
overspending scandals of the previous administratio

The Conservatives have tended to blame civil sesvan impeding the

overall change agenda of the government (Pype)20btably, British
government departments (ministries) are staffébdeahighest level by civil
servants who are expected to respect the civiicsvethos of political
neutrality. This requirement applies to communmafprofessionals employed

by the departments.

The basic guiding questions that may help to bsimige of these features into a
discursive analysis of the blame game include: Wimntextual features are omitted,
backgrounded, foregrounded, substituted, or adustbries about government-
related blame? How do the various contextual véagbf the blame game interact

with what the players (can) do?

Moves are actions and reactions undertaken by blaakers and blame takers — and
sometimes also by the audience — in relation tiaaé game. The moves are often

represented in military terms agacksor defenceshat are based on ‘strategies’ —
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goal-oriented and more or less planned ways ofrgéing or avoiding/mitigating
blame. The sequences of moves or episodes in &liame can be described, for
example, as ‘strategic manoeuvring’, ‘outflankingy,'staged retreating’. Moves are
accomplished by drawing on various resources desgrabove: using discursive
strategies, exploiting the affordances of the meati@ manipulating political
variables. The discursive portrayal of moves unfgdn time forms the narrative

‘plot’ of the game.

A stereotypical sequence of moves involves an adttbowed by a reaction: a blame
maker establishing a causal link between a blaker tand a norm-violating event
(e.g., a newspaper article blaming the governmanivasting money) and the blame
taker responding in some calculated way (e.g., oment officeholders publishing a
news release claiming that they have actually saveaey). Both players may
employ specific linguistic devices, tell particutzusal stories, and often react
decisively to the coverage of the ‘game’ in the rae¢d sway the audience. Blame
takers may try to ‘restore their image’ after antdaattack by denying, evading
responsibility, reducing offensiveness, correctiggon, or mortification (Benoit,
1995). However, moves of anticipative blame avoideare carried out before a
blame maker has made her move. This may involveeXample, intimidating or
distracting the potential blame maker so that sbeldvwithhold blame, and limiting
the visibility of potentially blame-inducing evenBlame-avoiding moves may have
specific targets, for example, one could distinlguistween opposition-oriented
moves that are aimed at reducing their motivatiogenerate blame, and voter-
oriented moves which aim to avoid electoral mohtisn against the government
(Hering, 2008).

Unlike chess or football, the government blame gadeenot incorporate formal and
universal ‘rules of the game’ that all of the plesyare obliged to follow when making
their moves. However, as suggested above, the naoedsoth enabled and
constrained by the subjectively perceived contekthe players in the game: they
possess (often habitually acquired and tacit) ‘kihmw’ as to what can or should be
done in particular situations. Players tend to makees that seem to have ‘worked
well’ in a similar situation before. However, theles’ regarding the acceptability of
particular moves may be discursively constructeohodified by the participants as

the game progresses. For example, a concrete musle as shifting blame to a
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subordinate, may be represented by a blame malkenasn-violating event that may

then become perceived by the audience as a nelWwdietaent of the blame game.

Guiding questions for analysing a story about anel@ame may include: How are
moves in the blame game referred to linguisticallye certain moves omitted,
backgrounded, foregrounded, or substituted? Whatacheristics are attributed to

these moves (e.g., good, bad, clever, evil)?
Outcomes

How are the purposes and results of the blame gefered to and evaluated? How
are links constructed between particular movesbyptayers and the overall outcome

of the blame game?

When blaming and avoiding blame is described im$eof a game metaphor, it is
presumed that there should be winners and loserscé] one of the typical ways to
talk about the outcomes would be to focus on whebes and who is worse off as a
result of a blame game. For example, in the fi¢ldawty politics, one might expound
on how the blame game has influenced the votersitel at elections: Have the
incumbents been voted out of office, perhaps, duedtring of scandals they were
involved in? A broader question to ask could bewHh@ave the relationships between

certain individuals or groups changed as a re$uheoblame game?

At the individual level, receiving blame may leadst variety of consequences for a
blame taker, ranging “from mild social embarrassitemleep shame or extreme legal
sanctions involving loss of life or liberty” (Hood011, p. 7). In government, blaming
may come to an end when an officeholder resigns expelled from her post. An
individual blame maker who suffered due to thegatipn of the officeholder, may
receive an apology and some kind of compensatimhn@ay express forgiveness to

the offender.

At the group and societal level, blaming and avaijdilame can be conceptualised as
essential elements of political struggles — agegiia activities aimed at certain
outcomes. Stone (1989, p. 295) identifies fouritpal functions’ of causal stories
that, in my view, succinctly describe the posshiseader outcomes of government

blame games. Causal stories can be used to
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» either challenge or protect an existing social grde

» assign responsibility to particular political ag®o that someone will have to
stop an activity, do it differently, compensatevitstims, or possibly face
punishment;

» legitimise and empower particular actors as ‘fixefghe problem;

e create new political alliances among people whoshmvn to stand in the

same victim relationship to the causal agent.

Some typical outcomes include corrective actiorthenside of the blame taker (e.qg.,
compensation provided to victims), forgivenesshandide of the blame maker, and
legitimation or delegitimation of the players’ axts in the audience’s eyes. Over time,
large-scale political scandals may undermine theradl/trust in politics and public
administration (Thompson, 2000). A related — buhpes less obvious — outcome is
the further expansion and elaboration of blamedamie behaviour in government.
This may involve reorganising the work of the gawaent (e.g., depoliticising certain
decisions) and more sophisticated masking of thblpmatic aspects of officeholders’
behaviour. Such masking may inhibit reasonableipulabate about people’s
grievances, and block self-reflective learning frpast mistakes, which, in turn, can

lead to an increased risk of causing more harmasdin the future (Hood, 2011).
Metadiscourses

If we understand the government blame game a<ardise practice, then the term
metadiscoursemay be used to refer to the ways people talk ante @wbout the
‘blame game’. The very text you are currently regds a handy example of this.
However, participants and observers of interacttbas involve blaming also
sometimes voice self-referential reflections, idgirtg themselves manifestly as

players or witnesses of a ‘blame game’.

Hence, an analyst might ask: Do speakers/writdes te the ‘blame game’? Do they
identify themselves as participants or observeis lmdfime game? What stance do they

express towards the ‘blame game’?

Producing metadiscourse on government blame gataégseacknowledging one’s
adoption of thegame frameThis can have various effects on the general

understanding of the situation, and the percepifdhe blame taker’'s
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blameworthiness. By evoking the game frame, thalsgrdwriter draws the attention
to the moves and characterisations of individuétipal actors, suggests that the
actors should be ultimately divided into winnersl éosers, and therefore the focus
may shift away from substantial (political) iss§@alberg, Strombéack, & de Vreese,
2012). The blame taker may try to present herse#f &ictim of the blame game’,
perhaps suggesting that blaming is an unsubstedt&taracter attack rather than a
serious trial over a real transgression. This mrelies in part on the assumption that
the term ‘blame game’ carries an essentially negatieaning for many people (e.g.,
see Malle, Guglielmo, & Monroe, 2014; Olson, 2080ung, 2011), therefore making
it feasible for blame-avoiding officeholders, adein front of certain audiences, to
blame the blame makers for starting and sustathieggame’. Moreover, talking of
politics mainly as of ‘playing a game’ seems t@twise the seriousness of ‘political’

issues in general and call into question theirquntl effects on people’s wellbeing.

3.4 Concluding remarks

In this chapter, | have attempted to develop a gépeactical framework for
interpreting government blame games as discursaetipes. Blame games can be
seen as stories consisting of certain typical carapts, each of which can be
represented in text and talk in a variety of wagading to different understandings of
reality. To construct a handy discursive guidetiier scholars of the politics of

blame/avoidance in democratic societies, | bridégcribed nine of such components.

Unlike much of the existing political science lagure on government blame games, |
am advocating the kind of empirical bottom-up as@lyhat is rooted in symbolic
interactionist sociology, and where the startinmnpis linguistic detail. In particular, |
accentuate the need to interpret the particulasviségme phenomena are talked and
written about, and to identify in each and evestance the discursive strategies that
are used to attribute blame, avoid blame, or tadesdn the ‘blame game’. In the
spirit of discourse-historical studies, | suggésit tanalysts of blame games should
move abductively between several levels of anglgsid bring together conceptual

tools and insights from linguistics, sociology oédim, and political science.

Having described my overall approach to blame gameke following chapters |

focus specifically on exploring ways of spottinglanterpreting defensive discursive
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moves used by government officeholders in such gadiscursive strategies of

blame avoidance.
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4. Discursive strategies of blame avoidance in gavenent:

A framework for analysis®

4.1 Linguistic approaches to blame avoidance

Several discourse analysts and cognitive linglnat® explicated instances and means
of blaming and blame avoidance in political andelawicratic communication. As a
good general starting point, Wodak (2006a) provalesncise overview of
linguistic/pragmatic approaches to blaming andréguent complementary speech act,
denying. Blaming as a constitutive feature of dohthlk can be analysed by using a
variety of methodologies suitable to the particgianre and context. These
approaches include, for instance, speech act theonyersation analysis, discourse

analysis, argumentation analysis, and rhetoric.

In political debates and persuasive discoursemjib@and denying are strategically
planned and serve positive self-presentation agdtine other-presentation. Thus this
domain is of particular interest to discourse armgiaentation analysts, who focus on
strategies of blaming and denying and argumentatioees in conflict talk (see
Wodak, 2006a, pp. 59-61).

Ways of arguing

When faced with blame risk in a public debate situm for instance, a televised
interview or a parliamentary discussion, officeleskluse particular ways of arguing
designed to convince the audience that they shutlthe regarded as being
blameworthy. Essentially this involves making argumative moves to manipulate (a)
the perception dbssby proposing that there is little or no reasobleome anyone
because little or no harm has been done, and €lelception ohgencyby

proposing that harm has been done either unintealtio unknowingly, involuntarily,

or by someone else.

The last mentioned move — shifting of responsip#ihd thus also blame —is

particularly salient in political argumentation.i$thas been described by Wodak

30 An earlier version of this chapter has been phblisinDiscourse & SocietyHansson, 2015a).
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(2011) as one of the leitmotifs of ‘politics as akin the context of European
Parliament, where parliamentarians use “the higlilg of mistakes and failures of
the [European] Commission which are constructeginagbstacle to reasonable
decision-making” (p. 132). In a rather similar vamtheir analysis of the UK
government’s argumentative discourse, FaircloughFairclough (2012) argue that
“the past and current governments have been foedone now engaged in a ‘blame
game” and that the present UK coalition “has ekpliband reinforced the public
perception of the previous government as beingoresiple for the crisis and for the
spending cuts, in order to legitimise their ownipos and delegitimise that of the

opposition” (p.172).

These blame-shifting argumentative moves can bleiateal in terms of
reasonableness based on the pragma-dialecticalagbp(see, for example, van
Eemeren, Grootendorst, & Snoeck Henkemans, 1996,45311). Attempts to shift
blame may involve using pseudo-argumentative bacfrclaims or argumentative
fallacies that neglect certain premises of ratiahstussiori* Such fallacies include,
for instance, shifting of responsibilityrgjectio in alium), attacking opponent’s
character to discredit heargumentum ad homingmmisrepresenting opponent’s
position (‘straw man’), concluding that a propasitiis true because many people
believe sogrgumentum ad populUmappealing to audience’s feelings of compassion
(argumentum ad misericordignproviding false analogies, claiming that tempora
sequence equals causalipp$t hoc, ergo propter hiycand using unclear, ambiguous

or unfamiliar language.

Moreover, blame deflecting argumentation is oftearacterised by the use of certain
topic specific conclusion rules twpoi. Topoi are quasi-argumentative shortcuts,
content-related warrants that connect argumenigk)the claim, but the plausibility
of which can be relatively easily questioned (se&sigl & Wodak, 2001, p. 74-80). In

political communication, topoi are mostly

%1 The pragma-dialectical rules for a reasonableudision are listed in Appendix B. It should be noted
that reasonable debate — as well as reflectivéitign- cannot be always expected in the public sphe
The preeminent role of unconscious reasoning, @mstand affect in political communication is
emphasised, for instance, in psychological and itiegringuistics approaches by Westen (2007) and
Lakoff (2008).
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applied to justify and legitimise positions by piging ‘common-places’,
instead of substantial evidence (for example, ‘dbing is a burden, a threat,
costs too much’, and so forth). In this way, ottperups or positions are
constructed as scapegoats; they are blamed fdylé&rou for causing potential
failure or discontent (with politics, with the Eyr@an Union, etc.). (Wodak,
2011, p. 43)

For example, officeholders often reject blame famsing certain harm by claiming
that they “just followed the rules” when the harotorred. In doing so, they are
applying thetopos of law -that is, a conclusion rule that (implicitly) sayst “if a

law or otherwise codified norm prescribes or fosbédspecific politico-administrative
action, the action has to be performed or omit{@&#isigl & Wodak, 2001, p. 79). Put
simply, public servants thus suggest that the harquestion has “happened”
involuntarily — and if someone should be held resiale for this harm at all, then

these are the legislators who established thoss.rul

Paying due attention to argumentation strategiggasfor any analysis of executive
officials’ attempts to avoid blame risk (and heheéll expand on this in Chapter 5).
However, for a more comprehensive understandirashe games, one has to look

beyond that.
Ways of framing

Cognitive linguist George Lakoff (2008) remindsthat our thinking is not

universally rational: the human brain does not radlyiproduce conscious, universal,
disembodied, logical, unemotional, value-neutrakrest-based and literal
reasoning” Thus it is useful to analyse the discursive medfsame avoidance in
executive government not only in terms of ratiagiatussion and argumentation but
by giving due consideration to reflexive modesezfgoning and the related strategies

of predominantly emotional persuasion.

People often attribute blame — as well as praigeterms of a basic narrative frame

that Lakoff (2008, p. 24) calls ‘Rescue narrativicording to this narrative frame,

%2 Lakoff (2008) claims that about 98 percent of oraisg is unconscious and reflexive (i.e., automatic
and uncontrolled) and is based on conceptual frametaphors, and cultural narratives in which
emotion is central.
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an (inherently evil) Villain harms a (helpless andocent) Victim, then an (inherently
good) Hero struggles against and defeats the Wil consequently the Victim is
rescued, the Villain is punished, and the Her@isarded®® Accordingly, avoiding
blame means avoiding being depicted as a Villaistanies about (possible) harm or
loss. That is why officeholders who confront a btarsk may promptly try to
describe themselves as the Heroes, or the Helparslero, or perhaps even one of
the Victims — only to escape being assigned the gbthe Villain by someone else in

their narrative account of the possibly blameworkignt or outcome.

Lakoff (2008, pp. 163-167) also describes anotr@né which is typically used in
politics and other institutional contexts to shifime inside an organisation. He calls

it ‘the Bad Apple frame’, as it is based on thevert “One bad apple spoils the barrel”
which evokes a simple moral: get rid of a bad ajpplé the barrel will be saved.

Lakoff argues that we interpret the proverb in tewhmetaphors: apples are people,
barrel is an organisation (container) containinggbe, people in the organisation are
good (moral), and one or a few bad (immoral) peapken otherwise fine organisation

can make others go bad (or look bad) and spoijtieel name of the organisation.

There is a systematic practice in an organisahanis either illegal, immoral,
or at least underhanded. If the practice were plyalecognised, it would
greatly harm the reputation of the organisation thneaten the careers of
high-level members of the organisation. There arerelated uses of the Bad
Apple frame:

1. To protect the organisation and its mode of ajp@n. The Bad Apple goes;
the organisation is redeemed and keeps operatibgfare.

2. To find a target in the organisation to blamelsd everyone else in the

organisation escapes the blame. (Lakoff, 200864) 1

According to Lakoff, this frame works not only besa we think in terms of
conceptual metaphors like Morality is Purity androrality is (possibly contagious)
Rottenness, but also because it fits the Hero-Miltarrative where “the Villain is a
person, not a system, an institution, or an idegldbakoff, 2008, p. 166). Thus

% Such formulaic use of character types was famaigiylighted by Vladimir Propp (1928/1968) in
his study of narrative structures of folktales.
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institutions frequently respond to accusations doyvicting a person rather than by

changing their dominant beliefs or their possiliyvied system of operation.

However, besides spelling out the use of certarayaesive argumentation schemes
and frames, critical analysis of blame avoidanaaikhspecifically incorporate a

sophisticated understanding of denial strategies.
Ways of denying

Conversation analysts regard rejection as the pesfenode of reaction to blaming
(Pomerantz, 1978). Rejection of accusations mag vakious forms. Van Dijk (1992,
p. 92) has proposed a useful general typology oyidg as a part of a general ‘social
defence’ strategy against the formation of negagelé or ingroup impressions. These
types are:

» act-denial (“I did not do/say that at all”);

» control-denial (“I did not do/say that on purpos#t was an accident”);
* intention-denial (“I did not mean that”, “You gotenwrong”);

» goal-denial (“I did not do/say that, in order to.;.”)

* mitigations, downtoning, minimising or using euphsms when

describing one’s negative actions.

Van Dijk notes that besides ‘denial proper’ them @gnitive and social strategies
which can be regarded as ‘stronger forms of deriddming the victim and reversal.
This kind of defensive reaction has also been destias ‘turning the tables’, for

instance, in Wodak’s (1991) critical analysis ofisemitic language use.

Like some argumentative moves, most of these tgpdenying are aimed at altering
the perception of the blame taker’'s agency. Irctiraplex and uncertain world of
public administration, intention denials may betigatarly effective, because in many
cases it may seem almost impossible for accusgmotade actual evidence that

certain people in the government had negative fites

But denying may not always be the best way of dengy with perceptions of loss.
Officeholders may find it even more appealing toate simply not to mention
possibly problematic issues at all or, when congaktb talk about certain actors or

actions, to make such lexical choices that effetfidisguise them.
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Ways of representing actors and actions

The network of social actor representation, devisedan Leeuwen (1996, 2008), is
yet another instrument for explicating instanceblame avoidance in text and talk.
Such an approach is helpful because it leads a@sdty$ocus their attention on
exclusion, suppression or backgrounding (e.g.nigyersonalisation or nominalisation)

of victims and/or those actors who could possiltisaat blame.

Obscured agency as a linguistic means of blameakisidance is notoriously
common in government texts. Just to mention onemiason, in an analysis of news
releases of a US government institution, Scolld@®8) concludes that in these texts
“it is linguistically problematical to know who taking responsibility for the
statements being made” as these “present a ratit@gaous array of writer/reader
positions” (Scollon, 2008, p. 109).

Vagueness is also salient in policy papers, whietoéen designed by officeholders
with an implicit goal of avoiding personal or intgtional blame risks. Thus they may
choose not to refer to possibly threatening situnstior actions, or to refer to them
obliguely or by euphemism, for instance, ‘pre-groweriod’ instead of ‘economic

recession’ or ‘workforce optimisation’ instead t#ying off people’.

Representations of social actors may be analystsinms of how calculated ways of
naming (referential or nominational strategies)wsed for membership categorisation
— that is, establishing ‘ingroups’ and ‘outgroupsaind how calculated ways of
attributing (predicational strategies) are usedofmtraying actors either as more
positive or negative. Presumably, blame sticks nealy to those actors who are
represented as ‘others’ and as possessing steiatymegative attributes; and harm
inflicted to actors who are represented as memifessme negative (e.g., threatening)

outgroup is less likely to generate blame.

Certain ways of talking and writing about actiongynmave an effect of limiting the
perception of blameworthiness. Van Leeuwen (199882 usefully reminds us that
actions can be deagentialised, that is, represeastédhe possibly harmful action in
guestion came about without human involvement (&tlye problem occurred”, “the
incident happened”), as if this ‘simply exists’dg.“there is a problem”), or as if this

was a natural process (e.g., “concerns are growichanges are coming”).
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Officeholders may choose to represent their aci@diisgh levels of generality and
abstractness so that it becomes less clear whaatteally did or are doing (e.g., “we
are tackling these issues”). And moreover, in engpt to evade responsibility,
officeholders may carefully avoid talking aboutithections that have (possibly)
material effects and instead switch to only degegiltheir reactions — their mental
processes that are invisible (e.g., “I am very eoned about this”, “I hope that things
will get better”).

When officeholders hide or obfuscate blamewortlpeats in text and talk, or when
they use argumentation, framing, and control-depiagject responsibility for causing
particular instances of perceived harm or failtiney (at least seem to) admit the
occurrence of harm or failure. However, they mastead choose a rather different
approach — taking full responsibility but tryinggoesent events or circumstances in

question in a more positive light by employing stgaes of legitimation.
Ways of legitimising

Legitimation, that is, explanations and justificais of practices of specific
institutions, can be characterised “as an answeret@poken or unspoken ‘why’
guestion” (van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 94). Obviouslis trefinition includes
explanations and justifications of possibly blametw actions: why did (or should)

we carry out these actions (in this way)?

Responses to blaming — as well as preemptive conwation of potentially
unwelcome conduct — often draw upon the followipgdl’ of legitimations, which
van Leeuwen (2007, p. 92; based on van Leeuwen &ak,01999) has broadly

divided into four categorie¥:

34 Related to the notion of legitimation is that af‘account’ which encompasses statements made by
social actors to explain their “unanticipated otawvard behaviour” (Scott & Lyman, 1968, p. 46).
Accounts can be characterised as “linguistic deveraployed whenever an action is subjected to
valuative inquiry” and which are intended to “pratveonflicts from arising by verbally bridging the
gap between action and expectation” (Scott & Lymi®88, p. 46). Scott and Lyman (1968) tentatively
distinguish between the following types and typitaldal forms of accounts: (1) excuses: appeal to
accidents, appeal to defeasibility, appeal to lgiglal drives, scapegoating; and (2) justificaticshsnial

of injury, denial of victim, condemnation of condeens, appeal to loyalties, sad tales, self-fulfitne
Scott and Lyman are mainly concerned with vocalsezbunts given in face-to-face relations, butrthei
insights may also be useful for broader understandf institutional discursive practices.
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» authority legitimation using personal references (to status and role),
impersonal references (to rules), references twougradition,
conformity), or commendation (by expert or role repd

» moral evaluation legitimatiorusing references to value systems
(evaluation, abstraction, analogies);

 rationalisation legitimationusing reference to the goals, uses and effects
of institutionalised social action (instrumentaioaalisation), or to a
natural order of things (theoretical rationalisajio

* mythopoesisusing narratives (e.g., moral tales, cautionalgs)) in which

legitimate actions are rewarded and non-legitinaateons are punished.

Even though what is listed here may seem somevim#dasto argumentation
strategies that | mentioned earlier, legitimatiares more likely designed to end
debates (for example, by imposing some kind of @itthwithout further justification)
rather than to resolve differences of opinion vitiaal discussiori> And this

recognition leads me to the question of maniputatio
Ways of manipulating

Linguistic strategies of deflecting blame may anmtdordiscursive power abuse:
communicative manipulation. Criticising someonéglistic behaviour as
illegitimate manipulation rather than provisionlegitimate excuses and justifications
obviously requires an analyst to take an explicittymative stance. Thus, the
analyst’s ability to explain in considerable dethé societal consequences of a

potentially manipulative communicative event isughost importance.

Van Dijk (2006) has proposed a three-fold apprdaaimderstanding manipulation as
a central notion in critical discourse analysishioyging together its social, cognitive
and discursive aspects. According to his framewiankt, and talk can be regarded as

manipulative if these

% Throughout his article, van Leeuwen (2007) referthe possibilities of using the ‘language of
legitimation’ to elicit a perception that no furttergument is needed to justify particular instanal
practices. Surprisingly, however, he does not déstabny explicit links between his framework and
the ways of normatively evaluating argumentatiag.(goragma-dialectics or Habermasian
communication ethics; for a brief summary of thapproaches, see Forchtner and Tominc, 2012).
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1. are used by dominant groups (e.g., governmeni{sg}produce their
power and to hurt the interests of less powerfaligs in society;

2. are based on an explicit plan to impair or biaseusidnding of information
(Short Term Memory-based manipulation) and fornratbmental models
in a way which is not in the best interest of theipients (Episodic
Memory and Social Cognition manipulation);

3. make extensive use of discursive group polarisdtien positive self-
presentation and negative other-presentation) gref discursive
strategies focused on potential vulnerabilitiesegipients (e.g., their
strong emotions or traumas, their lack of rele\anawledge, their lower
status) which make the recipients less resistaattepting beliefs and
doing things they otherwise would not do. Manipiglattypically involves
violations of conversational maxims proposed by&(i1975/1989). For
example, prolixity, irrelevance, and excessive tiépa may be used
calculatedly to distract or exhaust the opponedtthareby avoid dialogue
and rebuttal (Hansson, 2015b).

This framework serves as a useful reminder thagnakishing to provide
normative critique of any particular way public lawrties try to influence public
perceptions of blameworthiness, discourse anamats decidedly look beyond its
purely linguistic aspects. Therefore | turn to gigs about blame avoidance in
government that have been accumulated within tbapline of public

administration.

4.2 Public administration approach to ‘presentatioral’ blame avoidance

Hood (2011, p. 18) provides an insightful classifion of ‘presentational’ blame
avoidance strategies that are characteristic tigpatministration. These involve
using arguments for limiting blame (excuses) onituy blame into credit
(justifications) and other methods of influencingopic impressions. These strategies
are based on the assumption that presentatiomatyaetill limit or deflect rather than

exacerbate or attract blame. He lists the follovatrgtegies:

* Winning the argumen©Officeholders who choose to apply this strategy try

to win an argument over culpability in its own terivy offering persuasive
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excuses and justifications. Officeholders may ¢rghiow there is no
problem (problem denial), or, when admitting thisra problem, show that
blame/agency lies elsewhere. Problem denial candaleast three forms
(Hood, 2011, pp. 50-52): total problem denial, égroblem denial, and
problem denial accompanied by a counter-attack.

Drawing a line.Officeholders who choose to apply this strategyniemut
with a preemptive apology calculated to disarmagiand attract
sympathy”; “apologise early in a blame sequenag’td “defuse blame by
(apparently) picking it up” (Hood, 2011, p. 54).@pgising can, in some
circumstances, contribute to the positive self-@néstion of an
officeholder, but it can also be risky for the biataker: apologies can be
taken as confessions of guilt that invite dismissathose higher in
hierarchy, or they may lead to additional demands.

Changing the subjecDfficeholders who choose to apply this strategy try
to create or use “diversions to avoid the spotlafhtlame and shift the
public agenda onto other issues” and to find “gtios to bury bad news”
(Hood, 2011, p. 56). Hood observes that “times whalic attention can
be expected to be focused on other things (subigasports events or
public holidays) can provide convenient momentsofticeholders and
organisations to sneak out potentially embarrassimgpuncements of U-
turns or unpopular policies” (Hood, 2011, p. 56).

Keeping a low profileThis is a more passive strategy of dealing with
blame by saying as little as possible. It may tskeeral forms (Hood, 2011,
pp. 59-61): restricting information, ‘lying dogg¢staying silent), and
‘working behind the scenes’ (using backdoor threats inducements to fix

the media agenda).

Importantly, Hood discusses the possible posithe regative societal effects of the

use of presentational strategies by governmeritutiens. He argues that the

approaches based on avoiding public discussiorddmiseen normatively as

detrimental.

A key test of the positivity or otherwise of pret#ional blame-avoidance
strategy is how far it serves to engage the citizenserious argument about

the merits of policy or operational choices to kedeby officeholders and
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organisations, and clarifies where fault lies aftéggations of avoidable losses
have been made. ... So on that criterion we can ahguevinning-the-
argument approaches are broadly positive, but ¢hgsige-subject and low-
profile approaches (such as diversion tactics, mgagement, or backdoor

pressures on media) are negative. (Hood, 2011, 1#p175)

As noted in the previous chapter, Hood also remirgdhat there are other kinds of
blame avoidance strategies beyond the ‘presentdtiones listed above:
officeholders may preemptively distribute formadpensibility among each other
and/or choose particular operating routines thdteniigeasier to shift blame or limit

personal blame risk if something bad happens.

4.3 Embracing the blame avoidance framework

Hood’s blame avoidance typology, though not clagmeomprehensiveness, seems to
be useful for gaining a broader insight into risk@sion practices in executive
government contexts. The analytic tools embeddedemiscourse-historical
approach can complement this by providing an operalisation of the above-
mentioned strategies through a variety of lingaigbr rhetorical or argumentative)
means and micro-processes by which blame is fraadrditted, countered, or shifted

by government communicators.

For instance, after identifying linguistic eviderafehidden or backgrounded agency
in a government-produced text, and taking into antthe specific context of

situation, as well as the history of the text amalinstitution, an analyst can interpret
the particular discursive choice in terms of whethrenot it may function as a blame

avoidance device in a public administration orgatns — and in which ways.

In what follows, | am working abductively towardsrging these two kinds of
knowledge together into a single heuristic modgdidal macro-level choices of
administrative blame avoidance on the one handl@dorresponding argumentative
moves (fallacies, topoi, violations of the pragnialettical rules), frames, types of
denial, ways of representing actors and actiomécdy legitimations, and attempts of
cognitive manipulation on the other hand. | desethe linguistic characteristics of

the general discursive choices of blame avoidame¢ern together with concrete
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textual examples drawn mainly from my UK governmemnmunication data set. My
overall heuristic model of interpreting discurshlame avoidance strategies in

government is presented in the form of a matriXable 4.1.

Total problem denial is realised discursively as denying — “This hagendnappened”
or “We did not do it” (act-denial). The possiblairie taker may provide an inverted
account of blame maker’s original accusation (€We helped X” in response to
“You failed to help X”). In addition, explanatiomsay be given which involve
distorting or disregarding opponents’ original oiai (argumentative fallacy called
‘straw man’), giving an impression that there ishmag to discuss as everything is
self-evident (evading the burden of proof), usinglear, ambiguous or unfamiliar
language (fallacy of unclarity, fallacy of ambiggind attempts to rewrite history
(manipulating Episodic Memory). Such a denial cdutdexpected to exclude
representations of victims and harmful acts, angstreference to the higher status of
the blame taker as a guarantee of the truthfulokete denial (authority

legitimisation).

To illustrate how a relatively complex instanceattl problem denial may be
interpreted within my framework, | analyse an estifaom the UK Cabinet Office’s
news release in response to an investigative stogovernment overspending
published inThe Time®n 9 January 2012. The story, entitled ‘Whitehakte: the
£31 billion cost of failure’ was significant becaus constituted a well-grounded
(based on the National Audit Office data) blamacktby a major newspaper on the
government on an issue that was at the time atdteof its programme and thus also
its collective identity. The story provoked the gavment to make an unusual move
and issue a carefully crafted official responsthanform of a Cabinet Office news
release, entitled ‘Eradicating waste in Whitehalless £3.75 billion’, on 11 January,
2012. The news release contained a statement hgttifior the Cabinet Office

Francis Maude (see Appendix C). Here are thetfirgle sentences from his statement:

106



Table 4.1. Discursive strategies of blame avoidance in government communication

Total problem Excuses Justifications Problem denial + Drawing a line Changing the Restricting ‘Lying doggo’ Working behind
denial counter-attack subject information the scenes
General Rejecting the Admitting (some of) the Admitting the causal  Rejecting the Apologising quickly  Diverting Violating the Opting out Silencing (potential)
description accusation harm but rejecting agency but rejecting  accusation completely, to defuse blame, attention; maxim of or opting for blame makers by
completely, (some of) the causal the harm, presenting or giving excuses, or often accompanied burying quantity — one-way covert coercion or
denying that any agency and the event (and the giving justifications — by positive self- information; providing less ~ communication inducements
harm has been done intentionality self) in a positive light accompanied by presentation topic control; information
negative other- violating the than required
presentation maxims of for the current
relation and purposes of
manner conversation
Ways of arguing Evading the burden  Ad misericordiam: Ad verecundiam: Trajectio in alium: Evading the burden Ignoratio Topos of law Ad baculum
Examples of of proof playing on feelings of parading one’s own  victim-victimiser of proof elenchi:
related topoi and compassion qualities reversal, ‘turning the irrelevant Ad hominem
fallacies Straw man tables’ Ad misericordiam argumentation
Ad populum: playing on  Ad populum Topos of law
audience’s emotions Ad hominem Ad verecundiam Straw man
False analogy
Topos of ignorance Ad baculum Ignoratio elenchi: ‘Yes-but’ figure
Post hoc, ergo irrelevant
propter hoc False analogy argumentation
‘Yes-but’ figure Post hoc, ergo propter  Ad populum
hoc
Topos of threat
Topos of threat
Topos of law
Examples of Obligation to give Obligation of ‘matter-  Obligation of ‘matter- Obligation of ‘matter-  Freedom to argue  Obligation of Freedom to Freedom to Freedom to argue
pragma-dialectical reasons of-factness’ of-factness’ of-factness’ ‘matter-of- argue argue
rules that are more Respect of shared Obligation to give factness’
likely to be Correct reference to starting points Use of plausible reasons Obligation to Obligation to
violated previous discourse arguments and Correct give reasons give reasons
by the antagonist Use of plausible schemes of Obligation of reference to
arguments and argumentation ‘matter-of-factness’ previous

Respect of shared
starting points

schemes of
argumentation

discourse by the
antagonist



Total problem Excuses Justifications Problem denial + Drawing a line Changing the Restricting ‘Lying doggo’ Working behind
denial counter-attack subject information the scenes
Ways of framing Rescue narrative Rescue narrative Rescue narrative Rescue narrative
Examples of
related frames The Bad Apple The Bad Apple The Bad Apple
Ways of denying  Act-denial Control-denial Intention-denial Control-denial Intention-denial
Examples of Intention-denial Goal-denial Intention-denial Goal-  Goal-denial
related types of Goal-denial Mitigating denial
denial Mitigating Mitigating
Blaming the victim
Reversal
Ways of Excluding victims Impersonalising victims  Impersonalising Constructing out- Switching to mental
representing victims groups (nomination) processes
actors and actions Deagentialising Obscuring agency and attaching negative
Typical intended actions Obscuring agency attributions
effects on agency Deagentialising and (predication)
and loss/harm generalising actions Switching to mental
perception processes Obscuring agency
Switching to mental
processes
Ways of Authority Authority legitimation  Authority Authority legitimation Authority
legitimising legitimation legitimation legitimation
Examples of Rationalisation Moral legitimation
related Moral legitimation
legitimations Appealing to accidents Rationalisation
and defeasibility Rationalisation
Mythopoesis
Mythopoesis
Ways of Manipulating Using discursive Using discursive Manipulating Episodic ~ Coming out witha  Manipulating Keeping less Keeping less Inducing less
manipulating Episodic Memory: strategies focused on strategies focused on Memory: re-attribution preemptive apology Short Term powerful powerful groups powerful groups
Examples of rewriting history as  potential vulnerabilities potential of causal agency for calculated to Memory-based  groups uninformed into tending
related cognitive the political of recipients vulnerabilities of actions in disarm critics and discourse uninformed to accept the
and discursive circumstances of the recipients officeholder’s interests attract sympathy understanding arguments of the
manipulation moment dictate Manipulating Episodic organisation
Memory: rewriting Manipulating Extensive use of

history

Episodic Memory:
rewriting history

discursive group
polarisation
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1 When we arrived in government we pledged to be ruthless in hunting down and

2 eradicating waste in Whitehall and that is precisely what we have done.

3 Just in the first ten months to last March we saved £3.75 billion - equivalent to twice

4 the budget of the Foreign Office, or to funding 200,000 nurses.

5 This has not been easy; spending hours renegotiating contracts, tackling vested

6 interests and large suppliers and cutting back on spend on consultants and
advertising

7 does not make for glamorous or headline grabbing work.

In lines 1-2, Minister for the Cabinet Office uslee argumentative strategy of
parading one’s own qualitieargumentum ad verecundiduoy claiming that the
government has fulfilled its pledge. Importantlyistsentence also implies a total act-
denial: the Minister states that the governmenté@aslicated waste’, that is, he and
his colleagues have done the opposite of ‘wastifige Minister represents wasting
not as an action carried out by his fellow offickeless but as a nominalised entity:
‘waste in Whitehall’. Moreover, he diffuses blamegortraying the government
metaphorically as a ‘container’ (“when we arrivedgovernment...”) rather than a
specific group of human actors who could be hedgpoasible. He frames ‘waste’ as a
Villain (or perhaps as some kind of a dangeroud ailimal) and the government as a

Hero (perhaps a gunman) who “hunts it down” an@derates” it.

In lines 3—4, the Minister backs up his claim bingsa particular conclusion rule,
topos of numberdy suggesting that a given statistical figure. T6Jvillion allegedly
saved in ten months) serves as a proof that thergment has not wasted money and
should not be blamed. However, the Minister doddirectly counter the central
accusatory claim put forward fyhe Timeghat “more than £31 billion of taxpayers’
money has been wasted across government departiméméspast two years”. Thus
he may be seen as committing a ‘straw man’ fally violating a pragma-dialectical
rule of reasonable discussion that requires thatdelto use correct reference to

previous discourse by the antagonist.

In lines 5-7, the Minister represents governmestisvities at a high level of
abstractness (“renegotiating contracts”, “tackmegted interests”, “cutting back on
spend”) thereby making it more difficult to undewst the exact nature of the

activities. This, in turn, may evoke a sense ofterysand awe among his audiences
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and therefore function as a kind of appeal to aitthdn addition, he casts the
government as a selfless Hero by claiming thatmbiek of the government ‘has not

been easy’ nor ‘glamorous’.

Excusesinvolve admitting the harm or loss — at leastipdyt—, often accompanied
by mitigation (“We acknowledge that there seemise@ minor problem”) and giving
possible reasons or explanations for the blamewaithation. These explanations
may play on audience’s emotions, especially thestifigs of compassion
(argumentum ad populum, argumentum ad misericorfjifoninstance by claiming
that “events were beyond our control”, or, thae%h were unforeseeable
circumstances”, or claiming ignorance and victinoti@s someone suffering from an
unfortunate lack of relevant information (“no owoédtme...”), possibly evoking the

Bad Apple frame.

While admitting that harm has been done, excusesimvalve various types of denial:
“It was an accident” (control-denial), “You havesunderstood us” (intention-denial),
“We did not do that, in order to cause this...”dgdenial). Officeholders may attempt
to obscure agency (“It appears that some damagedeascaused”) and impersonalise
the victims (“This country suffers from...”). Exasdo not involve explicit
expressions of the acceptance of blame and arekady distinct from apologies

(for some characteristics of political apologie=e $larris, Grainger, & Mullany,

2006).

To illustrate an analysis of an excuse, | use at gxract from a prominent
newspaper article that came out at a time whenettent financial crisis in the UK
became most acute. On 8 October 2008, the UK govemhannounced a major
package to support the banking sector, up to areggte total of £500 billion in loans
and guarantees. Two days later, the Prime MingtdrLabour Party leader Gordon
Brown published an article titled “We Must Lead iMerld to Financial Stability” in
The Timeswhere he justified the bank rescue plan of hissgoment, but also argued
that his government cannot take full responsibfiitysolving the crisis in the UK —

and thus should not be blamed. Brown writes:

1 When | became Prime Minister | did not expect to make the decision,

2 along with Alistair Darling,
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3 for the Government to offer to take stakes in our high street banks,

4 just as nobody could have anticipated the action taken in America.

Here, Brown’s argumentative shortcut to concludimg the UK government should
not be blamed could be callezpos of ignorancand explicated as follows: “If a
threat is unforeseeable, then those who failedreske it and take precautions should
not be blamed”. Brown usesl populumargumentation in line 4 by claiming that
“nobody” could have predicted the need to rescgh bireet banks in the UK and US.
He somewhat diffuses possible personal blame byioreng one of the members of
his Cabinet, Alistair Darling (line 2), who was pessible for economic and financial
matters of his government, and referring to “Am&tias another country where the
government had supposedly taken similar actionswBrthus realises his excuse
mainly by representing the financial troubles ia K as completely unforeseeable

and beyond his complete control.

Justifications essentially involve positive self-presentationttyyng to turn blame
into credit: “What the media describes as a failsractually a major victory” or “We
had to make some difficult decisions which willde@ gains in the future”. The
related argumentation may be based on parading om&i qualitiesgrgumentum ad
verecundian playing on the audience’s emotiosgumentum ad populymand the
use of inappropriate argumentation schemes onttariect application of
argumentation schemes (e.g., false analogest; hoc, ergo propter hdallacy).
Moreover, possible blame takers may evoke a ‘Resau@tive’ frame and cast

themselves within that frame as Heroes or Helpers.

Justifications may include various types of derapparently with an exception of
control-denial: the blame taker usually claims cesgbility for the actions or events
that are presented as positive. Still, the blarkertamay attempt to obscure agency
and to present the victims as winners (“The econoamnnot be fixed overnight but we
will restore optimism and hope”). Justificationsuttbalso make use of the full range
of legitimations, based on authority (“We proceededording to the law adopted by
the Parliament”), moral evaluation (“Our actionse hased on Britain’s values”),
rationalisation (“This helps to get our economykban its feet”), and mythopoesis
(e.g., telling a cautionary story what could haaggened if a particular decision had

not been made).
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To illustrate how justifications could be analyseithin this blame avoidance
framework, | use another extract from the same ®mister Gordon Brown'’s
article (published imhe Time®on 10 October 2008) where he justified the bank

rescue plan of his government. Here are the firsiet sentences from his article:

The banking system is fundamental to everything we do.
Every family and every business in Britain depends upon it.
That is why, when threatened by the global financial turmoil

that started in America and has now spread across the world,

v A W N R

we in Britain took action to secure our banks and financial system.

In terms of argumentation, Brown presents goverrimelecision to support banks as
unquestionably necessary, using field-dependentants that are backed up by the
presumedly common knowledge that “the banking sysssfundamental to
everything we do” (line 1). | suggest that the $iiewarrants in use here may be
calledthe topos of threat to the bank# banks have problems then it poses a threat
to everybody and one should do something to seberbanks”) anthetopos of
government as a protect@fif threats to everybody emerge then the govermme
should do something to protect the people aganesht).

In terms of representation, Brown describes baskafauential agents that are central
to and essentially ‘good’ for the society as a whéle uses ‘banking’ as a general
term; no distinction is made between banks actiitgimvreal economy (e.g., financial
intermediation, insurance) and banks engaged ioutgtave/fictitious transactions.
“Global financial turmoil” is represented as an @iginat threatens the UK (line 3). In
terms of framing, such representation implies thatpeople and the banks in the UK
should be seen as victims of that (abstract) turrfdmerica” is referred to as the
origin of the crisis, thus externalising the caatthe crisis (line 4). “Global” and
“spread across the world” are used to suggesthiegbiroblems are universal and not
specific to the UK. The use of “we in Britain” (8rb) evokes a comparison or

opposition between the UK and (supposedly) allatter countries in the world.

Thus, from the outset, Brown establishes a tyglcainatic frame that implies that
there is a Villain (global financial turmoil frommerica) who threatens the Victims
(families, businesses, and banks in the UK), aHé@ (UK government) who takes

action to defend the Victims. This frame (or dramatot) is clearly in service of the
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positive self-presentation of the government aretius mitigate possible blame for

either causing or not sufficiently alleviating theancial crisis.

Problem denial + counter-attackmay involve justifications or excuses (as described
above) accompanied by negative other-presentafiom argumentation could be
based on victim-victimiser reversaitgjectio in alium, discrediting opponent
(argumentum ad homingnthreatening the opponerrgumentum ad baculdmand
symptomatic argumentation applied to shift blamg.(post hoc, ergo propter hoc
fallacy). Blame takers could try to relativise aridialise the problem through the use
of (possibly fallacious) comparisons or equatingtsigies: “This is how all
governments have dealt with the issue” or “Yesywaele a mistake, but other
institutions failed, too®® Officeholders may try to cast themselves as Vistisithin a
‘Rescue narrative’ frame by claiming that theirgpibly blameworthy) action serves
the goal of self-defence and pointing a blamingéinat some outside actor as a
Villain. Also, the Bad Apple frame may be evokedrbferring to an alleged villain

within the organisation.

All types of denial could be used, including thesgest forms: blaming the victim
and victim-victimiser reversal. Nomination and poadion is used strategically for
constructing the blame makers as an out-group @nattfaching negative attributions
to them (“We are victims of the negatively biaseglda coverage”). Systematic re-
attribution of responsibility of actions in officelders’ interest can be interpreted as

an attempt to manipulate audience’s episodic memory

To illustrate how to analyse instances where proldenial is put in action in
conjunction with negative other-presentation, Irake another extract from the UK
Cabinet Office’s news release in response to theeentitled ‘Whitehall waste: the

£31 billion cost of failure’. In his statement, NBter for the Cabinet Office Francis

Maude says:

1 And | am not alone in highlighting all the good work we have done so far;
2 the Public Accounts Committee recently recognised and welcomed

3 our transparent approach to savings.

% The use of ‘yes-but’ argumentative pattern foftstg responsibility has been highlighted by De
Cillia and Wodak (2009).
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4 Meanwhile other countries, especially in troubled Europe,

5 are now looking to us for how this is done.

In lines 1-3, the Minister usesl populumargumentation and authority legitimation
in service of positive self-presentation of the gowvnent. He supports the position
that the government should be praised (or at le@tdblamed) for its financial conduct
by claiming that a collective actor who apparehityds high status in society — a
parliamentary committee — has given the governragrasitive evaluation. In terms
of representation, Maude nominalises governmegtisr “our transparent approach
to savings” (line 3). This nominalised constructismemarkable for its ambivalence.
On the one hand, it presupposes that the governsiaanting transparently and is
saving money — both of which are supposedly regheadevorthy of public praise
rather than blame. On the other hand, it is sfitty vague to permit an opposite
interpretation: one could “have a transparent aggtdo savings” but actually not

save any money.

In lines 4-5, the Minister juxtaposes the actiohthe UK government with those of
the other countries, evoking an ‘Us vs Them’ oppasi. The suggestion that other
governments regard the UK as a positive examplpddraps a mentor or a role
model) is not supported by any data — it ultimatelies on a presumption that his
audience is likely to agree with statements thattfiren positive ingroup feelings. The
perceived opposition is intensified by negativeeothresentation: “troubled Europe”
(line 4) is a salient linguistic construction tiebased upon a presumption that the
audience regards “Europe” as an outgroup (i.et,tbh&aUK citizens do not belong to
“Europe”) and also implies that the UK is not fiéally “troubled” (problem denial).
This kind of discursive triggering of group polati®n may be regarded as
manipulative, if it is carried out systematicalljthvthe purpose of deflecting blame

for possible financial misconduct of the government

Drawing a line is realised as a quick acknowledgement of thelprol§“Mistakes
have been made”) and a possibly preemptive apokmyetimes accompanied by
more or less explicit positive self-presentatiodrflike many other leaders, | am

willing to acknowledge my mistakes. | apologise.”).

By apologising quickly, the officeholder(s) may toyavoid further discussion, thus

escaping the obligation to give reasons for thieimeworthy action (the fallacy of
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evading the burden of proof). The arguments useomunction with the apology

may be chosen to play on the audience’s emotemgainentum ad populyrand

contain claims which are irrelevant to the topidemndiscussionignoratio elenchi.

This choice can be regarded as manipulative $f dalculated to give an appearance of

moral superiority, honesty and sincerity, thus gmgslisarming critics.

An attempt to draw a line may be illustrated byeorded broadcast statement by
Nick Clegg, Deputy Prime Minister and Liberal DematdParty leader, published on
YouTube on 19 September 2012 and aired on televisithe UK later that month.
Clegg’s statement contained an apology for not ikeglpis party’s pre-2010 election
promise to oppose increasing university tuitiorsféénis cannot be strictly regarded
as apologising early or preemptively because tiérgeersial decision to raise the
maximum university tuition fees in England from 3 to £9,000 per year was
backed by the members of the UK parliament (inelgdilick Clegg and 27 other
Liberal Democrats) already in December 2010. Howee fees were actually
increased from September 2012 and Clegg may hieekttr use that occasion as an
opportunity to symbolically ‘win back trust’ of s@ndisappointed citizens by
seemingly leaving his blameworthy deeds behindraading on. Here is an extract

from Clegg’s statement:

1 I shouldn’t have committed to a policy that was so expensive

2 when there was no money around.

3 Not least when the most likely way we’d end up in Government was in coalition
4 with Labour or the Conservatives, who were both committed to put fees up.
5 | know that we fought to get the best policy we could in those circumstances.
6 But | also realise that isn’t the point. There’s no easy way to say this:

7 we made a pledge, we didn’t stick to it — and for that | am sorry.

8 When you’ve made a mistake you should apologise.

9 But more importantly — most important of all -

10 you’ve got to learn from your mistakes.

11 And that’s what we will do.

12 | will never again make a pledge unless as a party we are absolutely clear

13 about how we can keep it.

In lines 1-4, Clegg first admits to a particulaulfahe acknowledges that he should

not have pledged to resist any raising of studgtibh fees because (a) there was
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actually “no money around” (line 2) to finance tipalicy, and (b) the possible
coalition partners opposed that policy so it walskety that the fees could be capped.
This acknowledgement is ambivalent. On the one hiapeértains to Clegg’s pre-
election misjudgement, for which he actually gimesreasons — he merely says that
he should have behaved otherwise. On the other, itazah be also interpreted as an
excuse for making his current policy choices ingbgernment as he presents two
reasons for raising the tuition fees. Secondlyg@leames himself as a Hero who
“fought to get the best policy” (line 5), thus ifiext implying that the Conservatives,
who resisted his policy in the coalition governmestould be seen as Villains.
Notably, however, Clegg does not refer to any Wheti- for instance, the students
who were forced to pay higher fees have been adhiitten the statement. Hence an
element that is often expected of a full apolo@n-expression of concern for all of

those who suffered from the offense — is missing.he

In line 7, Clegg apologises by saying “I am sorifbwever, he limits his apology to

a specific component of his offence: he apologisesot keeping a promise; he does
not apologise for supporting the decision to raisedunifees. He does not direct his
apology to those people who may feel deterred seeking higher education because
going to a university has become much more colstl{erms of social actor
representation, Clegg notably switches betweergusist person singular and plural
pronouns ‘I' and ‘we’, which seems to make blanssltargeted as it is not really

clear exactly to whom ‘we’ may refer.

In line 8, Clegg first recites an imperative (“Whgu've made a mistake you should
apologise”) that mainly seems to serve as an itidicaf his moral high ground.
Secondly, he asserts that is it “most importardli3fto learn from one’s mistakes
(lines 9-10), and then claims to perform this leagrby promising to refrain from the
particular kind of behaviour that he claims to etgr making pledges that cannot be
easily kept — in the future. However, he does ffiler @any compensation for the
possible harm that his wrongdoing may have caus@diticular people. By
emphasising the importance of “learning” (thatektively easy to do), he
backgrounds the importance of compensation (whiai be difficult and costly to
provide). By focusing his talk on his future acsquising the future tense as in “that’s
what we will do” in line 11), he backgrounds hisparongdoing. By seemingly

claiming to have learned a lesson, he is appe#difgs audience’s emotions and tries
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to give an appearance of a person with a good ctesrand high moral standards —
which ultimately is an act of positive self-presgin. Thus this statement cannot be
seen as a full apology, but merely an attempt tosgesome blame and attract

sympathy.

Changing the subjectis realised mainly in two ways: via topic contnahich may
involve violations of the maxim of relation, forsitance, providing distracting
information which is irrelevant to the accusatiomsby a manipulative strategy of
making use of recipients’ vulnerabilities — chogssuch a time for communicating
when the potential critics are most likely distetby other actions, thus ‘burying’

information.

The fallacies may include provision of irrelevargaments ignoratio elenchi and
talking about unrelated problems raised by (pogsibhginary) opponents (straw
man). From a cognitive point of view, changing siubdject is based on manipulating
Short Term Memory-based discourse understandirgbldime taker uses text and talk
and imagery to draw recipient’s attention to infatian X rather than possibly

blameworthy information Y.

To illustrate the use of this blame avoidance styatl analyse an excerpt from a
transcript of a press conference given by the Ukh@Minister David Cameron and
the Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg on 7 Janua@$2 This widely covered press
conference was designed and performed by the goeernas part of launching its
‘mid-term review’ — an important self-assessmerduinent comparing the
commitments made in its programme two and a hafg/earlier to the policies it had
actually carried out to date. The press conferevaas a major proactive attempt at
positive self-presentation of the Conservative—tab®emocrat coalition. However,
the format of a press conference provides theqgipating journalists an opportunity
to directly confront the Ministers with questiohsit draw attention to negative and
possibly blameworthy phenomena instead. Here ISaruthree conversational turns
that took place after both David Cameron and Nit#g@ had finished their short
speeches: a journalist asks an inquisitorial gaesthe Deputy Prime Minister Nick

Clegg replies, and at some point the journaligriieres to repeat his question.

1 ##Question

2 This is a very nice document. Thank you for giving it to us, but | think a lot of
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people are going to wonder what the point of it is tonight. | can tell you the one
thing they do want to know, which is what’s going to happen to the economy this
year. Can you both give us a picture of where you think we are? Is a triple-dip
recession possible? Likely? Are you really both confident that the economy is going
to grow this year? If not, why not? Are you contemplating other measures if it

doesn’t come out the way you want?

O 00 N o u b W

10 ##Deputy Prime Minister

11 The first thing I'd say is that we’ve been very open with the British people about

12 the fact that the time needed to get the job done, that the time needed for the
13 economy to heal fully, is taking longer than frankly anyone expected.

14 We’ve been very open about that.

15 We’ve actually said that dealing with the structural deficit, balancing the books, is

16 going to take longer.

17 We couldn’t have been more open that it is going to take longer and it does mean

18 that the next parliament, the next government, will need to complete

19 the job that we have initiated, but we’ve made huge strides. The deficit is 25% lower.
20 Now, hang on; it’s important.

21

22 ##Question
23 My question was about are you confident, both of you, that we are on the track to

24 growth.

In his first turn (lines 2—-8), the journalist usaeck politeness by delivering an
obviously insincere compliment and an expressiografitude: “This is a very nice
document. Thank you for giving it to us”. He follewt up with a string of questions
about the economic forecast for the country — sameithat, as he implies, the

ministers had chosen to neglect in their presemtati

In response, the Deputy Prime Minister Clegg startalk at length about how ‘open’
the government has been, instead of addressingustions actually raised by the

journalist. Clegg thus instantly tries to avoidrbkin this conversational situation by
committing an argumentative ‘straw man’ fallacymay be argued that the choice of
this particular manoeuvre was encouraged by thelat the journalist asked multiple

guestions at one go — the less focused is theigoe#te more space there seems to be
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for sidestepping a straightforward reply. The repedin lines 11, 14, and 17) use of
the word ‘open’ (which tends to have a generallgifpee connotation in discourses
about government) seems to indicate that the speakexious to persuade the
audience that he is talking honestly. Moreover atiempts to shift at least some of
the responsibility for the economic situation ie ttountry away from the current
government by stating that “the next parliamerg, riext government, will need to
complete the job that we have initiated” (lines 18); disregarding that the questions

asked were about the current year.

Restricting information can be described pragmatically as a violatiomefrhaxim

of quantity: the officeholders choose not to previgertain information about issues
which may attract blame (e.g., misuse of the puiints, or misconduct of public
service providers) and therefore their contribut@public discussion may be seen as
not as informative as required. When justifyingstheestrictions, officials often make
use of thdopos of law(for instance, “This information is classified undlee Atomic

Energy Act of 1954”) and the legitimations are nhaimased on authority.

As an illustration of analysis, | use another egtéom the transcript of the press
conference by David Cameron and Nick Clegg on tidg@n2013. Here, a journalist
has asked them if they are both confident thatXiieeconomy is “on the track to
growth”. First, the Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clggives his answer and then the

Prime Minister David Cameron has a turn:

## Deputy Prime Minister
I don’t think anyone should start making foolish statistical predictions about
what’s going to happen to something as unpredictable as the global economy,

but we’re doing the right reforms and implementing the right changes

1
2
3
4
5 to ensure that healing process continues.
6
7 ## Prime Minister

8 I'll just add - and | agree with every word of that - but I'll just add to that point that

9 we don’t now make our own forecasts.

10 We’ve given that to the Office for Budget Responsibility.

11 They are forecasting growth this year, as are almost every other economic forecaster.

12 That’s what the forecasters say.
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Here, Clegg first implies that economic forecasisutd not be talked about by
labelling anyone who would do this ‘foolish’ (lir®). He not only avoids giving a
substantial reply to the journalist’'s question &lsb, by implication of suggesting that
answering the particular question would be ‘fodlislould be seen as ridiculing both
the question and the one who asked it. Clegg falthis up with some
straightforward positive self-presentation in lhé‘we’re doing the right reforms”)

that is not supported by any data.

Cameron then indicates that he and Clegg shoulbenekpected to talk about the
economic outlook for the UK, because the respolitsiltdo make economic forecasts
has been given by the government to a specific@gehne Office for Budget
Responsibility (line 10). Both ministers apparem#igard talking about economic
forecasts as something that may attract blame ecedly if their predictions later

turn out to be wrong. Therefore they have preereptiestablished a separate unit that
they can conveniently use as a blame ‘lightning: ib@& ministers can choose not to
provide possibly ‘inconvenient’ information themsesd by claiming that officially

this is a task for someone elsepos of layy. Notably, Cameron represents the Office
for Budget Responsibility as an ‘outgroup’ by usthgd person plural pronoun ‘they’
(“they are forecasting growth”), thus further distang himself from the forecast.
Moreover, the name of the unit — Office for BudBetsponsibility — is salient,
because it implies that the unit takes responsiliir the budget, thereby seemingly
removing (at least some of ) the responsibilityffioancial outcomes from the rest of

the government.

‘Lying doggo’ (a British informal term for ‘being in hiding ane@&ping quiet’) as a
blame avoidance strategy basically means optingfoctnversation or opting for
one-way communication. In this case, officeholdirsiot regard opponents as
serious partners in the discussion and do not defegir standpoints (“No comment”),
thus violating the essential pragma-dialectica@ésulhich should grant the parties

with conflicting views the freedom to argue and tiiéigation to give reasons.

Admittedly, silence can be a difficult phenomenorstudy and exemplify in linguistic
terms as it seems to involve no text or talk. Hosvethe strategic uses of silence in
political communication can be sometimes intergtdtg analysing metadiscourses

about these silences, that is, what others sayhbgtsee as being absent from
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someone’s discourse (Schroter, 2013). Here is ampbe of such metadiscourse. On
21 June 2012, the BBC News ran a story titled ‘Gamelucks Gary Barlow tax
avoidance question’. The article points out thaewhomedian Jimmy Carr and
(Conservative Party supporting) musician Gary Baneere both accused of using
tax avoidance schemes, then the Prime Ministerd@eimeron publicly criticised
Carr but did not say anything about Barlow. Camerpied out of discussing this
topic simply by saying that he was not going taegav‘running commentary” on

people’s tax affairs.

Working behind the sceness most directly related to linguistic and non-lingtic
forms of coercion and bribery and is often aimesilehcing the opponents. It may
involve administering systematic personal attackpatential blame makers
(argumentum ad baculum, argumentum ad homjneametimes threatening them
with legal sanctionstgpos of law or with humiliation, that is, offending their ptige
face. This strategy is manipulative as its go&b imduce less powerful groups into

tending to accept the arguments of a more powerfidnisation.

It is very difficult to obtain concrete textual erples of such covert interactioffs.
However, compelling evidence of behind-the-scep&gionships between
government officeholders and the press has emefgeeixample, from a 2012
independent inquiry in the UK, commonly known asltbveson RepariThe report
was commissioned by the UK Government to covecthtire, practices and ethics of
the press in its relations with the public, theigeland politicians. In the executive
summary of the report, Lord Justice Leveson, widdle inquiry, concludes that over
several decades the political parties and the govent “have had or developed too
close a relationship with the press in a way wihiak not been in the public interest”
and adds that “in part, it has been a matter aigyto far in trying to control the
supply of news and information to the public iruretfor the hope of favourable
treatment by sections of the press” (The Levesqnity, 2012: 26). Therefore an
analyst of discursive strategies of blame avoidamng®vernment should give due
consideration to a possibility that some importaotes in the blame game at hand

may be unobservable and extra-linguistic.

3" There are only a few linguistically informed enigéd studies that focus on analysing backstage
activity in political organisations; for instancge Wodak (2000, 2011).
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4.4 Concluding remarks

In this chapter, | have tried to develop a systeaiproach to dissecting and
interpreting communicative aspects of blame avagdiehaviour in government in
terms of specific discursive strategies. At tinedficeholders use intricate and
creative ways of shifting blame, backgrounding @ararthy phenomena in their
text and talk, or making blame seem less targdtied.proposed framework could
help discourse analysts see certain linguistiaifeatin government
communication not only as constitutive elementdis€ursive strategies (ways of
arguing, attributing, mitigating, etc.) but posgiblso as elements of particular

broader socio-political macro-strategies — wayawfiding blame.

Admittedly, my framework has at least two limitait® First, it is tentative and not
necessarily comprehensive. Further empirical studf¢ext and talk patterns of
executive government institutions or particulaicgholders who try to avoid
accusations of wrongdoing could point to specifgcdrsive choices which may not
fit under any of the proposed categories. Alsangexample analyses have proven,
in real life situations we should expect to obsesiveultaneous or mixed use
(blending) of several discursive strategies of dvigj blame risk. Furthermore, some
of the reactive discursive strategies may be apaidy together with non-discursive
anticipative practices of blame avoidance (e.dal#shing the Office for Budget
Responsibility and then using it as a ‘lightning’rtor blame in public text and talk).
| will discuss how to interpret some of the combimas of verbal and non-verbal

defensive strategies further in Chapters 6 and 7.

The second caveat or challenge is that the heudati only be effectively used in
conjunction with additional systematic analysigtef components of the blame game
wherein the strategies are enacted, such as tiecsuaiatter of a blame event or a
blame risk, the actors, the magnitude of harm ahos¢he seriousness of a violation,
and so forth. The context of a blame game, as i in the previous chapter, may
be operationalised by breaking it down into seviagdrs of analysis (following
Wodak, 2011; see Appendix A). The context eniatisrtextual and interdiscursive
relationshipsfor instance, capturing the dynamics of interacaod taking into
consideration the many genres in which the desgrit@tegies may occur. In future

research, it might be possible to reveal any tymeguences of discursive moves by
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different participants of the blame game in patécgenres of executive governance,
like face-to-face interactions, policy documentéic@l news releases, personal
emails, speeches, blog posts, interviews, and $d Bime context entailextra-
linguistic institutional and situational variablesuch as the preferred ways of
sustaining domination within the blame taking ington, the formality/informality of
the situation, and — probably most saliently — \Wwhethe text and talk about blame
are publicly mediated or remain solely in the béags. It is also evident that some
blame avoidance strategies are more overt andeamobe easily detected by
analysing micro-processes of discourse while othersmore hidden (e.g., behind-
the-scenes work). Hence, additional attention shbalgiven to coercion as a central
strategic function of exercising administrative poW’ The context of a blame game
also entails its broaddistorical and socio-political backdrofor instance, the
financial crisis and austerity politics in the UiKmy study. | introduce more socio-
political contextual information in the followindhapter, where | take a closer look at
how a blame game was played out between the thaedelef the Opposition David
Cameron and the then Prime Minister Gordon Brownnduthe outset of a financial
crisis in the UK in 2007 and 2008.

3 See, for instance, how Wodak (2006b) analysesesems of ‘strategies of remembering’ the war
crimes in interviews carried out in Austria.

39 As | noted in Chapter 1, Chilton (2004, pp. 45-dé3cribes coercion as a main category of ‘strategi
function’ in political language use along with legiisation/delegitimisation and
representation/misrepresentation.
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5. ‘A reckless prudence’ versus ‘global financialurmoil’:
An analysis of the opposition—government blame gamnia

opinion articles

On 14 September 2007, Northern Rock, one of thesUdtgest mortgage lenders,
suffered from the biggest run on a British bankniore than a century. Panicking
depositors withdraw £1 billion after the BBC reezhthat Northern Rock had asked
for emergency financial support from the Bank ofiand. In the UK context, this
can be regarded as the ‘materialising’ of the emgrfinancial crisis, because up until
then the reported subprime mortgage market probierie United States had not
been perceived as a threat to the UK (Koller & &i&yr 2010).

Two days after the collapse of Northern Rock, Davaimeron, the then opposition
leader and the head of the Conservative Partyjghda an article iSunday
Telegraphtitled “These are the Fruits of a Reckless ‘Pna@’, in which he argued
that the Labour government that had been in poareteh consecutive years by that
time, should be blamed for the damage caused bgrigis in the UK. From then on,
as the financial crisis evolved in the UK, the mensbof the Conservative opposition
systematically talked and wrote about the crisihasLabour’s debt crisis’ — and this
usage persisted after the Conservatives took bedetdership of the UK government
following the 2010 elections (Hay, 2011, 2013; Elmugh & Fairclough, 2012).

The global turmoil in the financial industry in tkege 2000s engendered a multiplicity
of competing blame narratives. For example, thédrieconomist Howard Davies
identified 38 different strands of explanationsaeting potential culprits in the blame
game related to the financial crisis. He obserbad the imperative of blame

avoidance accounted for the proliferation of vasiagcounts.

It is perhaps not surprising that such a plethéexplanations should have been
articulated. We are all influenced by our percaitigrejudices and interests.
Central bankers are not likely to volunteer thaakvenonetary policy was at the
heart of the problem. . . . Politicians are not¢ljkto say that they were guilty of
fuelling the fire with ill-considered social intemtions. Regulators rarely

confess to having been asleep at wheel. Bankensndikely to put their hands
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up and acknowledge that it was their short-terned@nd recklessness which

was to blame. (Davies, 2010, p. 5)

It is not surprising that David Cameron chose @t bank run as an opportunity to
place blame for the crisis particularly on the Labgovernment and not on anyone
else. In modern Western democracies, the politiciaimo are campaigning for power
— leaders of opposition parties and members of@hadbinets — are generally
engaged in blaming the incumbent government anddisidual officeholders
(Weaver, 1986). Opposition’s goal is to erode tteglibility of those in power by
drawing public attention to stories about how rsilé&ad deeds and bad character has
caused some harm, loss, or failure, or would irsgehe possibility of such negative
occurrences. They are usually ‘on attack’ as thtymgpt to change the status quo and
gain power. Accordingly, the officeholders who ar@ower, including prime
ministers and members of their cabinets, are praduntly engaged in blame
avoidance. Their goal is to maintain a reasonaellof public trust and credibility

by justifying and explaining their (in)actions afehding off attributions of bad
character. They are often ‘on defence’ as theyrgitéo sustain their power and

maintain the status quo.

Such opposition—government blame games may reastwend specific instances of
personal transgression, such as an executive bffider's abuse of power, financial
or sexual misconduct, or her inappropriate speetiHowever, blame games could
also be understood as dramaturgical performantagd for particular audiences,
where particular actors — blame makers and blakersa- present and defend their
strategic definitions of what constitutes “a gooaywf governing”, “a good policy”,
“a policy failure”, or “a social problem”. Governmeblame games often involve
much more than mere personal attacks and defeficeg.have broader political
functions. Stories and arguments about blame carsée to “challenge or protect an

existing social order”, “legitimise and empowertparar actors as ‘fixers’ of the

problem”, and “create new political alliances” (8¢9 2012, p. 224).

Governments’ motivation for focusing on self-presgion becomes particularly
salient during the times of economic recessionailmse incumbent parties face an
increased risk of being punished by disgruntle@rat the next elections (Weaver,
1986). In 2008, the financial crisis in the UK bemamore and more acute. On 8
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October 2008, the Labour government announced arrpagkage to support the
banking sector, up to an aggregate total of £50i@Min loans and guarantees. Two
days later, the Prime Minister and Labour Partdéeasordon Brown published an
opinion piece, titled “We Must Lead the World to&ncial Stability”, inThe Times,
where he not only justified the bank rescue plahi®fgovernment, but also defended
it against blame by suggesting that his governrhaatlimited capacity to alleviate the
financial instability in the long run due to theobhl nature of the crisis. Brown’s
defensive stance may have been justified, bechesintancial crisis started in the
United States, the UK was interdependent with thidd States in terms of both
finance and trade, and the fragility of the UK emmy predated the rule of the Labour
government (Hay, 2010, 2013; Hay & Wincott, 2012).

As already noted in Chapter 1, opinion pieces ingpaper articles can be used by
government officeholders as genres of reactive blamoidance. Using such a
newspaper genre enables them to present and debeiopersuasive arguments
more substantially and independently from an immaegternal interference by
political opponents, interviewers, or editors (amuld be the case if they were
presenting their messages, for instance, durin@trestion Time in the Parliament,
via TV interviews or journalistic article§9.However, the genre of an opinion piece
also has important limitations: The performerswaftswritten discourses cannot use
non-textual rhetorical devices like intonation odly language to elicit particular
audience effects (unlike in political genres thsg sound and images, such as
podcasts or posters). Neither can they receivanhsiudience feedback and use it for
their advantage (this could be the case in livdip@peaking situations, e.g., an orator
can enjoy a long applause). Moreover, the audiehtigese pieces can take their time
to read and re-read the article, and pay moretaiteto the logical appeal and
consistency of the argument. Thus it seems reasot@bocus my analysis on the

strategies of argumentation used in such articles.

“%'In the UK, the weekly session of the Prime Minist€uestions at the House of Commons is a
parliamentary institution which has increasinglgde a rowdy verbal battle between the Leader of
the Opposition and the Prime Minister (Bates, KBgmne, & Stanley, 2014). Broadcast interviews
with politicians often involve aggressive questianby journalists who seek celebrity status through
showing adversarial stance towards powerful offidéérs (Clayman & Heritage, 2002).
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In the previous chapter, | analysed excerpts framdGn Brown’s article to exemplify
the use of excuses and justifications as discusthategies of blame avoidance.
Below, | attempt to reconstruct his defensive argoitnpublished at the peak of the
crisis, in more detail, and juxtapose this withopposing offensive argument
presented in an earlier opinion piece by the Leafltre Opposition David Cameron.
| seek to identify and interpret the reactive dsfes discursive moves used by the
Prime Minister in response to blame making of thpasition in the context of
escalating economic problems and the falling pufligport to the government.

By doing so, | continue my investigation into reéaetblame avoidance in the public
(RQ 3) that I launched in the previous chapter vith greater focus on argument

structures and competing accounts of the crisesladame event.

5.1 The argument model of the blame game

The basic goal of the government blame game igtsyade an audience (e.g., the
readers of a newspaper) that someone in questioh,a a government or a concrete
officeholder, either should or should not be blanfe@senting arguments is one of
the possible ways of achieving this. Argumentatian be defined as a
linguistic/cognitive action pattern of problem-sioly that is characterised by a
sequence of speech acts (e.g., expressive, déaam@dsertive, commissive,
interrogative, directive) that are used to convisemebody of the acceptability of a
standpoint by challenging or justifying controvatsialidity claims about truth and
normative rightness, that is, questions of knowéedgd questions of what should or
should not be done (Reisigl, 2014).

From the argumentation analytic perspective, b&aimb makers and blame takers
may use argumentative moves to manipulate the acel® perception of a possibly
negative event and the perception of agency fagative event (i.e., what is true),
and convince the audience that a particular agentld or should not be blamed (i.e.,
what is normatively right to do). For example, arbé maker may claim that a
particular event (e.g., a bank run) was negatind,that the incumbent government
deserves blame, because it did not take any agéspite having both an obligation
and capacity to prevent this event. On the othedhan officeholder who avoids

blame may claim that there is actually no reasdslame anyone because little or no
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harm has been done, or that the negative everigescaused unintentionally or by

someone else, or that the event was unpredictable.

The basic elements of arguments that underlie slacims can be delineated based on
Toulmin’s (2003) functional model for analysing angents** Within his model of

argument,

» claimis contestable statement that has to be justified,

« dataare facts, evidence, or reasons given to suppmattecular claim,

« warrant connects particular claims and data; it is oftasdal on values that are
assumed to be shared with the listener and islwatya expressed explicitly; it
can be explicated in the form “if x, then y” or ‘lyecause x”;

» backingis a statement that is used to give additionapettgo the warrant,

» qualifier is a phrase that may be added to the claim tcateliits strength (e.g.,
‘usually’, ‘sometimes’, ‘under these conditions)d

» rebuttalis a counter-argument or exception to the claim.

Each argument must contain at least the first tbfékese elements, even though
sometimes any of these elements may remain unesqutéKienpointner, 1996). In
arguments over blame, the claims are typically nau®it the harmfulness (or more
broadly — negativity) of an event, the cause(dhefevent, and the (degree of)
blameworthiness or otherwise of an actor, suchgms/arnment or a concrete
officeholder. Data, accordingly, are evidence pmeseto support such claims. For
example, this may include evidence of whether drancegative event took place,
how much harm was caused, whether or not a caonkaxists between the negative
event and the blame taker, whether or not the blaker had an intention to cause the
negative event, and whether or not the blame tiakdrthe capacity and obligation to
avoid the negative event from occurring. | presesimplified functional argument

model of attributing and avoiding blame in Figuré Below*?

“1 Notably, Toulmin’s model has been long adopteplihlic policy analysis (e.g., Dunn, 1981), but has
not been widely applied to government blame games.

2 The simplified Toulmin model has been advanced aseful analytic device by Kienpointner (1996),
and employed in discourse-historical studies bykmer (2013) and Reisigl (2014), among others.
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Data Claim

Evidence that supports Statement that

the claim of someone’s someone in question

blameworthiness or should or should not
i be blamed

otherwise Warrant

E.g., evidence of:

- existence or non-
existence of a negative
event;

- great or small
magnitude of the
negative event;

- existence or non-
existence of a causal link
between the negative
event and the blame

A conclusion rule that
is used to connect
data to the claim

E.g., “if a negative
event occurred, X
caused it, intended to
cause it, and had the
capacity and
obligation to prevent
it from occurring,

ta.wker; ) then X should be
- intention of the blame blamed”

taker to cause the
negative event;

- capacity and obligation
of the blame taker to
avoid the negative event
from occurring

Figure 5.1. The basic functional argument model of attributing and avoiding blame

Even though this layout of an argument seems sintipdeactual arguments used in
blame games, either in opinion articles or othewge, may be rather complex and

thus difficult to unpack. There are at least twasens for this.

First, the elements in the argument are ole#nmplicit, as the arguer expects the
audience to ‘fill in the gaps’ based on an assuamedmon ground. For example, a
blame maker may say that the government shouldamedal (claim), because
whenever a policy fails, the government deservasibl(warrant). In this case, the
blame maker does not provide any data and exgeetsudience to be able to infer (or
perhaps make up) the evidence that would suppertlgim in this particular case. To
bring another hypothetical example, an officeholter say in response to an

accusation that she did not intend to cause any fdata). In this case, the
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officeholder makes neither the warrant nor thenelexplicit. She expects the
audience to supply both the conclusion rule (“ife@tor causes harm unintentionally,
then she does not deserve blame”) as well as tiduion (“therefore this
officeholder should not be blamed”). Moreover, angmts may involvallusions that

is, indirect references to presumably shared egpees and understandings that invite
the audience to assign a particular meaning tactor ar an event. Hence, analysts
may need a lot of non-linguistic contextual knowgedo grasp what kind of common
ground with the audience at hand the arguer presuamel how this knowledge can be

exploited for the purposes of persuasion.

The second complicating factor for analysts of argnts over blame is that the claim
that someone deserves or does not deserve blambeysapported by eéhain of
argumentsFor example, a blame maker may treat data aheunagnitude of a
negative act and data about the causal link bettez=negative event and the
government as separate claims that need to be seddost, and construct separate
sub-arguments to support each of these (usingiceuh-data and sub-warrants).
Only after these data have been supported, theehtaaker may move on to make the
main claim: the government should be blamed fositathe negative event. To put
it differently, both blame making and blame avogimay involve, in the first
instance, defending epistemic propositions abouwttwhor is not true, and only
thereafter normative propositions about what shoulshould not be done. When the
players in the blame game provide many sub-argwsnérg complexity of the

argument structure increases accordirfgly.

Argumentation is always related to a particulaidoplence, it is necessary for
discourse analysts to look beyond general (funatidormal, abstract) aspects of
argument and try to discover the topic-related mrgptation schemes (Reisigl, 2014).
Following the discourse-historical approach to gsiag political argumentation
(Reisigl & Wodak, 2001; Reisigl, 2014), | pay peudiiar attention to the use of topic-

specific warrants aiopoiin blame games. Topoi, as explained earlier, easden as

3 Moreover, especially during prolonged argumends timfold between adversarial parties over longer
periods of time, the arguers may repeatedly atigrad the elements in their argument so that these
would have a better ‘fit’ with other elements. example, a blame maker may propose that the
government deserves blame, but during the courtieealebate realise that the data she can provide
allows her to blame only a particular officeholdgo she may choose to revise her claim accordingly,
that is, substitute the initial blame taker wittmare ‘suitable’ one.
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quasi-argumentative shortcuts, content-relatedlosiun rules that connect
argument(s) with the claim, but whose plausibitign be relatively easily questioned
(see Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, pp. 74-80; Reisigl,20dp. 77-79). To unpack such
condensed arguments, one has to specifically loothe use of (presumably)
collectively shared context-specific symbols — stimmg that is already accepted by
the target audience. For instance, if a persomdeéig a claim presents a lot of
statistical figures (disregarding their actual truailidity) then the warrant may be
interpreted as thmpos of numbersufficient numerical evidence is taken by the

particular audience to mean that the claim has lemonstrated’ to be true.

From a normative point of view, certain uses ofhscanclusion rules may be
considered to be fallacious when these do not thegiragma-dialectical criteria for
rational dispute (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 198sigl, 2014). However, it may
be very difficult to distinguish between sound &aléacious arguments, because
doing so requires considerable topic- and fieldiexl knowledge, for instance, about
the intentions, capacities, and obligations of @i@alar blame taker in particular
socio-historical and institutional settings. Moregwevaluation based on pragma-
dialectical rules may seem inadequate if playethénblame game regard their
interaction primarily as aeristic dialogue that is, “a combative kind of verbal
exchange in which two parties are allowed to baongtheir strongest arguments to
attack the opponent by any means, and have a Kipgbtracted verbal battle to see
which side can triumph and defeat or even humilia¢eother side” (Walton, 1998, p.
181). Arguing for the sake of conflict, insteadre$olving a conflict and reaching a
consensus with the incumbent, may seem like amgabmodus operandi for the
opposition. Members of the opposition may regarféating or humiliating the
incumbent in a blame game as a necessary strategicowards the resignation of an
officeholder or the whole government (perhaps waation of no confidence
following a scandal), or the defeat of the ruliragtges at the next elections. In a
similar vein, members of the government may nanterested in having a rational
debate with the opposition, but rather choose $tesgyatically ignore or cast doubt on
opposition’s standpoints, perhaps by claiming thase merely express the

incompetence and bad intentions of the membeitseodpposition.

In the next sections, | will present the diagrarhthe arguments put forward by

David Cameron and Gordon Brown in their newspapéras, and explain what kind
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of warrants (otopoi) the former uses to attach, and the latter tcedeBllame for the
financial crisis in the UK. The full texts of theadicles are provided in Appendix
D.44

5.2 The opposition leader’'s argument: The governmeéreserves blame

The opposition leader David Cameron uses a chaamgerfments that support the
claim that the UK government should be blamedlierangoing crisis. | will first lay
out his central epistemic sub-argument: that theedd&nomy has become vulnerable
to the crisis because of “a huge expansion of puid private debt” over the past
decade (Figure 5.2).

Cameron writes:

56 This Government has presided over a huge expansion of public and private debt
57 without showing awareness of the risks involved.

58 Though the current crisis may have had its trigger in the US, over the past decade

59 the gun has been loaded at home. Under Labour our economic growth has been
60 built on a mountain of debt. And as any family with debts knows,

61 higher debt makes us more vulnerable to the unexpected. In short,

62 the increases in debt in the UK have added a new risk to economic stability.

Here, the relationship between claim and datausalaa particular negative situation
that is argued to exist (a country’s vulnerabititythe crisis) is the result of a
particular factor (expansion of public and privdébt in the country). The warrant is
based oranalogy as it is backed up by an assumption that if dedidtes a family
vulnerable, it also makes a country vulnerable. €am suggests that every person
who has (had) debt in their family should also ustéand the risks related to debt on
the state level. Debt on a micro-economic (famiyel and debt on macro-economic

(state) level are presented as essentially simrdreasily comparable.

44 Even though the general comparison of the artitjeBrown and Cameron is not really at issue in
my analysis, it is worth pointing out some similié$ in terms of their field of action, genre, and
medium. Both articles serve the function of formatof public attitudes, opinion, and will (for this
distinction, see Reisigl & Wodak, 2009, p. 91). IBatticles are relatively lengthy opinion piecebeT
length of Cameron'’s article is 1,062 words, andviBre 945 words. And both articles were published
in generalist, national, non-tabloid newspaper$ wimilarly large readerships: the circulation figsi
were 644,828 foBunday Telegraptin September 2007) and 629,561 Tére Timegin October 2008).

132



Data Sub-Claim

UK has seen “a huge Over the past decade,

expansion of public and the UK has become

private debt” during the vulnerable to the

past decade: financial crisis
Warrant

1) The level of personal

debt has trebled to £1.3 Large public and private

trillion debt makes a country

2) People in the UK owe vulnerable to financial

more than the entire crises

national income

3) Mortgage payments are
at their highest for 15 years
4) Insolvencies have

quadrupled and are at Backing

record levels

5) Someone goes bust in “As any family with debts
the UK every seven minutes knows, higher debt

6) The government is makes us more
borrowing £35 billion a year vulnerable to the

7) The UK government is unexpected”

borrowing more than any
other in Europe

Figure 5.2. Cameron’s sub-argument that the UK economy has become vulnerable

No actual evidence is provided to support the pstjmm that debt always has the
same consequences, either for a family or a cosrggonomy. The backing — “as any
family with debts knows” — relies argumentum ad populurnt is presumed to be

true because many people believe so.

The data that Cameron presents in lines 63—68 astlyrbased on selected statistical
evidence. The bulk of this evidence pertains tarnkesase in private debt (points 1-5
listed under Data in Figure 5.2); public debt reesisomewhat less attention (points
6—7 listed under Data in Figure 5.2). All of thggents are stated as unmodalised,
categorical truths. The evidence is selected aesemted in such a way that is most
likely to evoke a sense of danger. The implicitalosion rule could be reconstructed

as an emotional appeal to threat: for examplay&fowe more than we earn then it
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makes us vulnerable and this should be stopped’.cbmparison of selected
statistical indicators in the UK to those of otheuntries serves the same purpose.
The conclusion rule can be restated in the follogwiray: “If a government is
borrowing more than other European governmentsithsmangerous and should be
stopped.” In other words, his data have been gy selected to modulate the
audience’s perception of the magnitude of a negatixent and advance from a claim

of debt-induced vulnerability to an (implied) ctadlblame and oust the government.

Cameron’s overall argument that blame for the siiisithe UK should be placed on
the Labour government is sketched out in Figureb®&l8w. Cameron implies that the
Labour government deserves blame on the groundghghdabour government “has
presided over a huge expansion of public and midabt without showing awareness
of the risks involved” (lines 56-57). The conclusimle that leads to the attribution of
blame to the government could be calllee topos of government as a protecaod
explicated as follows: “A government in officanandshouldlimit a country’s
vulnerability to financial crises”. The use of tlssnclusion rule stands on the
assumption that the audience shares the viewahab{/ernments have a particular
capacity:theycanlimit public and private debt if they wish to do,and (b)
governments have a particular obligation: tshguldalways limit (excessive) public
and private debt. In other words, Cameron sugdkatshe government should be
regarded as having full control over risk factatated to financial crises and could
therefore be legitimately blamed for failing to éadteps to anticipate and avoid crises.
A comparison with other governments serves as kitgéor his warrant. Importantly,
by doing so, Cameron narrows down the scope cthement: he suggests that the
financial turmoil should be understood as the ‘Latgdebt crisis’ (see Hay, 2013)
rather than a broader systemic problem that affeetsy countries. Moreover, it may
be interpreted as an attempt to imply that theodhiction of Conservative policies,
such as sustained reductions in public spendingatsdin welfare state benefits, is

the only possible solution to the crisis in the UK.

Cameron briefly mentions a possible counter-arguraea reservation to his
standpoint that the Labour government should beé detountable for the financial
crisis in the UK. He writes, “Though the currenisig may have had its trigger in the
US” and then quickly dismisses this point by sttinat “over the past decade the gun

has been loaded at home.” It seems that he damaisdy to represent the crisis
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Data

1) Over the past
decade, the UK has
become vulnerable
to the financial crisis

2) The Labour
government has
been in office for the

Warrant

A government in office
can and should limit a
country’s vulnerability
to financial crises

Claim

The Labour government
has failed to fulfil its
obligation and should be
blamed for making the UK
vulnerable to the financial
crisis

past decade

Rebuttal
Backing “Though the current
crisis may have had
“Our Government is its trigger in the US...”
borrowing more than

any other in Europe”

Figure 5.3. Cameron’s argument that the Labour government deserves blame

metaphorically as a gunshot: ‘loading of a gun'spraes intentional human action,
and ‘at home’ stands for the UK, hence the uséisfrhetaphor supports his overall
claim of Labour government’s control and intentilityain relation to the crisis. This
rebuttal here should be seen as a demonstratiorelgfvance rather than an
acknowledgement of some of the merits of a diffevéw. Note the modality of this
claim: ‘may’ functions as a qualifier that limits istrength, thus actually making the
alternative claim — that the Labour government &hbe blamed for the crisis — seem

more plausible.
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5.3 The Prime Minister's argument: The government des not deserve blame

Now, | will return to an analysis of Gordon Browrggicle and show how he tries to
avoid blame by arguing that his government desquvaise, but its capacity to solve
the crisis in the UK is limited. As suggested i firevious chapter, this involves

providing both justifications and excuses. Browagants the crisis mainly in relation
to a global ‘turmoil’ within the banking sector (ke Cameron who emphasises the

increasing public and private debt in the UK). Browrites:

The banking system is fundamental to everything we do.
Every family and every business in Britain depends upon it.
That is why, when threatened by the global financial turmoil

that started in America and has now spread across the world,

0o N o v b

we in Britain took action to secure our banks and financial system.

The first two sentences of the article (lines 4 &phdre presented as unmitigated facts,
as common knowledge. Brown describes banks astediebeneficial for the society
as a whole: The first person plural pronoun ‘wesraes to include “every family and
every business” in the country. However, this ‘shultaneously denotes the
political leadership of the country: his fellow mieens of the Labour government who
‘took action’ by deciding to support the banks.juistify his government’s decision,
Brown presents it as unquestionably necessaryg wgamrants that | have callede
topos of threat to the banksf banks have problems then it poses a threat to
everybody and one should do something to securkahks”), andhe topos of
government as a protect@fif threats to people emerge then the governrséotld

do something to protect the people against themig¢se implicit warrants seem to
lead to the conclusion that the UK government bé#léd its obligation to protect
people, and deserves praise for helping the bamiigli is represented as equivalent
to protecting people). A possible way of laying this justificatory argument as a

diagram is provided in Figure 5.4.
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Data Claim

1) Banks in the UK The UK

arein trouble government has
Warrants fulfilled its

2) The government obligation and

If banks have problems, this
poses a threat to everybody
and one should do something
to secure the banks

deserves praise for
helping the banks

has taken steps to
help the banks

If threats to everybody emerge,
the government should do
something to protect the
people against them

Backing
“The banking system is

fundamental to everything we
dol’

Figure 5.4. Brown’s argument that his government deserves praise

However, the bulk of Brown’s article contains argants that imply that the UK
government’s capacity to bring about a recovernnftbe crisis should not be
overestimated (Figure 5.5). In other words, he esghat he and his government
cannot take full responsibility for solving thesis in the UK — and thus should not be
blamed if the ‘turmoil’ continues and has furtheigative consequences for the people.
By doing so, he constructs an understanding obtigoing financial crisis that is at
loggerheads with Cameron’s claims, and opens updhsibilities for explaining the

crisis in other terms than ‘Labour’s debt’.

Brown uses the words “global”, “globe” and “intetiwaal” repeatedly throughout his
article to sustain the definition of the crisiswasversal, complex, and not specific to
the UK, thus suggesting that the UK governmentistico over crisis management is
necessarily limited (e.g., “But because this iscdal problem, it requires a global

solution. Indeed this now moves to a global stagg...”
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Data Sub-Claim

The UK
government does
not have the full

1) The current financial crisis
is a global problem and can

only be dealt with at the Warrants
international level capa'\city for o
- International meetings are 1) If global threats §0IV|ng the crisis
held to discuss how to deal emerge then no single in the UK
with the crisis government has the full
- The UK government calls capacity to alleviate
other governments to adopt these
certain policies to alleviate
the crisis 2) If a threat is
unforeseeable then the
2) It was impossible for threat cannot be easily
anyone to foresee the prevented or contained

financial crisis as well as the
kinds of policies
governments have been
forced to adopt to contain
the crisis

Figure 5.5. Brown’s sub-argument that his government lacks full capacity to solve the crisis

The final paragraph of Brown’s article is remarlafir its massive stacking of words
and phrases that universalise the crisis, foregtauas ‘global’, and drive home the
idea that the UK government can neither be blarmneddusing the crisis nor expected

to alleviate the crisis without fully orchestratactions of innumerable external agents:

72 We must now act for the long term with co-ordinated national actions.
73 The resolve and purposefulness of governments and people across the world is being
74 put to the test. But across the old frontiers we must now redouble our efforts

75 internationally. For it is only through the boldest of co-ordinated actions across

76 the globe that we will adequately support families and businesses in this global age.

Brown'’s references to international meetings aiscchil to other governments to
“lead the world to financial stability” similarlyupport the standpoint that overcoming
the crisis should not be seen as a matter thatiiely internal to the UK. The
conclusion rules in work here could be perhapsdathetopoi of the limited capacity

of the governmentvhich could be restated as “if global threats my@ehen no single
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government has the full capacity to alleviate thesel “if a government does not

have the full capacity to solve a crisis, thenogs not deserve blame”.

What Brown presents here could be categorisedasmplexity story’ (Stone, 1989).

In such a story,

images of complex cause are in some sense analtgauasidental or natural
cause. They postulate a kind of innocence, inribatentifiable actor can
exert control over the whole system or web of extépbns. Without
overarching control, there can be no purpose anespwonsibility. (Stone,
1989, p. 289)

Another argumentative move of deflecting blame titrtes an excuse: Brown
suggests that it was impossible for anyone to émeke crisis and the particular

actions the government had to take. For instareeyrites:

24 When | became Prime Minister | did not expect to make the decision, along with
25 Alistair Darling, for the Government to offer to take stakes in our high street banks,
26 just as nobody could have anticipated the action taken in America.

The shortcut to concluding that the UK governméuigd not be blamed is a kind of
topos of ignorancé’If a threat is unforeseeable, then those whieditio foresee it
and take precautions should not be blamed”). kdhse, ignorance is used as a

valuable asset that helps the potential blame takeéeny liability (McGoey, 2012).

To sum up, in Brown'’s article the causes and smhstiof the crisis are externalised:
The crisis came from ‘America’ and the governmewkk the capacity to deal with it
on its own — the crisis can only be tackled by ¢cdinated actions across the globe’
(Figure 5.6).

5.4 Analysing debates over blame: Argument modelshd beyond

Looking at the simplified argument diagrams sketchat above, it becomes clear
that Cameron and Brown tell their audiences twtedsht stories about the financial
crisis. Importantly, the stories involve differamderstandings of the capacities and

actions of the British government.
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Data Claim

The UK
government does
not deserve

1) The financial turmoil
started in America

Warrants
2) The UK government b|§me for the
does not have the full 1) If a government has crisis
capacity for solving the not caused a crisis, it
crisis in the UK does not deserve

blame

2) If a government
does not have the full
capacity for solving a
crisis, it does not
deserve blame

Figure 5.6. Brown’s argument that his government does not deserve blame for the crisis

Cameroninternalisesthe causes of and solutions to the crisis. He ids#s the point
about the foreign origins of the problem (“thoubk turrent crisis may have had its
trigger in the US...”) and presents mainly statidtd@ta about the UK to support the
claim that the country has become vulnerable tdittaancial crisis due to excessive
debt. By presuming that every government can andldHimit a country’s
vulnerability to financial crises by reducing deloiring their term, he leads the reader
towards the conclusion that the Labour governmastfailed to fulfil its obligation to

protect the people — and hence deserves blame.

Brown, on the other handxternaliseghe causes of and solutions to the crisis. He
emphasises the proposition that the origins ottisss are external (“the global
financial turmoil that started in America and hasvrspread across the world”) and
presents data about the government’s actions taicotne external threat. Thereby he
supports the implicit conclusion that the UK goveent has fulfilled its obligation to
protect the interests of the country — and hensemdes praise. However, Brown also
presents data to modify the expectations of theenesaregarding the capacity of the
UK government to foresee and solve the crisis.éfeasents the crisis as a global
problem that was impossible for anyone to foreaad,that can only be dealt with at

the international level, involving numerous act@swn expects the readers to
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conclude that if his government has not causedribes, and if it does not have the

full capacity to solve a crisis, it does not desdnlame.

My analysis shows how certain argumentative dewiegsbe used both to generate

blame and to deflect blame.

« Even though both politicians deal with complex emoit and political issues
in their texts, theiexplicit appeals to presumed common ground are very
simple— or even simplistic and hyperbolic — and thussfimg misleading: “As
any family with debts knows, higher debt makes asenvulnerable to the
unexpected” (Cameron) and “The banking systemriddmental to
everything we do” (Brown).

» Both Cameron and Brown ua@peals to threatCameron presents evidence of
certain threats that are internal to the UK sodwddplace blame on the
government for causing these, while Brown talkghefexternal threats, so he
could claim credit for fighting against these.

« Both Cameron and Brown present arguments thaorelpe conclusion rule
that | have called thimpos of government as a protectarsupposedly
commonsensical understanding that the governmenthieaduty to protect
people against (financial) crises. Cameron usesctimtent-specific warrant to
conclude that the government has failed to futéilabligation, while Brown

uses it to claim that his government is doing adgjob.

Cameron generates blame in a relatively straigivdicdl way: he describes a certain
harm (UK’s increased vulnerability to financialgig) and attributes the causal agency
for bringing about this harm to a concrete Villaithe Labour government. Brown'’s
defensive argumentation is somewhat more compléximslves manoeuvring
between forthright positive self-presentation (glo@ernment doing good work by
protecting the banks and the people) and somewlfadeprecating foregrounding of
various limitations to his knowledge, capacity, adigation (the harm was
unpredictable, his government alone is not ablaitoy the crisis to an end, the

obligation for alleviating the problem is diffusgtbbally).

Presuming that opinion pieces on serious poliaygssn non-tabloid newspapers are
fundamentally argumentative, | began writing tmslgsis with an intention to focus

on the uses of particular patterns of argumenttapid-specific warrantsg¢poi) for
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the purposes of placing or deflecting blame. Howeas | proceeded with my work, |
soon realised that by zooming in on the articlegbs— their logical appeal — | was
liable to miss some crucial aspects of tipaithos— their emotional appeal — that may

rise, for example, from the strategic uses of nteteg frames, and cohesive devices.

In Cameron’s article, for instance, the overallsgethat the government deserves
blame for the crisis arises partially from the npéitarical linking of the crisis with a
premeditated gunshot (“over the past decade théngsitneen loaded at home”) and
the idiomatic use of the word “fruit”. The headlioeCameron’s article, “These are
the Fruits of a Reckless ‘Prudence™, is preseimeaform of an ambiguous causal
claim; there are significant omissions: X has besused by Y’s reckless ‘prudence’.
The use of ‘fruits’ may allude to the idiomatic pke “fruits of one’s labour”, which
means the results of one’s work, and thus frametiises as a direct result of
intentional human action rather than a naturalkaeidental occurrence. “Reckless
prudence” is an oxymoron, juxtaposition of wordattseemingly contradict each
other, evoking the sense of a problem or a conflibeé use of quotation marks
indicates irony, thus foregrounding the idea thate islack of prudence — a character
trait which in the text of the article is attribdtéo the government. Hence, the readers
are expected to fill in the gaps: they are to catdelthat the crisis has been caused by

the recklessness of the Labour government.

In Brown'’s article, the overall sen#fgat the crisis and its causes and solutions are
external is elicited not only by his argumentatior also by his peculiar
overlexicalisation: the notably repetitive use afrds like “global”, “across the globe”,
“across the world”, “international”, “cross-bordéf’In addition, by focusing solely

on the logical appeal of his text, one may overlBo&wn’s construction of dramatic
frames (Us vs Them; Villain—Victim—Hero; discussaedChapter 4) that position

his government on the side of the British publiggest that his government is a Hero
(“when threatened...we in Britain took action to secour banks”), and hence may

reduce the readers’ motivation to place blame srgbvernment.

“® Notably, references to globalisation were reldgifeequent in the rhetoric of the Labour Party eve
before the onset of the financial crisis. Basedhi@nanalysis of a 278,586-word corpus of various te
collected from the Labour Party from 1994 to 200HA06te (2014) concludes that “while globalisation
is framed as an agent of progress in discoursaegative aspects are given significant representat
in new Labour discourse”, and that these negatpects “are used as a rhetorical threat in order to
legitimate the party’s policy choices, domesticabwell as internationally” (p. 208).
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It is also notable how both politicians make nolnestatements that attribute
obligation to certain actors, thereby possibly eifeg the readers’ perception of
whether the agency for dealing with the crisisiteinal or external. Cameron makes
such statements specifically about the Labour gowent, for example, “the
Government should move quickly to answer the steonh questions” (line 18).

Brown, however, targets similar command-like stapta externally at various
institutions outside of the UK, for instance, “eyéank in every country must meet
capital requirements that ensure confidence” @idgand “the Financial Stability
Forum and a reformed International Monetary Furaukhplay their part not just in
crisis resolution but also in crisis preventionhés 63—65). Besides providing support
to an idea that the locus of blame is either irstton external, the use of normative
statements or imperatives could be seen as araiodiof the relatively greater power
of the producer of the utterance. Such confrontatidisplays of power could

perform several functions in government blame garfilee members of the
opposition may choose to do this to add authoattheir blame attacks and present
themselves as worthy rivals to the incumbents. atfieeholders under attack may
produce a lot of normative statements and commhbased on the calculation that
those who give orders to others are generally eatgived by the observers as blame

takers.

5.5 Concluding remarks

| hope to have demonstrated that reconstructingahgpeting argumentation schemes
can be a helpful step in interpreting public debateer complex issues of blame, such
as opposition—government blame games in opiniodestabout the causes of and
solutions to certain social or economic problemainD so helps to explicate and
compare the conflicting claims of blame makers blache takers, as well as the data
that they present to support the claims, and thie4gpecific conclusion rules (topoi)
that they hope would lead the audience to acceptticular conclusion. However, the
analysts should also look beyond basic argumentatiategies and seek to
understand, first of all, the broader context gmet#ic political interests framing the
debate, and second, how blame is attached or tEdlesing other kinds of persuasive
devices, such as metaphors, lexical cohesion, ayd wf framing and positioning,

that underlie particular attacks, justificationsgacuses.
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6. Anticipative discursive blame avoidance: An angsis of

government communication guidelines

In the two preceding chapters, | tried to operatime certain discursive strategies of
blame avoidance that could be seen as mainly weadtiooked at how officeholders
responded to public blame in the frontstage of guvent communication (RQ 3). In
this chapter, | will shift my attention to identifig and interpreting anticipative
discursive blame avoidance, that is, defensiveegi@s used by government
communicators before actually receiving blame ftnaasgression (RQ 4).
Anticipative blame avoidance differs from its reaetcounterpart in two important
respects: Anticipative blame avoidance remainlgrioy the backstage of
government (i.e., the defensive moves are not glayg in the public), and no easily
observable sequences of blaming and defendingplake between blame makers and
blame takers. Hence, to spot anticipative blamédave in the first place, one
should seek out extra-linguistic contextual infotima (via fieldwork, and by
consulting institutional documents and politicaksce literature) aboytotential
blame threats or blame risks that government concators might face in particular
situations, and about more or less conventionabvadyacting that could supposedly

minimise these risks.

One very common anticipative strategy of avoiditayrie in public administration is
the adoption of written professional codes and afj@nal guidelines. Such documents
are used to automate work procedures, thus cutbegersonal discretion of each
officeholder and diffusing individual responsibjlitor causing possible mistakes
(Hood, 2011). In some countries such as the UKSweden, governments have
devised more or less formal sets of rules thatledguhe day-to-day work of
professional government communicators — officehtsldeno are tasked with
communicating with the public on behalf of the gaweent and/or advising political
heads of government departments on communicatsuess(Canel & Sanders, 2013).
The tasks of government communicators typicallyude producing and publicising
text, talk, and images about policies, public %] and institutional arrangement of
the government, and giving advice and orders t@leedor instance, on how to
submit annual tax returns. However, government camaoators may also be tempted

to monitor and control the flows of public inforrmaat, sometimes restricting access to
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some knowledge, or misrepresenting the situatmmexample, by lying, verbal
evasion, or the use of euphemisms. Even thoughrgment communication
guidelines are likely to have a noticeable effectite overall transparency,
accountability and inclusivity of government, théigs been no detailed analysis, to
my knowledge, of how blame risks are discursivalgstructed and mitigated in such

normative texts.

In this chapter, | take a step towards filling tgap in knowledge. | focus on textual
examples from the communication propriety guidedipablished by the UK Cabinet
Office in 2014, and discuss how such documentseféct officeholders’ concern
about particular historically rooted blame riskisd #b) are constructed in such ways
that would supposedly make it easier for governnsentmunicators to ward off
future blame firestorms. Superficially, communioatguidelines may seem like
essentially benign instruments that could imprateractions between the
government and the public by setting standardaformation exchange. In this
chapter, however, | wish to provide support towiesv that communication policy
documents may also be interpreted as complex dewicanticipative blame
avoidance and positive self-presentation, empldyedovernment communicators to

construct and protect their professional identities

A useful heuristic point of departure for discuesanalysis of anticipative blame
avoidance in government is the sociological conogépabitus(Bourdieu, 1991). This
theoretical construct has been effectively usediéscribing and explaining role-
specific (discursive) practices adopted by protesals, including bureaucrats and
politicians (see, e.g., Wodak & Vetter, 1999; Woda(k11). Habitus encapsulates the
idea that much of day-to-day professional behavi@gonventionalised, internalised,
and often subconscious, comprising learned hagsts, of skills, stylistic choices,
preferences, and perceptions into which profestSara socialised in organisations.
Habitus is characterised by an arbitrary sensemitslto one’s behaviour: People tend
to enforce self-censorship to meet others’ impéigdectations in particular social
settings or ‘force fields'Fields in Bourdieu’s terms, are sets of relations tmat a
characterised by variowspitals for instance, power or advantages deriving from
acquaintances and networks (social capital), fraomwkedge and skills, including
mastery of language (cultural capital), or from eni@l goods (economic capital).

From this perspective, discursive blame avoidangmivernment may be conceived
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of as officeholders using their cultural capitabiefend their social and economic

capital.

Officeholders incorporate defensive strategiesthably into everyday behaviour in
certain socio-political, historical, and organisatl contexts. While most government
communication professionals may not have attendgdraining courses that include
‘blame avoidance’ (or anything similar) in theirsgeiption, all of them get socialised
into the unofficial ‘rules of the blame game’ inngsnment. They become members of
acommunity of practic@Venger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002): a group abple

who operate in a shared domain of interest, wh@amnemitted to joint activities, who
learn from each other about the ways of addressitcigrring problems in their field,
and who continuously construct and experience eegh@rofessional) identity. They
acquire practical expertise in avoiding blame bitatmg the successful defensive
strategies of the other members of their profesdigroup. They develop ‘common
sense’ understandings of what constitutes a blaskend how blame should be dealt

with: what should or should not be said or done.

To understand the habitual or conventionalised vads/oiding potential blame in
government communication, | need to study the afetslations that constitute that
field, and map out the main field-specific blamsks. Why do government

communicators in the UK frequently become targétsdame attacks from various

critics like journalists, politicians, and scholars

6.1 Government communicators as blame takers: Histwal and institutional

contexts

Blame is often triggered or aggravated by variou$ at times, conflicting
expectations — held by both government outsidedsi@siders — related to the
professional role of a government communicator. e of government
communicators has two sides. On the one hand ategovernment employees, and
in the case of the UK, members of the Civil Serwigh a tradition spanning over 150
years. On the other hand, they are public relatwastitioners (even though they
usually do not use this label) and the roots of thecupation are in the corporate
propaganda profession that emerged more than aduigdars ago in the United

States. Therefore, the origins of the blame ribks the British government
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communicators face can be traced by exploringdbatfoversial) histories of, and the
inherent tensions within these two fields of soekeion — civil service and public
relations — that intertwine in their profession amidrm their occupational habitus. |

will address these in turn.
Civil service and blame

The modern civil service has its origins in the +b@{' century bureaucratisation of
the British government. Due to the growing numbed eomplexity of tasks it had to
fulfil, the government was recommended to recraiplyees to a unified Civil
Service rather than separate departments, to iss$tabhierarchical division of labour
to increase efficiency of its work, and to selaud @romote its employees based on
merit rather than through political or aristocrgiatronage (Lowe, 2011). Today,
these principles are regarded as traditional gikdBritish public administration. The
vast majority of communicators employed by the WiKigrnment inhabit various
hierarchical positions within the Civil Service.@&yhare increasingly subjected to
professional evaluation and training as preconastimr advancing to higher positions
in the hierarchy. And, as is the case with alll@ervants in the UK, their work is
bound by the imperative of political neutralityethare expected to “carry out their
duties for the assistance of the Administratioisatuly constituted for the time being,
whatever its political complexion” (ConstitutiorReform and Governance Act 2010,
p. 4). This means, among other things, that wheremgonents change, permanent
government communicators usually remain in offind have to ‘accommodate’ new
ministers, new policy preferences, and the shiftdagands of the temporary political

leadership.

The complex power dynamics between civil servahtsy ‘political masters’, and the
public have received a lot of critical academieration. The German sociologist Max
Weber (1905/1958) famously warned that bureaudsackaracterised by the
mechanistic and impersonal application of rationéds that would lead to a
dehumanised society resembling an ‘iron cage’. Atiog to Weber, one of the main
traits of bureaucratic organisations was the navmaeparation of administration and
politics. However, the boundaries between bureasi¢ees expert administrators) and
politicians (as strategists and policy makers) Ha@ome increasingly blurred, and

bureaucrats have taken on more strategic policyingglowers (see, e.g., Weiss &
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Wodak, 2000; Wodak, 2011). Bureaucrats with tecregpertise — technocrats —
may use their increased power to exclude the ntgjofithe population from

democratic discussion over societal values (Habgri@268).

The American sociologist Robert K. Merton (1940%etved that bureaucrats focus
on rigid ritualistic rule-following (which indicagetimidity and conservatism),
meanwhile often losing sight of the actual goalthefgovernment. He claimed that
bureaucrats develop informal ingroup ties and iegyl “to defend their entrenched
interests rather than to assist their clienteleedadted higher officials” (Merton 1940,
p. 564). A somewhat similar view is reflected ie thork of the American Public
Choice theorist William Niskanen (1994) who main&d that bureaucrats are selfish
and primarily seek to increase the power of thi#ices. Bureaucrats are, according to
Niskanen, unable to define or serve the publia@#k they only try to protect their
jobs and pay by pleasing those individuals (‘sposisavho have a right to promote or

fire them.

From the blame avoidance perspective, being paheoCivil Service means that
government communicators are vulnerable to sucitivaal streams of criticism
directed at bureaucracy and bureaucrats. Westeret®s seem to be characterised by
a culturally shared negative attitude towards gawemt officeholders who are
perceived as concerned primarily with ‘self-pres¢ion’ and ‘image-building’, and
much less with having honest conversations wittpfgeand solving citizens’
substantial problems. This attitude arises, at lgaially, from the increased public
awareness about the officeholders’ use of devioldiprelations management

techniques.
Public relations management and blame

Organisational public relations management as fegsmn historically emerged in
the United States at the beginning of th& 2entury (Cutlip, 1994). The first public
relations professionals facilitated the positivediaecoverage of big corporations and
helped them to increase their sales using varioysaganda techniques. The use of
these techniques expanded and became a part ddlagmeernment’s functions
during the First World War, when political lead@rseveral countries, including the
UK, established official propaganda agencies t@stitheir war efforts. The British
government’s uses of propaganda and the risingriapce of government publicity
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activities during and between the world wars hasertthoroughly studied (Balfour,
1979; Grant, 1994; Messinger, 1992; Ogilvy-Webl§3,%Sanders & Taylor, 1982;
Seymour-Ure, 2003).

During the second half of the ®@entury, in parallel with the overall rise of
‘promotional culture’ and political marketing, publelations in Britain developed
into a pervasive service industry (L’Etang, 2004ldhey, 2000, 2006). The use of
image repair techniques to protect the reputatfqrotitical leaders and bureaucratic
institutions became to be seen as a constituteraeht of responding to political
scandals and crises (see, e.g., Boin, 't HartnS&iSundelius, 2005; Boin,
McConnell, & 't Hart, 2008). By the 1980s, the Bft government was described as
being obsessed with ‘media management’, orchestr#s publicity efforts, and
‘selling its policies like corn flakes’ (Franklii994).

Since the 1990s, British political journalism hagb characterised by ‘demonology
of spin’ (McNair, 2004). Many commentators haveeargpointed out specific
communicative tactics that officeholders have usgoromote themselves and bypass
criticism (e.g., Jones, 1995; Gaber, 2000; Qui®i22, and ‘spin’ has often been used
as an overarching term referring to any sort of mamication activities by a
government (Andrews, 2008Jritics have also pointed out that the use of
promotional language makes dialogue difficult (Emiugh, 2000), and the prevailing
approaches to political marketing management dditnwith democratic theories
(Henneberg, Scammell, & O’Shaughnessy, 2009).

Caught between politicians and the public

Officeholders differ in terms of what kind of resoes and options they have for
dealing with various streams of blame, depending/bat kind of position they
occupy in the hierarchical power structure of tlGervice. Hood (2011, pp. 24-43)
suggests that within public administration, threerids’ of players in government

blame games can be delineated:

1. ‘top banana world’leadership, people with celebrity status androfteder
media attention, who possess abundant resourcésaifalling blame;

2. ‘front-line world’: service delivery professionals, street-level burgats, who
are usually not in media limelight, but interaatedtly with people as their

customers;
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3. middle managers, regulators, advisers, intermeés large number of civil

servants who are usually less visible to the public

Communication professionals employed by the Brigstiernment mostly fall under
the latter two categories. A considerable shatberh are advisers and intermediaries
who usually remain out of the public eye: they wofficial press releases; post
anonymous updates to institutional websites andbkpetworks; monitor the results
of public opinion surveys and the content of nend social media; plan, procure, and
evaluate marketing and advertising campaigns; agavents (e.g., press briefings);
and provide communication advice and services,(gpgech writing) to top
officeholders. Each one of these tasks involvefewift risks of failure and thus of
receiving blame. However, because these profedsistay in the backstage of
government, they are likely to receive blame frowairtinternal supervisors (e.g.,
ministers, permanent secretaries, directors) deaglies rather than directly from
government outsiders like journalists and oppasigoliticians. Thus they may have a
strong incentive to perform in such ways which etheir (potential)
blameworthiness in the eyes of their bosses aret otlembers of their professional

ingroup?’

Spokespersons of the central government departroeals be seen as belonging to
the ‘front-line world’ since they interact daily thijournalists as ‘customers’ and
provide them with content for news stories. Spokespns may not be as much in the
media limelight as the ‘top bananas’ like the ntigris and other heads of major
executive agencies, but they certainly receive motwse and constant personal
attention from the press than most other front-timé servants like tax collectors or
planning inspectors. Spokespersons may be crossiead or heckled by reporters at
press briefings and some of them may become infaramong journalists for their
attempts to hide, obfuscate, or misrepresent plgssibbarrassing information about
government. To be able to do their job, they haveevelop special skills in defusing
direct blame attacks targeted at themselves, mhigisters and colleagues. A couple

of Prime Minister’'s spokespersons have risen telalxity ‘top banana’ status:

47 A senior government communicator said to me iiméerview that government communicators in
the UK “ask ministers...twice a year to feed backluir experiences working with government
communications, so they are ultimately...our cligi@’ C., personal communication, April 28, 2015).
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Margaret Thatcher’'s Press Secretary Bernhard Ingirahony Blair's Press
Secretary Alastair Campbell wielded exceptional @ounfluenced major policy
decisions, and were often seen as speaking onfléhlihé whole government
(Franklin, 1994; Gaber, 2004).

Government communicators who occupy Senior Civikige positions and work
with ministers need to negotiate complicated retethips between civil servants and
politicians. In the UK, ministers are seen as beiogpuntable to Parliament for
everything that happens in their departments. Toe¥eas some critics have pointed
out, civil servants tend to lack a sense of pers@sponsibility for their actions. For

example, the Institute for Public Policy Researab suggested that

the doctrine of ministerial responsibility engersdan accountability-deficit in
British government. It allows Ministers and civdrsants to “duck and dive”
behind one another... Ministers often feel aggrieiaedaving to take
responsibility for everything that takes placehgit large and complex
departments, while civil servants use the doctiministerial responsibility
to avoid having to be held to account. (House ah@mns, 2007, section 3,

para. 6)

Ruling politicians expect that government commutarsa-— like all the other civil
servants in their departments — do their job irhsuays that do not irritate the public:
they should not attract blame to government by wgshoney (politicians like to
show that their departments are efficient) or blyrfg to achieve certain policy goals
(politicians want to be seen as always being irtroband successful). At the same
time, however, government communicators may beedeay the ‘top bananas’
essentially as professional providers of ‘blamelslsi, or, in some cases, as useful
free ‘extensions’ of their political party’'s commaation machineries. The attempts
by ministers and their political advisers to uselmuresources — the work of
government employees and the money from the statgdt — for the purposes of
party political propaganda have attracted partityiatense public criticism.
Moreover, the conflictual relationships betweengenary and permanent
officeholders in the backstage of government haenldamously caricatured and
satirised in popular media, for example, in the BBl@vision serie¥es Ministeland
The Thick of Iltthat seem to shape and reinforce the populaepgon of bureaucrats
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as self-interested actors who engage in sinistehmations (van Zoonen & Wring,
2012).

Within the British political tradition, a peculiaray of responding to larger waves of
criticism targeted at government communicationleen to launch an official
investigationinto various problems related to its practicessmftarried out in the
aftermath of some political scandal. Between 198¥ 2011, eleven investigations
were initiated by the Parliament or the governmsenitinising the ways government
communication was organised and performed, anditius of relations permanent
government communicators had with politicians, ol advisers, and journalists
(Sanders, 2013). Blurring of government and pastymunications was one of the
concerns that came up in several of these repodt# & still a source of significant
tensions in the field (Gregory, 201%).

The adoption of written communication guidelined aodes of conduct may be seen
as one of the responses to the criticisms andaessiutlined above. The professional
guidelines produced by the UK Cabinet Office indudmong others, documents that
prescribe to all government communicators in Bmitgpecific sets of (1) general
standards of propriety, i.e., directions as to liegy should conduct themselves in
their day-to-day work, (2) professional skills -lgiles, competencies, knowledge —
that they have to possess when employed in a pkatiposition in a government
agency, and (3) ways in which they should evalttae@ communication activity
(Cabinet Office, 2012, 2013, 2014). Notably, ththawship of these texts is usually
not attributed to particular individuals: each leé$e has most likely been written and
reviewed by several people working within governin&hus the guidelines
seemingly embody ‘objective’ (i.e., non-personalis@éd therefore supposedly
unbiased) technical knowledge of what governmentroanicators are expected to do:
how they should carry out their work, what kindkabwledge they should seek, and

what kind of professional relationships and atesithey should develop.

“8 For example, the Mountfield Report of 1997 admditieat government communication may
sometimes carry political advantages for the pargyower, and stressed the importance of having
ethical guidelines for government communicationvitgt(House of Commons, 1998). A report by the
Committee on Standards in Public Life (2003) cafledguidance clarifying the complicated
relationship between politically appointed speeidbisers who advise ministers in the interesthieif t
political party, and civil servant communicatorsondre expected to remain politically impartial. The
Phillis Report of 2004 recommended that Civil Seevimpartiality should be reinforced to rebuild the
trust that had been broken down between governmeliticians, the media, and the public (Phillis,
2004).
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A senior UK government communicator (G. C.), whomtérviewed for this study,
explained that the guidelines are used for trainiegyly appointed government

communicators: They attend an induction programrera/

everybody has an introduction on propriety, evedybloas an introduction on
the Civil Service Code, everybody has an introductn the GCS
[Government Communication Service] Handbook. Thbsee are the kind of
corner stones of the behaviours that we expectC(Goersonal

communication, April 28, 2015)

My interviewee also said that while the Governm@ammunication Service team at
the Cabinet Office tries to coordinate and montit@ implementation of the
guidelines by professional communicators acrosegouent departments, the duty to
ensure compliance with the guidelines lies prinyawiith the Director of

Communications of each department.

While explicitly targeting government employee® fuidelines have been made
accessible on the public website of the Governr@embmunication Service, so it
may be argued that to some extent the documents ger purpose of managing the
public impression of the communication professiothie British government.
Guidelines may function as (semi-)formal devicesnaihaging both politicians’ and
citizens’ expectations towards the behaviour ofegnmnent communicators. The
guidelines position government communicators iatreh to other groups both inside
the government (ministers, special advisers, seilvants) and outside the
government (legislators, journalists, political opjtion) by describing in which ways

they are similar or dissimilar.

In the following section, | first discuss some dissive characteristics of these
documents, and then examine more closely certdanpally defensive strategies
within the Government Communication Service Propriety Guidanagdocument that
deals most directly with the professional ethicg@fernment communicators in the
UK and hence addresses certain acts that may lsédeoed blameworthy in their
field. An important assumption | make in my anadyisi that when government
communicators write such guidelines on professiopatuct, they necessarily pay
attention (more or less consciously) to the previexperiences they and the fellow
members of their community of practice have acqlihgoughout their working lives
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— including experiences of being blamed for doingat doing certain things. In other
words, the producers of the professional guidelerexct their occupational habitus
and seek to construct a positive professional igefar themselves and their ingroup.
In the process, they employ certain discursivaesgias that may be interpreted as
defensive moves meant to minimise the field-spetifame risks. Hence, | approach
these documents as useful empirical data that icodiscursive traces of anticipative

blame avoidanc&

6.2 ‘The border of propriety’: Blame avoidance in he UK government

communication guidelines

The producers of the professional guidelines seeamticipate potential blame in two
interwoven ways. First, they use language to caost positive (i.e., blameless,
virtuous) professional identity for their ingroygresumably thereby discouraging
potential blame makers from expressing their ¢sitic Second, linguistic features of
the guidelines help protect the officeholders fifomare blame attacks by discursively
constraining their field of action and limiting theerceived causal agency — and

hence also their blameworthiness whenever sometjurg wrong.

If examined through the lens of blame/avoidance discursive construction of a
positive professional identity basically involvée tuse of linguistic resources (e.g.,
lexical choices, discursive strategies) to depéctain social actors as belonging to a
unique category of experts who do highly skilledkvitinat serves an important social
function — and who therefore deserve public preasieer than blame. As is the case
with any kind of group identity building, languageused to demarcate the lines of
difference between an ingroup and an outgroup, detUs’ and ‘Them’ (De Fina,
2011; Wodak, 2011). On the one hand, this invostestegies of assimilatindgor

“9 For a researcher, it seems, it would not be féasibask the writers of these guidelines which
elements in the guidelines were meant to be deferftiese people are not accessible, and would most
likely deny that any of their discursive choiceseveelated to avoiding blame). Therefore, an iradire
way to identify defensiveness in the language efghidelines is to study the field-specific blarisks,

that is, to find out about the histories of attaaks controversies that government communicators ha
had to endure in the past, and then try to idetitiéparticular discursive strategies used in the
guidelines in relation to these risks. My underdtag of the field-specific blame risks derives grfp

from my personal experience: Before | began workinghis thesis, | was employed as a civil servant
at a government office for 10 years and participatethe writing of several communication guidene
for civil servants.
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example, calculated ways of naming (referential@minational strategies) that are
used for membership categorisation, and particuéars of representing social actors
that are used for collectivising them. On the otieand, this involvestrategies of
dissimilating:for example, adversarial framing of a discursivaiystructed outgroup

as a Villain and the ingroup as a Hero or a Victim.

The perception of agency for potentially negativieife deeds or outcomes can be
anticipatively manipulated by using a variety ofgliistic strategies which | have
already described in Chapter 4: strategic wayagiding (e.g., appeals to law),
framing (e.g., depicting someone else as a Villailenying(e.g., control-denial),
representing social actors and actiofesg., collectivising actors, deagentialising
actions), andegitimising(e.g., referring to an impersonal authority). tldion,
ambiguityof the guidelines can serve the purpose of ligibkame, sometimes
possibly allowing government communicators to bgpheir professional propriety

rules without punishment.

The general defensive disposition of officeholdersometimes rather explicitly
indicated in the text of the guidelines by whaall thelexis of blame/avoidance
evaluative nouns (e.g., ‘problem’, ‘issue’, ‘obdéd; and adjectives (e.g., ‘negative’,
‘improper’) that are used to categorise particuways of acting or particular situations
as undesirable: as threats to the positive sel§@saf government communicators
both individually and as a collective group. Retite this,imperative language dos
and don’ts — is used to direct and constrain aedapects of the future behaviour of
government communicators so that they would sugppde less likely to attract

blame.

Below | present a more detailed analysis of theut®ve constructions of the
government communicators’ professional identity #redr main blame risks, together
with concrete textual examples taken from the compation propriety guidelines of

the UK Coalition government.

%0 Strategies of assimilating and dissimilating hbeen previously described by Wodak, de Cillia,
Reisigl, & Liebhart (2009) in relation to the digsive construction of national identities. | use th
notions of Villain, Victim, and Hero following Lakb(2008) to refer to the stereotypical charactdra
narrative frame that often underpins people’staitions of blame and praise.
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Constructing a professional identity

Appeals to unique expertise and professionalism peayterpreted as defensive
rhetorical moves that people in various occupatidnanains employ to claim
autonomy and avoid blame. Professionalisation ad@upation could be defined as
“a process of social crystallisation of expertidevaing the expert to ‘practice in

peace™ (Fournier 1999, p. 302). The productiowvafious complex codes and
guidelines for government employees fulfils thediion of signalling their

professionalism — and thus also their claim fohkigprestige in society.

The authors of the guidelines have foregrounde@mrise by increasing the
complexity of the texts — and thereby possibly edtig potential ‘non-expert’
readers. First, the texts often mention variougotiodes, guidelines and legal acts
that government communicators are expected to i@nis# themselves with and
adhere td* For example, th&overnment Communication Service Propriety
Guidance(Cabinet Office, 2014) includes, among othersneices to the
Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010,Ghal Service Code, the
Ministerial Code, election and referenda guidagegdance for departments on
sponsorship, social media guidance for civil setsaBovernment Communication
Service evaluation guidance, Efficiency and Ref@roup Advertising, Marketing
and Communications Request Form Guidance, the Cameations Act 2003,
Ofcom’s Broadcasting Code, the Contempt of Coutt}081, the Children and
Young Persons Act, the Data Protection Act, the&oen of Information Act, the
Welsh Language Act 1993, the Disability DiscriminatAct 1995, and the guidance

on copyright in works commissioned by the Crown.

Unsurprisingly, the propositions in the guidelimegst commonly rely on th®pos of
law — an argumentative shortcut that (implicitly) s#lyast “if a law or otherwise
codified norm prescribes or forbids a specific fad-administrative action, the action
has to be performed or omitted” (Reisigl & WodaR02, p. 79). This flood of explicit

intertextual references may leave a reader witlmganession that nearly every aspect

*1 Indeed, some degree of explicit intertextualitpésessary in most kinds of government documents.
However, non-expert readers may easily feel ovelmée when presented with too many references to
other texts.
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of the work of government communication professismacarefully legally or

officially regulated — and therefore perhaps lgssmoto critical reflection.

Second, the guidelines make use of professionfspacronyms and jargon. Here is

an example from thBropriety Guidance

(1) Now in its fourth edition, the DM Code is the direct marketing industry’s most far-
reaching set of best practice guidelines, incorporating the CAP Codes, PhonepayPlus

Code of Practice, and FSA Principles for Businesses, as well as  relevant legislation.

It is presumed that government communicators asréxgaders know what ‘DM’,
‘CAP’, ‘PhonepayPlus’ and ‘FSA’ stand for. The usffeunconventional lexis serves to
underline the specialised knowledge that the irddrmgaders allegedly possess, and

sets them apart from ‘non-expert’ outgroups.

The construction of professional identity in thettef the guidelines also involves the
employment of a variety of categorisation and a#atian devices. The idea that
individuals who communicate on behalf of the goweent belong to a certain
category (e.g., ‘government communicators’, ‘cégrvants’, members of their
respective departments, or advisers to their réispeministers) can be either
foregrounded or backgrounded, leading to diffeterderstandings of their loyalties

and obligations.

Throughout the guidance documents produced by #tén€t Office, government
communicators are represented as a unified andi@mjcpup of positive actors. First
of all, the use of the collective reference ‘goveemt communicators’ (and in some
cases also ‘media officers’ as their sub-grougpigent in all of the official texts. This
seems to carry a less negative connotation comparettier possible ways of
referring to government employees charged withipiddmmunication tasks, e.g.,
‘public relations practitioners’, ‘discourse teclomists’, or ‘spin doctors’. The latter
terms are used by various critical commentatorsnafiterchangeably as (near)
synonyms to refer to such officeholders. The sappdies to the singular label
‘government communication’ that is used to refethi® profession and the plural
‘government communications’ that signifies the emtor the ‘output’ of their work:

these may be regarded as having a more positigaaithem compared to, for
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instance, ‘government public relations’, ‘politicahrketing’, or ‘government

propaganda’ that are often found in academic liteea

Second, the fact that ‘government communicatorsrzeto Civil Service may be
more or less foregrounded in the text. In soméefguidelines, the label ‘civil
servants’ is at times used interchangeably witlvegoment communicators’. For
example, on page 3 of tl@vernment Communication Service Propriety Guidance

says:

(2) This guidance has been developed by the Government Communication Service to

inform all government communicators of their responsibilities and provide advice for

specific situations they may encounter.
On the next page, however, it says:

Government Communication Service Propriety Guidance defines how civil servants
can properly and effectively present the policies and programmes of the government

of the day.

On some occasions, ‘government communicators’ gsboitly framed as a sub-
category of ‘civil servants’. This seems to be rhaused as a part of emphasising
their dissimilarity with politicians. Here is a gence from théropriety Guidance

that illustrates this:

(3) Like all civil servants, government communicators must maintain a professional

distance from ministers and abide by the Civil Service Code at all times.

While this directive sounds unmitigated (“must.alttimes”), the meaning of
“professional distance” is not explained in thetsexhereby leaving more room for

ambiguous interpretatiori.

Furthermore, government communicators may be asdadiwith the departments
where they are employed, that is, the central gowent organisations led by
ministers. The following extract from thi&ropriety Guidanceshows how the

‘department’ is at first attached to media officbysthe use of possessive pronoun

%2 Arguably, some vagueness is necessary in sucleliueg, as it provides space for officials’ use of
discretion in unforeseeable situations. However,ube of vague expressions could also mean that the
producers of the text are trying to avoid or backgrd a problematic or controversial topic.
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(‘their departments’), and then used so that gaftely stands for ‘media officers

due to cohesion.

(4) It is the duty of media officers to present the policies of their department to the

public through the media and to try to ensure that they are understood. ... The
Government has the right to expect the department to further its policies and

objectives, regardless of how politically controversial they might be.

The systematic use of the discursive strategiessimilation — constructing

individual employees as inseparable from collechigdies such as ‘government
communicators’, ‘civil servants’, and ‘departmentshas at least two effects in terms
of blame avoidance. First, it results in a percgisense of belonging and peer support
that helps each individual employee in the constaiprofessional community to
better resist external blame attacks. And sectrddé-personalised and (variously)
collectivised social actor representation meansresponsibility for problems that

may occur can be more easily diffused and blanméations are more likely to seem

less targeted.
Distinguishing between government communicators dpdliticians’

Dissimilating government communicators from poi#its — ministers, ministers’
political advisers, and party political spokespeopls a central theme in the
communication guidelines produced by the Cabin&t@fl use the following excerpt
from thePropriety Guidancks section titled ‘Dealing with ministers’ to illtrste

some of the ways in which dissimilating is lingigatly realised.

(5) Ministers don’t always acknowledge the distinction between
government communicators and their own party political spokespeople.
Consequently, ministers may sometimes ask the Press Office to issue

or further distribute through departmental digital channels

speeches or statements that cross the border of propriety.

In such cases, it is right to explore whether a compromise can be reached

that will not breach propriety.

If no such compromise can be found, then it will be necessary
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to give a polite refusal which, if necessary, will be

=
o

supported by the department’s Permanent Secretary or Chief Executive.
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In lines 1-2, ministers are described as liableotaflating the roles of departmental
and party spokespeople. Ministers are thus fraraqubtential Villains, because they
“don’t always acknowledge the distinction” thatidmittedly central to the positive
professional identity of government communicatémdines 3—-5, ministers are
described as liable to ask government communicébdoghave in inappropriate ways.
This further reinforces the negative portrayal afisters as Villains who are

predisposed to “cross the border of propriety”.

Lines 6—7 are notably vague and abstract: all adctave been deleted and the possible
course of action is suggested in a non-imperatiag. Wistead of giving an
authoritative instruction (e.g., “do not breachporety!”) the authors of the guidance
have resorted to a notably ambivalent descriptiament: “it is right to explore
whether a compromise can be reached that will rezdh propriety.” This
formulation could be seen as telling evidence efgloblematic power relations
between ministers and government communicatordotineer may sometimes
misbehave but the latter cannot easily opposeeadeat’ them because of the
subordinate position of government communicatothéndepartmental hierarchy.
Government communicators may attempt to save theer when dealing with a
‘villainous’ minister by negotiating a “compromiséine 6) or delivering a “polite
refusal” (line 9), and sometimes seeking additiaugdport from the highest non-

elected officeholders in the organisation (line. 10)

What kinds of speeches or statements by ministersesen as “crossing the border of
propriety”? An example of this is provided in tl@léwing excerpt from the

Propriety Guidance.

(6) For example, if a speech by a minister included an attack on their
political opponents, it would be improper for the department to issue it
as an official text. The political attack would have to be omitted from the

official release. If the minister wished the full speech to be issued,
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it would have to come from the press office of the political party.
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The use of the noun ‘attack’ as a description oatvhinisters do (lines 1 and 3)
evokes the conceptual domain of walhe framing of politics as war is furthered by
the use of the phrase ‘political battle’ in theldaling excerpt from th€&ropriety

Guidancés section titled ‘Announcing new policies’.

(7) In the sense that government communicators work

directly with and for ministers who are politically motivated,
government communications cannot be free of political content.
But at all times it is essential to remember that, as civil servants,
government communicators cannot join the political battle.

Government communicators regardless of discipline should do nothing that
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leaves ministers and the department open to criticism in this respect.

Even though it is explicitly stated that “governrheammunicators work directly with
and for ministers” (lines 1-2), | suggest thattietaphor POLITICS IS WAR is used
here as a crucial linguistic device for settingtmméans further apart from government
communicators. Government communicators may haweab with “political content”
(line 3) but need to stay clear of “political aktatand the “political battle” (line 5)
perpetrated by the “politically motivated” (line )nisters. The use of the war
metaphor frames ministers as aggressive warmon@ers&rnment communicators,
on the other hand, may be perceived by implicai®mon-combatants’ because they
are advised to steer away from conflict. Notali, adjective ‘political’ is ‘not

defined anywhere in the guidelines, so its meanéngains ambiguous, but due to its
use within a war metaphor and as an essentiabatitriof politicians as Villains, it
acquires a strongly negative connotation. ‘Polititangs seem to generate blame and
should be avoided. By indirectly denouncing “pcohltiy motivated” behaviour,

government communicators distance themselves f@itigians and their actions.

%3 Charteris-Black (2004) concluded in his study thatdomain of conflict (indicated by words such as
‘fight’ and ‘battle’) was the most common sourcardon of metaphors identified in his corpus of
British party political manifestos since the endte# Second World War. He suggested that “politisia
employ conflict metaphors because they highligatgarsonal sacrifice and physical struggle that is
necessary to achieve social goals” (Charteris-BIadk4, p. 69). Given the POLITICS IS WAR
metaphor, “society can be seen as composed of sittrae correspond to political groups; the leaders
of the armies correspond to political leaders;we@apons used by the army are the ideas and potities
the political groups; the objective of the war @sne political goal, and so on” (Kévecses, 20083).
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In lines 6-7, the guidance given to government camoators is remarkably vague
and ambivalent. What might, for example, “leavingisters open to criticism”

exactly involve? According to one possible readgmyernment communicators are
constructed as being fully responsible for defegdmnisters against public blame by
not joining their ‘political battle’. The unexpressptemise of this is that in any case it
will be the minister who will be criticised whene\se government communicator in
her department engages in a ‘political battle’. #eo interpretation could be that
communicators have tvoid any behaviouf‘should do nothing”) that could attract
blame to ministers and departments. However, thextent and nature of the
forbidden actions (i.e., blame risks) remain implicthese are treated as part of the

tacit professional knowledge (i.e., habitus).

6.3 Interpreting the discursive underpinnings of ‘gperational’ blame avoidance

Above, | have examined the professional guidelthas deal with certain aspects of
government communication that may be called ‘opemat’: The written guidance
pertains to the practical decisions as to what gowent communicators should or
should not do within their professional capacitgadd (2011) claims that some of the
most common operational approaches to limiting leléampublic administration
include what he calls ‘protocolisation’ and ‘hergfinProtocolisationrefers to
officeholders’ anticipative strategy of avoidingtie by rigid rule-following, thereby

limiting the perception of individual agency.

Rather than allowing common sense or ad hoc priofesisudgment to
govern what is to be done, appropriate behaviostipsilated by formulae,
algorithms, computer programs, best practice gimnes) or other kinds of
rules, turning human functionaries into some apipnaxion of robots. (Hood,
2011, p. 93)

Herding means “always doing things in groups in some wsaythat no one individual
or organisation can be singled out for blame asatdyvand potential blame takers can
find strength in numbers” (Hood, 2011, p. 92). Tkirsd of collective behaviour may

not prevent blame but could make it seem less tizdge
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Based on my analysis of the government communicajiodelines, | suggest that
these two operational strategies of anticipativaria avoidance described by Hood
involve not only particular working routines andaargements but also particular
patterns of language use. | conceptualise protstodin and herding as discursive
strategies which can be accomplished (at leasapig)tin text and talk by employing
certain linguistic devices that | have identifi@dmy analysis. | present a heuristic

model for interpreting these strategies in Tablel@low.

Protocolisationas a discursive strategy of blame avoidance issegilin the first

place, by producing and referring to written opieral guidelines and standards.
Within these documents, imperative language is tseirect and constrain certain
aspects of the behaviour of government communisaRnopositions in the

documents are based on appeals to various offidied and legal acts (topos of law),
and particular courses of action are legitimisethweferences to impersonal authority.
Officeholders are framed as devoted rule-followars] thus their control over
possibly blameworthy outcomes can be denied (cbd#nial) as they are seemingly

‘left with no choice’ in carrying out their tasks.

Herding is realised discursively by employing strategieasdimilating and
dissimilating. Strategies of assimilating are aimétinguistically establishing
similarity, unity, homogeneity among government caumicators, and further among
departments and all civil servants, thereby makiegsier to diffuse blame within the
professional community and reduce personal respibisifor possible failures. This
includes representing potential blame takers deaolised and functionalised actors
(e.g., ‘government communicators’), emphasising thigh social status (e.g., by
using field-specific acronyms and jargon), basirguenentative propositions on
appeals to expertise and professionalism, andri@gihg actions based on conformity
(e.g., one should behave ‘like all civil servantSjrategies of dissimilating are aimed
at linguistically constructing differences betwegvernment communicators and the
‘others’ (e.g., ‘politicians’, ‘ministers’, ‘spediadvisers’), thereby allowing the
former to deflect blame for certain problems byediing (at least some of) it to
individuals or groups outside their community cdigtice. Particular practices are
discouraged among the members of the ‘herd’ bygusegative comparison with
those who are constructed as ‘others’ (and somstfraened as Villains), for instance,

politicians who engage in ‘political battle’ (momaluation legitimation).
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Table 6.1. Anticipative discursive strategies of blame avoidance in bureaucratic operational

guidelines
Protocolisation Herding
General description Rejecting (some of) the causal ~ Making blame seem less targeted
agency for negative deeds or by spreading causal agency for
outcomes by claiming to be negative deeds or outcomes
strictly following the rules among many actors
Ways of arguing Topos of law Topos of expertise/
professionalism
Ways of framing Framing oneself as a rule- Framing oneself as a member of a
follower group of Heroes or Victims (and
possibly framing ‘others’ as
Villains)
Ways of denying Control-denial Control-denial
Ways of representing Deagentialising actions Collectivising and functionalising
social actors and Collectivising and oneself
actions functionalising oneself
Ways of legitimising Impersonal authority Conformity legitimation
legitimation Moral evaluation legitimation
(negative comparison with
‘others’)

Herding and protocolisation as discursive strategfeanticipative blame avoidance
are similar as far as the ways of denying and thgsvof representing social actors are
concerned. Both strategies entail denying officéacs individual control/agency (in
case of protocolisation, the control supposedly élsewhere, e.g., with the legislators;
in case of herding, the agency is spread among m@&etoys) and both entail
collectivising and functionalising officeholders @ase of protocolisation, as ‘rule-
followers’; in case of herding, as ‘government coanmigators’, ‘departments’, or

‘civil servants’), thereby making it easier to redypersonal liability for possible

failures.

Admittedly, protocolisation and herding should betregarded as fundamentally ‘evil’
practices. Officeholders generally act with goaeimions when they refer to rules or

try to foster a sense of professional collegialipwever, strategic blame avoidance
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may sometimes amount to discursive power abusemuoricative manipulation!

For example, protocolisation could be seen as matipe if officeholders
calculatedly overemphasise the extent to whictwibek of government
communication professionals is rigidly regulatedeTtommands in the documents
may be deliberately constructed in ambiguous, iiéid, and suggestive ways, hence
actually allowing officeholders much more discratmver what course of action to
pursue in concrete situations. Discursive herdiratesgy could be manipulative if
officeholders systematically omit or blur inform@atiabout salient differences among
the members of a professional ingroup and theiomast Within the government
communication profession — and within the civinsee for that matter — individual
officeholders may belong to separate ‘blame worddgl have different reasons and
resources for engaging in discursive self-defemdémage-making. In the same vein,
overemphasising the ‘professional distance’ betveeeatutive politicians and
government communicators could be misleading, Exthey may at times be driven

by rather similar incentives and interests.

6.4 Concluding remarks

In this chapter, | explored how government commaidn guidelines could be
interpreted as discursive devices of anticipatieene avoidance. To analyse the text
of the guidelines in terms of defensive strategisd by their producers, one has to
begin by exploring the blame risks that governntemimunicators might face in
particular situations. Government communicatoth@UK are caught in a blame
‘crossfire’ that has multiple historical and ingtibnal sources. They are likely to be
criticised over various shortcomings traditionalsociated with bureaucracy and
public relations. Moreover, they have to surviveha midst of the often conflicting
demands of the constantly competing politicians téwedoublic expectation of a

politically neutral civil service.

Hence, blame avoidance could be seen as a coegliagt of the occupational habitus

of government communicators. They do not use diseeiistrategies of blame

% For a discussion of what may constitute ‘manipakdtin discourse, see van Dijk (2006). He
suggests that manipulators seek to (re)produce pibeier by controlling the formation of the socgyall
shared commonsensical frames of interpretationapswhat hurt the interests of less powerful groups
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avoidance only reactively, that is, in immediatgp@nse to an individual, clearly
targeted accusation of causing something negddefensive language use is often
anticipative, part of the everyday operating roesincalculated to preemptively
manipulate the perception of officeholders’ indivad control over possibly negative

actions or outcomes.

Professional guidelines produced by and for govemtraommunicators as a
community of practice should be seen as enactnoétiteir habitus, means of
constructing their professional identities, andides of limiting potential blame risks.
The authors of the guidelines anticipate blameviminterwoven ways. First, they use
language to construct a positive (i.e., blameleisious) professional identity for
their ingroup by emphasising their expertise arstiagicing themselves from
(presumably bad) ‘political battles’. Second, thesg protocolisation and herding as
discursive strategies of collectivising and funetiising officeholders, thereby

minimising the perception of their personal caaggncy.
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7. Defensive semiotic strategies in government:

A multimodal study of blame avoidance

In the previous three chapters, | have mainly exgaldhe linguistic aspects of blame
avoidance in government, that is, officeholdersedsive uses of verbal language. In
this chapter, | continue my investigation into aip@ative blame avoidance in the
backstage of government communication (RQ 3), Iyt fo look beyond spoken and
written texts, and interpret defensive moves framperspectives of dramaturgy

(Goffman, 1969) and multimodality (van Leeuwen, 201

Applying an analogy between life and theatre, amai$ing on how individuals
present themselves to others, seems to be a aggftdach to understanding blame
avoidance in organisations. The study of peopletégpmances and impression
management in everyday life was pioneered by thmkgist Erving Goffman (1969)
and his analytic concepts have later been sucdlsafiplied to describe and explain

organisational and political linguistic behavioard., Wodak, 2011).

From this dramaturgical point of view, blame pheeom can be best grasped by
conducting ethnographic micro-sociological studieface-to-face interactions as
performancedy which certain people as ‘actors’ try to inflgerthe other
participants, particular audiences, or observeeseBrchers who adopt this approach
try to understand how social relationships, samider and organisation are routinely
performed and sustained not only by verbal intésacbut also by a set of
‘expressive equipment’ that Goffman (1969) calisrit’. Front includes, most
importantly, setting of the performance (locatiphysical layout, props), appearance
of the performer (characteristics that signal loeiad status, for example, clothes and
insignia of office) and her manner (facial expressiand body movements that
indicate her interactional role, for example, asisone who is domineering, obedient,

or angry).

In the context of executive government, it may bEspmed that dealing with blame
risk takes different forms depending on whetheratfieeholders are communicating
publicly, that is, making their text, talk, and ettsymbolic resources accessible to a
mass audience (e.g., giving a televised interviawgcting in a relatively more

bounded space (e.g., a professional training evémtye access is restricted to a finite
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number of authorised participants who mainly beltmthe same professional
community or team as the performers themselves|afttex space, as noted earlier,
can be conceptualised as backstage: a region wifexeholders are more likely to
relax, step out of character, and discuss andipesitteir public performances without
the need to worry about being observed — and pgssiiticised — by external
audiences (Goffman, 1969). In front of an audiehoasyever, officeholders are keen
to control the information they give out about thseiwes. They highlight certain
positive aspects that they want the audience tean@tiramatic realisation’ in
Goffman’s terms), and try to present a consistatgalised’ version of themselves
and their actions. This involves omitting or baakgrding ‘dirty’ (problematic, ugly,
possibly illegal) aspects of their work, and maimtag social distance with the
members of the audience to ‘mystify’ théfdealising and mystifying, | suggest, are

the central features of officeholders’ anticipatblfame avoidance behaviour.

The dramatic performances of government officehsldan be analysed in great
detail in terms of how they deploy a range of nmutdal semiotic resources, such as
written and spoken language, still and moving insageting, clothing, music, and so
forth, to avoid, limit, or shift blame. In the folving section, | discuss the affordances
(i.e., perceived meaning potentials in particuiaragions) and possible strategic
applications of some of these, with a special famushe defensive uses of non-verbal
resources. My aim is to extend the heuristic fraorévef discursive strategies of
blame avoidance proposed in Chapter 4 by consiglexm-verbal ways of
representing social actors and actions, framirgyiag, and legitimising. | apply

these analytic categories to interpret the datthered during an observation of a

major training event of British government commuadss in June 2014.

% Notably, the distinction between backstage andttage is not always evident; people can invoke
typical front or backstage behaviour in variougrattional situations and in a variety of places. F
example, officeholders may choose to speak anih dackstage in very formal, rehearsed ways to
show off their acting skills or to keep up the nteref fellow actors between their frontstage
performances. When the border between back ant$eems blurred, people may choose to adopt
what has been called ‘sidestage’ (or ‘middle regibehaviour patterns that combine elements of both
typical front and backstage activity (Meyrowitz,85). Moreover, the presence of a researcher can
induce a change in the ‘normal’ backstage behavicuphenomenon which ethnographers call the
‘observer effect’ (for a critical discussion ofghiotion, see Monahan & Fisher, 2010).
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7.1 Multimodal approaches to blame avoidance
Ways of representing actors and actions

When social actions — including wrongdoings — amesented by semiotic
resources, the actual concrete actors, actiongggtcausal links, and so forth,
are all transformed in certain ways: they are ‘réegtualised’ (van Leeuwen &
Wodak, 1999; see also Machin, 2013). In their pernces (where they use text,
talk, images, etc.), officeholders can carry ouhsmf these transformations
strategically to defend themselves against recgiklame for their transgressions
or failures. Drawing on van Leeuwen and Wodak (328®1 the insights from my

first pilot study, | suggest that such defensiem$formations may include:

» deletingverbal, visual, and other references to perpasatmitting
representations of (possible) victims as well aslags or suffering caused by
the perpetrators; excluding references to any grassions or negative
characteristics of the possible blame takers;

» addinglinguistic, visual, and other cues that (a) emjseathe positive
characteristics of a possibly negative event (bygproviding explanations
and justifications) and/or the positive charact@ssof a blameworthy agent,
and (b) shift the audience’s attention away fropadicular negative event
and/or a particular blameworthy agent;

» rearrangingthe sequence of represented events so that aydarthegative
outcome seems not to have resulted from a partioffiaeholder’s (in)action;
rearranging the social relations between potebte&ahe makers and
officeholders (e.g., portraying more powerful astas less powerful);

» substitutingthe actual elements of a potentially blamewortgia practice
with representations that are designed to backgroertain negative
meanings and relations, and thereby limit the axatitss blame-generating
desire (e.g., using euphemisms, linguistic andaliswetaphors, abstract
pictures, general diagrams, or decontextualisdsttal figures to refer to
concrete wrongdoings of a particular officeholagrio concrete individuals
who suffer as a consequence of these wrongdoirggcing the act of doing
something problematic (e.g., wasting money) wittaehof doing something

good (e.g., helping others) or perhaps even héeoic, saving lives).
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To mitigate blame risk, officeholders may try toneey or support an impression that
possibly negative events or circumstances thatcaittact blame are ‘less real’,

while the potentially praiseworthy aspects of tlebiaracter and actions are ‘more
real’. Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) remind usttietruth value or credibility of
statements — that is, their ‘modality’ — can beliistically marked by the speaker’'s
use of auxiliary verbs (e.g., ‘may’, ‘will’, ‘must’ adjectives (e.qg., ‘certain’,

‘probable’, ‘possible’) and tense (past claims sdess true than the present ones), by
formulating the claims either as subjective ideaslgective facts (e.g., ‘they think
that...” versus ‘in fact,...”), and by labellingaghs with qualifying terms such as

‘belief’ or ‘reality’. Kress and van Leeuwen suggtsat people use modality markers
in visual communication, too. However, what couagsmore real’ depends on what
kind of socially and historically developed ‘stardlaf reality’ a particular audience
subscribes to. For example, some scientificallydadhviewers may regard an abstract
diagram as ‘more real’ than a photograph, becawesétmer captures the essence and
generality of the phenomenon whereas the latteelyneepicts its surface. One’s
preferred standard of reality serves as an indicztgroup membership and social
status.

Modality both realises and produces social affinityough aligning the
viewer (or reader, or listener) with certain foraigepresentation, namely
those with which the artist (or speaker, or writdigns himself or herself, and
not with others. Modality realises what ‘we’ coresidrue or untrue, real or not
real. (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 171)

If officeholders want their visual messages to bespasive, they need to tailor these
to fit the ‘coding preferences’ of the particulaidgence at hand. Arguably,
sociocultural elites are expected to show a praterdor abstract coding that is
characteristic to academic and scientific contexs.such people, “modality is higher
the more an image reduces the individual to theggnand the concrete to its
essential qualities”, and engaging with abstraeiges, either as a producer or
consumer, “is a mark of social distinction, of lgean ‘educated person’ or a ‘serious
artist” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 165). Abstness is opposed to
‘photographic naturalism’ in visual depiction, amdradual distinction between these
can be made on the basis of a number of modalitkenst extreme abstractness is

characterised by the lack of colour (only black arte are used), contextualisation
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(there is no background), representation (theverns little pictorial detail), depth
(there is no perspective), illumination (there asphay of light and shade), and

brightness (only two degrees of brightness are)used

| suggest that the affordances of abstractnessirahrepresentation can be exploited
by officeholders who seek to avoid criticism. Fidgcontextualised abstract
depictions allow tdackground or omit possibly blameworthy aspetgsarticular
decisions or events and make these seem less (e, suffering individuals can
be represented as a line or a bar on a chartahemdlectivising and anonymising
individual victims). Second, the use of abstracdges in communication may
constitute an attempt to imbue certain statemeitkstive quality of being ‘scientific’:
This could be seen assesual appeal to expertisghen officeholders are denying,
justifying, or excusing possibly blameworthy actoatcomes. Third, abstractness in
visual communication could be interpreted (at |&gstertain audiences) as an
indicator of high social statusnd exclusiveness of the communicator: charadtsist
that may, in some instances, reduce the audienoativation for critical reflection

and blame generation.
Ways of framing and positioning

One of the most remarkable affordances of recon&dising is that people can be
represented by types or roles that fit nicely iwtdl-known storylines. As already
noted in Chapter 4, people often attribute blanteaise in terms of a basic
narrative frame that may be called ‘Rescue nagathakoff, 2008, p. 24).
According to this narrative frame, an (inherent)eVillain harms a (helpless

and innocent) Victim, then an (inherently good) ¢istruggles against and defeats
the Villain, so consequently the Victim is rescutw Villain punished, and the
Hero rewarded. Accordingly, avoiding blame mearmding being represented —
verbally or visually — as a Villain in stories alb@possible) harm or loss.
Officeholders who confront a blame risk may prompty to present themselves
as the Heroes, or the Helpers of a Hero, or thérws; or perhaps as the ones who
play no part whatsoever in the story at hand halivhile carefully avoiding giving
out any verbal or non-verbal cues that would sugipes they could fit in the role

of a Villain.
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Officeholders may use certain non-verbal attribates techniques (e.g., looking
similar to the audience members, speaking wittmalai voice, saluting the
national flag) to try to evoke a sense of havirmpamon ground with the
particular audience at hand, of belonging to threesangroup — and by inference,
of not being a Villain. Presumably, blame sticksreneasily to those actors who
seem to belong to an outgroup, who seem to beonetof us’ and possess
stereotypically negative attributes. Thus for thd@éme avoiding performance to
be a success, the performers must first develawd gnderstanding of the values,

preferences and expectations of their audience raemnb

When acting as participants in performances, difiégers can assume different
speaker roles. Goffman (1981) refers to such mositg behaviour as taking a
‘footing’ and distinguishes between three speatksst a Principal, who is
responsible for a particular message; an Authog ereates the content and form of a
message; and an Animator, who actually producegtarance. An officeholder may
choose not to fulfil all the three roles simultangly but rather assume a role that
helps to minimise her blame risk. Strategic fooshgts could serve the purpose of
limiting blameworthiness by manipulating the peveei agency (control and
obligation) of the speaker. An officeholder may, éample, claim to act as merely a
conveyor of bad news (“Don’t shoot the messenggeol’) on another occasion,
distance herself from what is being said by expigisomeone else (e.g., a fictional
cartoon character, or a hired professional actaréampaign video) as an animator of

some controversial ideas.

Strategic ways of representing and framing actodsactions form the bedrock of
multimodal blame avoidance in government. Howewer need to look beyond these
to understand how officeholders use non-verbal sgtniesources to defend their
claim of innocence in potentially controversialaitions, or justify their possibly

harmful (in)actions.
Ways of arguing

When officeholders put forward self-defensive arguis, their argumentative moves
can be intricately coordinated with other elemerittheir multimodal performances.
The verbal and visual modes may interact to ine@das force of a potential blame

taker’'s argument that she does not deserve todmeddl. More specifically, non-
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verbal resources can be employed to help advastandpoint with respect to (a) the
perceived negativity or otherwise of a particulatcome or behaviour, and (b) the
perceived agency of someone or something in cadkisgConvincing an audience to
withhold blame may thus involve what has been terfwisual argumentation’
(Groarke, 1996; Roque, 2012) or ‘multimodal argutagan’ (Kjeldsen, 2015;
Tseronis, 2015).

Officeholders may use certain multimodal cues asdf, that is, as means for
defending the standpoint that they are blamelessf@ casting doubt on their
opponent’s standpoint. Notably, officeholders mksp attempt shifting blame to
someone or something else. As suggested alreadlyapter 4, this could involve
using fallacious appeals to emotions of the audiefor instance, attacking the
opponent’s character to discredit hargumentum ad homingntoncluding that a
proposition is true because many people belieargmumentum ad populym
appealing to audience’s feelings of compassewgymentum ad misericordiggrand
providing false analogied\ll of these appeals can be triggered or reinfdrog the
use of images. For instan@gumentum ad homineoan be accomplished in a
debate by presenting an embarrassing or denigrptiatpgraph of an opponent,
argumentum ad populuby showing an edited video footage of a vox-poereh
‘people on the street’ express unanimous suppdhet@roponent’s standpoint,
argumentum ad misericordiaby asking the audience to look at (possibly shaogki
imagery of suffering people, and false analogy ispldying pictures of seemingly
similar people or events and expecting the audiemager that these are identical in
other aspects besides looks. Such ‘strategic manesun advancing one’s
standpoint can be evaluated in terms of to wharéxhe participants observe the
pragma-dialectical standards for reasonablenessHeameren & Grootendorst, 1992;
van Eemeren, 2010).

In a similar vein, visual cues can be used forpiingoses of legitimising, that is,

providing explanations and justifications for certanstitutional practices.
Ways of legitimising

Legitimising involves admitting full responsibilifypr a particular behaviour or
outcome, but trying to present the situation in@epositive light. Analysis of

multimodal legitimation of social practices (vandusven, 2007; Mackay, 2015) can
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illuminate some of the semiotic resources officdkod use to construct such

justifications.

Drawing on van Leeuwen (2007, p. 92; based on \emulven & Wodak, 1999), |
suggest that responses to blaming — as well asmpmive communication of
potentially unwelcome conduct — can contain onseweral of the following types of
multimodal legitimations:

» authority legitimation using multimodal references to status and ralg (e
uniforms, badges of office or honour), rules (er@ffic signs), custom (e.qg.,
video footage of many people engaging in an agtifiat is claimed to
conform with some tradition), or commendation (eimages of an expert or a
role model acting in a certain way);

« moral evaluation legitimatiarusing multimodal references to value systems
(e.g., evoking a comparison between two evaluatnages, one of a
seemingly ‘good’ and the other of a seemingly ‘bpefson or situation);

» rationalisation legitimationusing multimodal references to the instrumental
goals, uses and effects of institutionalised saéibn (e.g., an abstract
explanatory scheme or flowchart showing how to heparticular goal);

* mythopoesisusing visual narratives, e.g., cartoons or videastell moral or
cautionary tales in which legitimate actions areaeled and non-legitimate

actions are punished.

To sum up, my point of departure in analysing apéittve blame avoidance
behaviour as performance is this: | presume th&bint of various (potentially critical)
audiences, government officeholders choose to eitaic expressive equipment, such
as settings, appearances, manners, and confiqusatiorerbal and non-verbal
semiotic strategies, that serve an overall goatitifjating the ever-looming blame
risk. Therefore, when | observed a large profesditaining event for British
government communicators during my fieldwork fastresearch project, | tried to

spot defensive uses of such resources and strategite participants.

As explained earlier, defensive elements of offideéars’ behaviour can only be
understood within their particular historical, ifgtional, and situational context.
Therefore, before engaging with my field data,dvide a brief historical account of

the professional training of government officehoddie the UK.
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7.2 Professional training and blame avoidance in gernment

In bureaucratic organisations, managers regantitigaas a management tool, a form
of organisational control. Professional training @ seen as a “disciplinary logic”
that is used by employers to “profess ‘appropriaahs of conduct when employees’
behaviour cannot be regulated (at least so ecomdigithrough direct control”
(Fournier, 1999, p. 290). Thus employers providetng because it allows them to
guide the behaviour of employees indirectly andevedficiently. Training can help to
streamline the work processes by establishing antkating clear divisions of labour,
and by instigating a sense of self-control of woskérough their compliance with
professional standards. Trainees, on the other, leangge in the development of
their ‘professional skills’ and ‘professional kn@alge’ because they see this as

leading towards a perceived higher social stahesstatus of a ‘professional’.

Undergoing training allows the employees to justifgir actions — including those
that may attract blame — with an appeal to profesdism and expertise. It also
allows them to claim “exclusive ownership of anaaoé expertise and knowledge, and
the power to define the nature of problems in &énat as well as the control of access
to potential solutions” (Evetts, 2003, p. 407).fBssional training plays a role in the
formation of officeholders’ occupational habitusiahe construction of their
professional identities. Becoming a member of dieshiprofessional group may
increase the officeholders’ ability to withstandpa criticism when things go wrong.
As | already noted in the previous chapter, sudardgve behaviour may be called
‘herding’: “always doing things in groups in somayyso that no one individual or
organisation can be singled out for blame as dévéardl potential blame takers can
find strength in numbers” (Hood, 2011, p. 92). Bssional training programmes of
government officials could be interpreted as colecbackstage rehearsals of
resisting and limiting possible public blame rethte various problematic aspects of

their work.

The civil servant communicators employed by the gékernment departments are
subjected to professional training. Attending tirggnis seen as a precondition for
advancing to higher positions in the hierarchy (@abOffice, 2014). The idea that
such an arrangement should be used is not newitairB civil servants have

received systematic specialist training at leastesthe Second World War, and the

175



extent and importance of formal training programmas increased over the years
(Lowe, 2011). Already in 1933, an influential pubielations expert Sir Stephen
Tallents asserted that within government, “publisihould be recognised as a
professional job, demanding special training aretsp capacities” (Tallents, 1933, p.
265). Bernard Ingham, who became the Chief Presetaey of Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher’s office in 1979, introduced intd quality standards and formal
training for government publicity officials. Sintlee mid-2000s, in line with the
overall drive for ‘professionalisation’ of the pitbtelations practitioners in private
corporations, the British government has adoptedesiic ‘development frameworks’:
official documents that determine the ‘core slaligl knowledge requirements’ for

government communicators (Gregory, 2006).

A 2013 incarnation of the document, titl€dvernment Communication Professional
Competency Framewarkas devised in the aftermath of the financiaisrihat
emerged in the UK in the late 2000s. The Conseratiiberal Democrat coalition
government that took office in 2010 announced spgncuts, including cuts to the
communication budget. A senior government commuiuinaofficial explained to me
that

because we couldn't justify the investment we waeking in
communications, we had to get rid of fifty percehstaff. And we had a
marketing freeze. Freeze in spending. And thenls@lzad a spending
controls programme introduced. (G. C., personalroanication, April 28,
2015)

The coalition regarded the development of competeand skills of government
communicators as a way to reduce overall communitabsts of the government.
Accordingly, the document stipulates that all cominators have to possess the skills
and knowledge necessary to “ensure communicatiodugts are cost effective and
delivered to a high quality, representing valuenfimmey” (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.
15). However, specifically for press and mediacaifs in government, defensive
reputation management is also listed as one afdhecompetencies: They are
expected to know how to “develop strategies togmoand improve corporate and

Government reputation” (Cabinet Office, 2013, p. 11
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Based on the competency framework, the Cabinet©ffins streams of professional
training events. In June 2014, | was able to atteredof the largest of these events —

the Public Sector Communications Academy — and/caut a participant observation.

7.3 Multimodal defensive performances at the PubliS&ector Communications

Academy

The training event that | observed took place liarge conference venue, Renold
Building, at the University of Manchester on 12d@014. More than 250
participants from various central and local goveentrdepartments gathered for what
was branded by the organisers as ‘the first evet public relations conference
between local and central government’. The traimwgnt was organised by Cabinet
Office-led Government Communications Service ingaration with

LGcommunications, an organisation that represewes lcouncil communicators.

As several consecutive British governments had be#aised for officeholders’
manipulative behaviour in relation to news medspify doctoring’), overspending on
communication activities, and using public resosraed personnel for party political
communication (see Section 6.1), | expected theptrticipants at the training event
would talk about these topics in a particularly tcolled, defensive way, and perhaps
try to distance themselves discursively from tHaaeneworthy issues. | also
presumed that as a part of their backstage trginifigeholders might rehearse the
application of some of the defensive semiotic eapgipt in preparation for the
forthcoming frontstage performances. Thereforeinduthe observation, my
perceptual lens was focused on spotting varioudamegs of anticipative blame

management, or in Goffman’s (1969) terms, ideaisind mystifying.

First of all, already the title of the event, Palfiector Communications Academy,

may be seen as serving the purpose of idealising.uEe of the term ‘academy’ not

*% | learned about the Academy by browsing the welisfithe Government Communication Service
and sent an email to the Cabinet Office to reqaesgss to this event. The request was approved by a
senior staff member and | was able to take fielgathroughout the day. Notably, at the beginniihg o
the Academy, the organisers made it clear thataaticipants were allowed to make social media
postings from the event, thereby blurring the baugdetween backstage and frontstage. Moreover,
some of the materials presented at the event vienevards made publicly available via the website o
the Government Communication Service.
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only implies prestige and exclusiveness — asvifis an internationally recognised
higher education and research establishment $mb#udes to ‘academic freedom’
(i.e., self-determination of the teaching instibafj and ‘scientific objectivity’ (i.e.,
acting without political agenda and seeking thettt). By calling their training event
‘academy’, officeholders shielded their enterpfieen the possible criticism by
appealing to expertise, self-determination, anecibyjity.

The selected expressive equipment — setting, appearand manner — supported the
formation of this impression. The event was helthatpremises of a university, not a
government agency. During the presentations, thecjpmants were seated in a large
lecture hall with a pitched floor, with their attemm focused on the presenter and the
screen at the front of the hall. The presentersdsbehind a lectern, with an exception
of only two speakers (neither of whom representedgovernment) who chose to
move around in front of the audience during thedkg. All the presenters used
presentation slides, often content-heavy with édteext and figures. And all the

presenters were dressed formally.

The main teaching method used throughout the dayawecture, thus the
opportunities for audience participation were laxdit Despite the use of the title
‘academy’, there were no full-time academic schomong the presenters: talks
were given by communication practitioners and astalymainly representing various
government departments. The presentations werivedlashort: Ten people
presented between the beginning of the event 8t&®18. and the lunch break at 12:30

p.m., and another ten presentations were givendsgt:15 and 5 p.m.

The language used by the presenters deviated fiwah ane might typically hear at
academic lectures. Several presenters utteredagiaig and imperatives that may be
seen as more characteristic to self-help literdturéusiness managers or perhaps
motivational rallying speeches given at politicaty conventions. This included
straightforward positive self-presentation of gawaent communicators as a group, as
well as the use of cryptic (and hence mystifyin@nagerial jargon. Here are some

examples of such utterances used in the three keymesentations:
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(1) We are doing well.
Be proud of your day job.
Drive for excellence.
Get better, better, and better.
Nobody is above tactics and below strategy.
Drive better outcomes.
Understand the power of your brands.

These utterances may be interpreted as repetiivigrmations of one’s positive
professional identity that indicate the speakeasd(participants’) concern about the
reputation of their profession, about the loomitayie risk. The use of managerial
jargon, such as ‘the power of brands’, suggeststtigaspeakers conceptualise
government communication as a commodity (see Se2ti®). Mystification and
ingroup cohesion were also discursively realisethieyuse of profession-specific
acronyms, such as EAST, OASIS, PROOF, antf IC.

Swiftness was repeatedly emphasised as an impqnafetssional value for
government communicators, in both the spoken wadithe movement of the
presenters. For example, consider this piece atadyven by one of the keynote

presenters:
(2) Evaluate fast and learn quickly.

The most visually stunning (at least for me) parfance of swiftness was given by
Alex Aiken, Executive Director of Government Comnuations at Cabinet Office,

whoran away up the stairpromptly after finishing his talk in front of tHecture hall.

" EAST is a behaviour change framework adopted byt Government Communication Service. Its
underlying principle is that “if you want to encage a behaviour, make it Easy, Attractive, Soaidl a
Timely (EAST)”". OASIS is a communications plannimgpdel adopted by the UK Government
Communication Service. The acronym stands for Qvjes, Audience/Insight, Strategy/ldeas,
Implementation, and Scoring/Evaluation. PROOF isemnym that stands for the Government
Communication Service’s five guiding principles foraluating their activities: evaluation should be
Pragmatic, Realistic, Objective, Open, and Fultggnated. IC stands for Internal Communications.
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To better illustrate the use of multimodal resoare officeholders to keep blame at
bay, | present a more detailed analysis of a késoep from the training event: the
first minutes of the opening speech by Alex AikRegarded as the Head of
Profession of government communicators in the UkeA was formally the highest
ranking individual present at the event. Beingpbkeson responsible for government
communication strategy and managing the combinadeP¥inister’s Office and
Cabinet Office communications team, his keynoteg@néation was going to set the
underlying tone of the rest of the day. Therefonas surprised when he walked to
the lectern and did not start talking to the auckernnstead, he turned his attention to
the presentation computer and switched on a vidaovwas projected on a large

screen on the wall in front of the lecture hall.

The video was an animated cartoon, about two msnlotgg, with upbeat guitar music
playing in the background throughout. The carteatdred an anonymous male voice
speaking about the government communications plalew hand of an artist, who
remained invisible, outside of the frame, swifthew or placed related texts and
images on to a whiteboard. This technique, caliddteboard animation’ or

‘animated doodling’, is often used in online videtorials; it gives an impression of
an artist recording herself in the process of nevak.

The showing of a whiteboard animation to lead mekient served several blame

management functions:

» Positive self-presentation of government communisaas a team was
masked as an online tutorial. This masking reliediisual intertextuality,
referring to hand-drawn video tutorial as a popgknre on social media.

* Dynamic movement of images coupled with a cheerfusical soundtrack had
two effects. On the one hand, it created an eldvsgase of audience
engagement, thereby possibly lowering their capdoitcritical reflection. On
the other hand, the fluent succession of imageokedw a sense of swiftness,
an important element of the dramatic realisatiothefwork of government
officials (Hansson, 2015b; Wodak, 2011).

« Cartoons typically present fantasy worlds, thusinm@k easy to background
or omit real-world problems. The use of simple dregs and concrete

numerical data in the cartoon made the content isggyrpower-neutral. For
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instance, there were no depictions of real or abstninisters, journalists, or
members of the opposition.

» Showing a video enabled the presenter to shiftdatng. By ‘letting a video
speak’ about the tasks and accomplishments of govemt communicators
instead of him talking about these issues, Aiken alale to (a) give an
impression of neutrality as the video seeminglyspreed the ‘facts’ about
government communication, and (b) distance hinfseth the party political
content of the government communications plan. affi@an’s (1981) terms,
the introduction of the government communicatiolas ghrough the medium
of a cartoon and an anonymous voice-over speatestiekely masked the
Principal (it was not clear who was responsibletiier message) as well as the
Author (it was not evident who created the conger form of a message).
Aiken seemed to assume a smaller degree of auth@st responsibility for
the message compared to if he had ‘animated’ time s#ntences in his speech.

In what follows, | analyse the content of the cantan detail in terms of how
multimodal resources are put into use to avoid blafme full transcript of the
cartoon — containing both the text read by theexmiger and the description of the

moving images on screen — is provided in Appendi% F

(3) 1 Alongside legislation, regulation and taxation,

2 communication is one of the four key levers of government.

In (3), the anonymous speaker represents governtnemnhunication metaphorically
as a tool in the hands of government (‘lever ofegoment’) and identifies it with
other types of government action (‘legislation,ulagion and taxation’). This has at
least three implications in terms of blame managentérst, perception of individual
agency is reduced as people — government commarscatare depicted as
‘instruments’ rather than moral actors who makertben choices. This view is
emphasised in the cartoon by the use of an imagestflised lever attached to the
Houses of Parliament (see Figure 7.1). Secondsdhmntic field of ‘government
communication’ is narrowed down to denote a regujatool so that possible

alternative/critical understandings of the notierg(, government communication as

%8 The Government Communication Service has also rfedeartoon available on YouTube at
http://lwww.youtube.com/watch?v=eaAG-ullubU
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Service

Figure 7.1. “Communication is one of the four key levers of government”

malicious propaganda/spin, or as a field of pradtiat has important implications for
democratic deliberation; see Chapter 2) are backgted. Third, the use of a list is
salient. Legislation, regulation and taxation aeédf of activity over which state
possesses a monopoly and which are backed up byivaé&orce. By linking the field
of communication (where government does not hav@maopoly and which does not
directly rely on coercive force; see Yeung, 200@hwhese activities, the speaker
attributes government communication and governmemmunicators with more

power and prestige.

The visual resources used in parallel with thessrances support these
interpretations: The logo of the Government Comroaiidon Service is presented
together with the list of tasks (‘Legislation’, ‘Belation’, ‘Taxation’

‘Communication’) and the Houses of Parliament. Tdasld be interpreted as
mystifying because the Government Communicationi€emlactually does not have

the power to legislate, regulate, or collect taxies;Service is not based in the Houses
of Parliament, and the Service does not communmateehalf of Parliament.
Parliament’s role includes examining and challegdire work of the government —

an opposite to the government communicators’ jobxplaining and justifying the
policies of the government. Therefore, by assauigtihemselves visually with

Parliament, government communicators seem to distdremselves from the

government.
(4) 3 And every day we help improve the lives of people in the UK and beyond,
4 and support the effective operation of public services.
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In (4), the anonymous voice uses the inclusive-fiesson plural personal pronoun
‘we’, supposedly speaking on behalf of all the gomeent communicators. He states
as an unmitigated fact that government communisak@ip improve the lives of
people in the UK and beyond’ and that they dovely day’. Notably, the sentence
starts with a coordinating conjunction ‘and’ thiakk the ‘helping’ of people to the
‘instruments’ of the government (legislation, regjidn, taxation, communication)
listed in previous sentence. What this seems tdyimsghat the use of these policy
instruments by the British government is univesshineficial for people everywhere.
The claim is accompanied by abstract depictiorth@imap of the UK and the globe,
suggesting that British government communicatoxe laaglobal impact. While the
verbal claim is made about ‘the lives of peopl@,iumans are depicted in the video:

the abstract maps are used as visual metonymstérat for people.

(5) 5 The 2014/15 Annual Plan
6 sets out how the Government Communication Service
7 will help deliver the coalition's policy priorities.

In (5), a document — ‘2014/15 Annual Plan’ — isresgented as an agent who ‘sets out
what the government communication professionalsapposed to do: They are
supposed to “help deliver the coalition’s policyopities”. While in line 2 the word
‘government’ seemingly refers to government in gahen this sentence a link is
established with a concrete government: the Coasige~Liberal Democrat coalition
government. The political parties involved are mamed: The term ‘coalition’ is used
as a synecdochedrs pro totg, perhaps to maintain the impression of partytjoali

neutrality. The imagery used in the video does not refer t@dadition (Figure 7.2).

Government

Communication
Service

QO (¢ BEA O X

Figure 7.2. “Help deliver the coalition’s policy priorities”

183



A set of small abstract images that look like aggilon icons on a smartphone screen
do not seem to convey any concrete meanings ref@t@tat is being said: These
icons may simply serve the function of visual @distron or embellishment, or

suggesting that government communicators are ssiragt technology.

(6) 8 In particular, we will focus on three cross-government themes:

9 economic confidence, fairness and aspiration, and Britain in the world.

In (6), the inclusive ‘we’ is used again to speakoehalf of all the government
communicators, asserting that their work will “fgoon three cross-government
themes”. What these ‘themes’ may mean remainssupp®sed, tacit knowledge.
Again, a list is used both in the spoken word als agein the visual depiction (see
Figure 7.3). ‘Economic confidence’ is visually Btmated as an abstract line graph
with an upward moving arrow, suggesting that tbanfidence’ is measurable and
should take the form of certain statistical figube$ng on the increase. ‘Fairness and
aspiration’ are represented as scales. Scales $igmbalancing (which may be seen
as one possible aspect of ‘fairness’), but it isevadent how they may be linked to

‘aspiration’. ‘Britain in the world’ is again accgranied by an image of the globe.

(7) 10 We'll deliver these and around one hundred and forty other campaigns

11 effectively and efficiently.

In lines 10-11, the anonymous voice makes an ugatéd promise on behalf of all
the government communicators to ‘deliver’ campaigfifectively and efficiently’.
The promise is linked to the previous sentencerbgraphoric reference to the three

‘themes’ (“We’ll deliver_these”), thereby makingdiear that the three ‘themes’

Figure 7.3. “We will focus on three cross-government themes”
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should be also seen as ‘campaigns’ among manysofteerd around one hundred and
forty other campaigns”). The visual presentatiothef words “140 campaigns” may
be interpreted as a part of an argumentative mopesitive self-presentation that
relies on a particular implicit conclusion rulepts of numbers, which can be
explicated here as: ‘If we deliver a certain numtifecampaigns, we are doing a good
job’. Why carrying out this particular number oingpaigns is necessary or what will
these campaigns exactly involve is not explaineseéms to be presumed that the

audience will be impressed by the given nuniBer.

(8) 12 We will use new digital channels
13 and we’ll evaluate everything we do
14 so that the contribution good communication makes to achieving

government objectives

15 is absolutely clear.

The sentence in (8) connects several propositleirst, there are two promises on
behalf of government communicators: to use newtalighannels, and to evaluate
their own work. Second, there are two claims: tloekvof government communicators
is good (“good communication”), and they help tlegrnment achieve its objectives.
These elements are used as premises to build ltbeviftg argument: If government
communicators use digital channels and evaluate @i work, then the ‘goodness’

of their work will be taken for granted (“absolytellear”).

The visual elements that accompany this sententleeoscreen serve two functions.
First, the logos of the web services Twitter, Yob&uand Flickr symbolise direct
online communication that is not mediated by jolistsiand for which the users do
not have to pay. Thus these may be used to suhmoitpression of the frugality of
the government, as well as its openness to modsdsiicgspheres. Second, the
presented diagrams are illegible and may seem @xgpee Figure 7.4). This may
evoke feelings of awe among the audiences and esigaisethe expertise of
government communicators — thereby presumably iegube likelihood of criticism

targeted at them.

%9 As noted in Chapter 5, the topos of numbers i@&gan implicit) content-specific conclusion rule
used in practical arguments as a seemingly commeitsg bridge between numerical/statistical data
and a particular claim. The topos of numbers cagdmerally paraphrased as follows: ‘If sufficient
numerical evidence is given, a specific action sthde performed’ (see Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, p..79)
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Campaigns & Marketing* Reputation

Figure 7.4. “We’ll evaluate everything we do”

(9) 16 We'll also continue with our reform of the government communications
profession
17 to ensure that we deliver an exceptional public service
18 delivered by skilled and talented colleagues.

In (9), the promise to “continue with our reforn’egumes that the audience
possesses previous knowledge of the ‘reform’ amadeshthe view that the reform is
necessary. Notably, communication is here frameal@sblic service rather than a
policy instrument (“exceptional public servicehgroup feelings are elicited and
strengthened among government communicators byiy®siaming and attribution:
They are referred to as “skilled and talented eojles”.

The accompanying visuals present information thabi clearly related to what is
being said (Figure 7.5). The words ‘Core’, ‘Assoeiand ‘Affiliate’ that appear on

the screen are not used by the speaker. (One tebdse read the rece@Bbvernment
Communication Service Handbookthe website of the Government Communication
Service to recognise that these labels refer tohifee ‘levels of membership’ in the
Service). The text ‘#JoinUs’ also presumes spetiblickground knowledge: Itis a
social media hashtag (a metadata label most conynagsbciated with micro-
blogging platform Twitter) that the Government Coomcation Service uses to
signal that they are inviting communication profesals to join their membership

programme online.
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Figure 7.5. “Skilled and talented colleagues”

Affiliate

(10) 19 Last year our strict financial controls saved the public purse
20 more than thirty six million pounds.
21 This year we aim to save at least forty million pounds,
22 continue the shift away from advertising to low cost and no cost campaigns,
23 and increase the amount of collaboration between government departments.

In (10), another topos of numbers is used to sughasgovernment communicators
deserve praise rather than blame: The presumed caranderstanding is that saving
a certain amount of money (36 million pounds) isidble, and saving even more is
better still. Advertising is portrayed as somethiirgm which communicators should
distance themselves because of its high cost.dgestof numbers is supported by
visual representation: The numbers that the spaakeations appear on the screen
together with the word ‘SAVED’ (Figure 7.6).

The verbal reference to ‘low cost and no cost cagmsais accompanied on screen by
the logos of Twitter and YouTube and a ‘thumbssigh (see Figure 7.7). These
function as visual synecdoches for social netwerit®e type of online media that

comes free of charge to most users.

The increased collaboration between governmentrttapats is visually represented
as eight signatures. This only seems to be meanitgthose viewers who have read
a copy of the&Government Communications Plan 2014(H51 Government, 2014),
because that document contains a page with thatsigrs of the heads of

communication from 17 departments. The picturagriaures is used as a visual
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Figure 7.6. “£36 million saved”

Figure 7.7. “Collaboration between government departments”

proof of the commitment of the departments, exgeds/ their top communication

officials, to follow this plan.

(11) 24 We expect to spend around two hundred and eighty nine million pounds
25 on planned communications.
26 That's the equivalent of around four pounds fifty per person per year
27 or about the price of a coffee and a sandwich.

In (11), the topos of numbers as a warrant fortpasself-presentation of government
communicators is developed further. The promisgpend ‘around 289 million
pounds on planned communications’ is not comparedd spending in previous
years but apparently divided by the number of petiping in the UK. The use of the
‘per person per year’ comparison is ambiguous amdyasive in at least three ways.
First, which ‘persons’ the speaker is referringstteft unexplained — the audience is

expected to come to the conclusion that what isninieahe whole population of the
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UK. Second, this comparison implies that ‘plannechmunications’ (i.e., campaigns)
by the government are beneficial for each and epergon in the country: as if the
government was giving a sandwich and a cup of edffeeveryone. This may be seen
as misleading. There is no guarantee that evesppén Britain benefits from all of
the campaigns carried out by the government; indeaay people may completely
reject the aims of some of these campaigns. Amd,thy evoking a comparison
between the government campaign spending and ite gir‘a coffee and a
sandwich’, the authors of the video suggest thatdkal cost of communication
campaigns is negligible: The comparison invitesahdience to develop a mental
model according to which ‘government campaigns assnhuch as a coffee and a
sandwich’. This impression is supported by the aislepiction of a coffee and a

sandwich (see Figure 7.8).

(12) 28 This is a sensible investment
29 because good government communication saves lives,
30 supports business and industry,
31 and helps people make choices about their careers and their welfare.

In (12), government communication is representegconomic terms, as an
investment, evoking the understanding of governrmentmunication as a commaodity.
It is attributed with a positive evaluation: ‘sdvisiinvestment’. The proposition that
communication campaigns are a ‘sensible investmgstipported by three assertions
about ‘good government communication’. This wayjuing has several

implications for blame management.

Figure 7.8. “The price of a coffee and a sandwich”
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First, this implies that government communicatiergiood’ — and therefore the
government communicators who do their work showidhe criticised. Second,
‘saving lives’ is something that supposedly nobodyld be blamed for. By
suggesting that government communicators ‘save’livieey are in effect depicted as
heroes who deserve unequivocal praise. Importathity categorical claim
backgrounds the idea that many government commiangcenay actually not be
‘saving lives’ but are rather trying to influencegple’s attitudes towards the
government — to persuade them that the incumbesmrgment is doing a good job.
The communication activities that ‘save lives’ egpresented visually in the form of a
campaign poster for a road safety campaign that ‘€asrver, look out for cyclists at

junctions” (see Figure 7.99.

In a similar vein, while it is not clear what ‘supting business and industry’ and
‘helping people make choices’ may involve, the ofthe verbs ‘support’ and ‘help’
indicates the supposedly good will of the commuimisa The construction ‘helps
people make choices’ could be classified as whdt&fug (2011, p. 51) calls a
‘managing action’: a representation that evokerethuced or ‘softened’ agency for

the government and a corresponding increase incggend autonomy) for others.”

(23) 32 We are on a journey towards world class government communications
33 and this annual plan sets out some of the steps we’ll take over the year
ahead.

DRIVERS. LOOK
OUT FOR CYCLISTS
AT JUNCTIONS

Figure 7.9. “Good government communication saves lives”

80 Whether preparing and distributing such posteasishbe equated with ‘saving lives'’ is debatable.
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In (13), the use of th@dURNEYPATH metaphor ‘we are on a journey’ and ‘the steps
we’ll take over the year ahead’ evoke the unitg@fernment communicators,
implying that they will ‘stick together’ as a grougnd that they have a common
‘destination’. Such representation may functiom gmrt of a defensive herding
strategy (see Chapter 6). ‘World class governmentrounication’ could be
interpreted as hyperbole. ‘World class’ is a highilgbiguous positive attribution that
cannot easily be supported by concrete comparatidence as there are no
universally accepted standards for such classibieat However, the abstract and
contestable notion of ‘world class government comitations’ is used to refer to the
ultimate, taken-for-granted destination for altleé government communicators in the
UK.

As soon as the cartoon ended, Aiken addresseditherece in the lecture hall and
said that all government communicators in the UButh see this clip. He thus
endorsed the content of the cartoon, while notieitiyl identifying himself as Author
or Principal. This episode, in my view, serves aseful reminder that
conductingobservations in organisational settisgseicessary to make sense of the
particular uses of text, talk, and images for thppse of blame avoidance. If | had
had access only to the content of the cartoon,uldvbave missed out on how the

video was actually used during the training everdtift the presenter’s footing.

7.4 Concluding remarks

| have suggested in this chapter that to undersatidipative blame avoidance in
government, analysts need to pay attention tortfegglay of a variety of
communicative resources and strategies used kgebfiiders. Officeholders may try
to mystify aspects of social reality that couldatt blame, and idealise themselves,
by combining verbal, visual, and auditory cues,leixipg the properties of a
particular physical setting, and calculated shiftiooting of the speaker. In other
words: Anticipative blame-avoiding behaviour canriterpreted as a sort of

multimodal performance.

This means that if we take note of officeholdeegttand talkonly, we are likely to
overlook certain defensive symbolic moves that tteafise by other means.

Researchers of government blame games may needlysa in great detail concrete
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episodes of certain performances, such as meeprgsentations, briefings, and
staged photo and video opportunities. The datadoh analysis may come from
recordings and thorough transcriptions of not asglgbal but also visual (and possibly
other) communicative acts. Importantly, to intet@meticipative blame avoidance, one
requires knowledge of wider context — past events@rcumstances, institutions, and
blame risks — that goes beyond immediate textudh@sual co-text and the
observable setting of the interaction. It is therefessential to engage with several
types of empirical data and theory (e.g., see BetsWodak, 2001, 2009; Wodak,
2011).

By combining theoretical insights from existingehiature on verbal and multimodal
strategies with empirical data gathered during relgivork, | have tried to
operationalise officeholders’ anticipative blameiagance for semiotic analysis in
terms of particular multimodal ways of represent@uegors and actions, framing,
arguing, and legitimising. | outline the defenssamiotic strategies, together with

examples of their realisations taken from my angjys Table 7.1.

According to my observation, the use of these exgiat serves two defensive
functions. First, certain strategic moves helpaolground the ideas about any
possible harm or norm violations that governmemm@anicators may have been
associated with in the eyes of critical audiensash as lying, spin doctoring, and
using tax money for propaganda campaigns that raagctually serve the interests of
the public. This is achieved, for example, by ensigiag the positivity of their work
(‘good government communication saves lives’), Bpdising professional jargon,
abstract visuals, and various numerical data tegimund the expertise and high
social status of government communicators. Secsgrdjotic strategies are used to
limit the perception of (individual) agency for laMours and outcomes that could
possibly attract blame. This involves, for exampégresenting government
communication metaphorically as a tool in the hasfdgovernment (‘lever of
government’), thereby backgrounding the idea tlsaeghment communicators could
be moral actors who make their own choices, anidsging communication
professionals as a single collectivised actor (wiereby helping to diffuse potential

blame that could be targeted at individual membétke ingroup.
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Admittedly, my inventory of semiotic strategieshddme avoidance is not
comprehensive. It is based on a small-scale gtiaéiteesearch project as a first pilot
study, and | am not making any claims of its gelisahility. Also, my description of
the wider context of the particular performanceesessarily limited. However, these
limitations can be overcome in future critical r@®d into multimodal aspects of

blame avoidance in government.

Table 7.1. Semiotic strategies of blame avoidance in government

Strategies

Examples of realisations

Ways of Deleting references to perpetrators, Not using depictions of real people
representing victims, losses, transgressions, and

actors and negative characteristics of perpetrators

actions

Adding cues that emphasise the positive
characteristics of a problematic event or
actor

Adding cues that shift the audience’s
attention away from a problematic event
or actor

Rearranging the sequence of represented
events so that a negative outcome seems
not to have followed from officeholders’
(in)action

Rearranging the social relations between
different actors (e.g., victims and
perpetrators)

Substituting the actual elements of a
blameworthy social practice with
representations that background negative
meanings

Substituting the act of doing something
problematic with an act of doing
something good/heroic

Choosing modality markers so to make
negative events seem ‘less real’ and the
positive events ‘more real’
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Showing an image of the globe to
imply that British government
communicators help everyone on the
planet

Adding upbeat background music

Presenting the savings figures before
spending figures in the whiteboard
animation

Depicting government
communicators as a lever attached to
the Houses of Parliament

Representing campaign activities as a
numerical figure (a lump sum of
money) with the word ‘SAVED’
stamped on it

Associating government
communication with the logos of
popular social networks, and
backgrounding possibly problematic
government—press relations

Showing an abstract whiteboard
animation to present bullet points,
numbers, graphs, and icons (thereby
appealing to the abstract coding
preference)



Strategies

Examples of realisations

Ways of
framing and
positioning

Ways of
arguing

Ways of
legitimising

Evoking the ‘Rescue narrative’ and
claiming the role of the Hero, Helper, or
Victim

Using symbolic cues and techniques that
align the performer’s point of view with
the audience and evoke a sense of
involvement

Using footing shifts to modify the
perception of agency

Performing swiftness to present oneself
as constantly busy and to avoid critical
reflection

Choosing blame-neutral or blame-
backgrounding physical settings for an
encounter

Using a spatial arrangement that does not
facilitate dialogue

Using multimodal cues as ‘proof’ of one’s
blamelessness, for casting doubt on
opponent’s standpoint, or shifting blame
to someone or something else

Using multimodal references to status
and role for authority legitimation

Using multimodal references to value
systems for moral evaluation legitimation

Using multimodal references to the
instrumental goals, uses and effects of
institutionalised social action for
rationalisation legitimation

Using multimodal narratives for
mythopoesis

Showing a road safety campaign
poster that says “Driver, look out for
cyclists at junctions”

Using the unified logo of the UK
government (simplified Royal Arms)
on presentation slides

Using an animated cartoon where an
anonymous voice presents a plan

Running away at the end of one’s
presentation

Holding a government training event
on university premises

Holding a training event in a lecture
theatre

Using a picture of a cup of coffee and
a sandwich as ‘proof’ that
government campaigns cost very little

Using the logo of the Government
Communication Service together with
a picture of the Houses of Parliament

Presenting monetary figures with the
word ‘SAVED’ stamped on them in red
letters (i.e., saving money is highly
valued)

Presenting complex diagrams to claim
that scientific rationality underlies
government’s activities

Showing an animated cartoon where
government communicators who save
‘lives’ and ‘the public purse’ are
praised
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8. Conclusions

Throughout this thesis | have referred to varioegristic ‘check lists’ devised by
authors — from philosophers from the past, likesfatile and Bentham, to
contemporary linguists, such as van Leeuwen andaWedvho have sought to
inform and educate the public about the (mis)u$ésnguage in public life. Those
who construct such conceptual devices hope thaeng equipped with critical
language awareness are better able to challengecmsibly change the socio-
political circumstances in which they find themsslvin this study, | have explicitly
followed — and built upon — this long traditionlahguage-oriented criticism of
political/administrative behaviour. | have plackd tiscursive negotiations of power
relations via legitimising and delegitimising aetbentre stage of my study, and
focused on government communication as one ofdti®ffs in larger societal

processes that either advance or limit public pigetion in political debates.

By integrating knowledge and conceptual tools fiseweral disciplines, and carrying
out an exploratory qualitative study of the defeesliscursive strategies used by
government communicators in the UK in the afternddtthe financial crisis of the
late 2000s, | have tried to unravel the complegitédefining and evaluating
linguistic/symbolic forms of blame avoidance beloaviin government (RQ 1). | have
proposed several frameworks for conceptualisingaaradysing the ways in which
government communicators use language — eithetiveBc(RQ 2) or in anticipation
of blame (RQ 3) — to hold on to power. | hope thgtwork helps people to grasp
much better the plurality of perspectives one caakd when talking or writing about
blame/avoidance in government, and to consider rudigethe effects of particular

linguistic choices on our understanding of who damedoes not deserve blame.

Admittedly, the inventory of defensive discursivegegies that | have provided in
this thesis is neither comprehensive nor univeesalt is based on analysing a sample
of empirical data drawn from text and talk by gawraent officeholders in one

country in particular historical and institutiorsattings. Indeed, it seems impossible
to compile a finite list of defensive linguisticsaurces. Blame avoidance behaviour is
characterised by creativity — just like language asd other human intentional doings
in general — and is hence subject to conceptualetion. Changes in social activities

and relations are often unpredictable and are filmerenainly studied in hindsight.
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Social scientists cannot easily formulate univeitaals of human behaviour’ on the
basis of which to make empirically ascertainabkdpstions (Fay, 1996). That is why
it is more feasible to come up with practical (evfamt ‘optimal’ or ‘perfect’)

heuristic devices that help us identify, descrdrg] relate certain elements of human

behaviour that seem conventional in particulanrsgst

None of the heuristics referred to or proposedhis $tudy is intrinsically ‘true’ or
‘false’. Their value only becomes evident when ¢éhage taken up by others — scholars,
journalists, critical citizens — who recognise #has adequate for identifying and
understanding certain manifestations of linguibBbaviour. All of these devices can
be exploited by researchers, practitioners, angémple in different ways. For
example, Aristotle’s threefold heuristic — ethoathws, and logos — is often presented
to novice public speakers as a rule of thumb: T&earane’s speech more persuasive
one should combine appeals to character, emotiwhyegason. Bentham’s outline of
political fallacies has influenced the work of modecademics who develop
normative argumentation theories (e.g., Grooteridd897). And the discursive
strategies of positive self- and negative othesg@ngation listed by Wodak have been
taken up in a stream of interdisciplinary studidsolh seek to describe and explain

various forms of social exclusion and populism.

I hope that the insights from my thesis will be lggpin two ways. First, as this is an
exploratory study, the proposed frameworks maydmpged and adapted by
researchers in linguistics and political sciendectuding, of course, myself — who
carry out future case studies of defensive govemim@mmunication. For example,
researchers can check whether the same or somsinwtilar discursive strategies are
employed by officeholders in other settings. Irsthay, in the first instance, the
frameworks could help to advance scholarly undaditey of government blame
games. Second, some insights about specific mdwtisaursive blame/avoidance
could be rephrased as simplified ‘rules of thundy’dritical citizens who wish to cut
through the defensive communicative practices alfghaving) officeholders. Below,
I will discuss the implications for linguists, pidial scientists, and critical citizens in

turn.
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8.1 Implications for linguists: Looking beyond linguistic features

The main thrust of my argument in this thesis heentthat discourse analysts should
interpret certain linguistic features in officehetd’ text and talk as manifestations or
indicators of blame avoidance behaviour. Belowyrhmarise some of the specifically
linguistic features that, based on my study, seebetcharacteristic of discursive

blame avoidance in government:

* In terms ofsocial actor representatiofvan Leeuwen, 1996), blame may seem
distributed and somewhat less targeted when blakerg are assimilated and
collectivised, for example when the proper namaroéntity (‘British
government’) or first person plural pronoun (‘wes)used. Blame may seem
diffused when placed on categorised collectiveragtammigrants’),
functionalised actors (‘government communicatorst)impersonal
objectivated actors (‘a report said’). Blame tak®esy also be completely
excluded from text (‘the mistakes were made’). Birailar vein, people who
could be perceived as victims may be excluded okdra@unded in linguistic
representations of events.

* In terms ofsocial action representatiofvan Leeuwen, 2008), when loss-
imposing actions are portrayed statically as esitr qualities (e.g., ‘waste in
Whitehall’) then this may have an effect of maskingnan agency and
reducing the perception of blame. A similar effeay result from
deagentialising a possibly harmful action, thatepresenting it as if it came
about without human involvement (e.g. ‘the problecourred’). Moreover,
problematic events may be represented in termsaaftions/mental processes
(e.g., “l am very concerned about this”), therebgkgrounding the material
causes of the event.

» Certainmetaphorsnay be used by (potential) blame takers to claimozal
high ground with respect to an outgroup, and tdicage a particular outgroup
as a scapegoat. For example, the metapbamics IS WAR appears in the UK
government communication guidelines as a lingudizice for setting elected
politicians morally further apart from permanentvgmment communicators,
making it easier to shift (potential) blame awagnirthe latter (‘if a speech by

a minister included an attack... government commuaisaannot join the

197



political battle’). Metaphoric expressions may ab&oused to frame (potential)
blame takers as Heroes (rather than Villains)efnetrying to quench the
blame making desire of various critics. For insegiwehen a minister states in
a press release that the government “pledged totbkess in hunting down
and eradicating waste in Whitehall” (see Chaptehd)casts ‘waste’ as a
Villain and the government as a Hero who ‘huntioivn’ and ‘eradicates’ it.
Overlexicalisation(or discourse repetition) may be used to interesify
impression that the causes of a blameworthy evergxernal, and hence the
particular government/officeholder does not desétaene (e.g., the repetitive
use of words like ‘global’, ‘across the world’, tarnational’ when talking
about a crisis).

Epistemicmodalitycan be linguistically realised so that the ocauresof the
blame event, or the suggestion that the event aaset! by the blame taker
seems less true. For example, when the UK Priméaskdinwrites of “the
global financial turmoil that started in Americdien the external cause of the
turmoil is represented as an unmodalised certdéartg hence the standpoint
that his government should be blamed for this sdesssplausible). When the
Opposition Leader, on the other hand, writes tha €urrent crisis may have
had its trigger in the US”, then ‘may’ functionsasodal qualifier that casts
doubt on the claim of external causes of the c(esl hence the standpoint

that the government deserves blame for the cegms more plausible).

Whether or not an officeholder’s speech act or @esgion is ‘defensive’ — that is,

aimed at holding on to power — does not always imecevident simply by looking at

a particular textual sample. Discursive blame aaoad is a complex social

phenomenon. Therefore, analysts need to make sysSteattempts to combine close

empirical analysis of concrete micro-level interaes between people with a

thorough understanding of the situational andtmstinal settings as well as the

broader historical and socio-political contextshese interactions.

Based on this exploratory study, a conceptual fraonk can be drawn up that could

serve as a heuristic guide for future discoursdytinal studies into blame avoidance

in government communication (Figure 8.1).
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6. Conceptualisations of government communication
Policy instrument
Commodity
Manipulation
Un/doing democracy

5. Components of government blame games
Blame makers
Blame takers
Events
Norms
Audiences
Contexts
Moves
Outcomes
Metadiscourses

4. Strategies of blame avoidance
Ways of presenting, distributing agency, operating

3. Discursive strategies of blame avoidance
Total problem denial, excuses, justifications, problem
denial + counter-attack, drawing a line, changing the
subject, restricting information, ‘lying doggo’,
working behind the scenes, protocolisation,
herding, ...

2. Discursive/semiotic strategies
Ways of arguing, framing, denying,
representing actors and actions,

legitimising, manipulating, ...

1. Linguistic/symbolic
realisations
Text, talk, images, ...

Figure 8.1. A conceptual framework for analysing blame avoidance in government

communication
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| briefly describe the main components of this feavork in ascending order, from
the micro-level upwards, to explain how these afated to each other and how an

interpretation of a (possible) instance of blamei@dnce might proceed.

1. As an initial step, empirical analysis involvesleoting and studying concrete
evidence of possible discursive blame avoidandkédrform of
linguistic/symbolic realisationsuch as instances of text, talk, images, and
other symbolic acts by government communicatorgsélrealisations can be
categorised under particular genres, such as redesses, opinion pieces,
social media postings, policy documents, televigaskbches, broadcast
interviews, and so forth.

2. When text, talk, and images are used by officelsl@evarious more or less
conventionalised goal-oriented ways, then these Imeagonceived of as
discursive or semiotic strategiesuch as strategies of arguing, framing,
denying, and so forth. There are several ways ichwvliscursive strategies
might be used to affect the audience’s perceptidraom and causal agency in
relation to (potentially) blameworthy events. Thesgdude

e argumentationusing argument schemes to support the standihaint
there is little or no reason to blame anyone bexétie or no harm
has been done, or the standpoint that harm hasdmeeneither
unintentionally, unknowingly, involuntarily, or lsomeone else;

» framing representing oneself metaphorically/narrativedyadiero, a
Helper of a Hero, or a Victim, and/or represensogneone else as a
Villain, to escape being assigned the role of tiiaii by a blame
maker;

» denying rejecting agency (via act-denial, control-deniatiention-
denial) and loss (via mitigations, downtoning) @sponse to
accusations;

» social actor and action representatiogxclusion, suppression, and
backgrounding (e.g., by impersonalisation or noiisation) of
harmful actions, victims, and/or those actors whold possibly attract

blame;
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» legitimation providing explanations and justifications of pbgs
blameworthy actions by using references to authamitoral evaluation,
rationalisation, and mythopoesis; and

* manipulation attempts by (potential) blame takers to impaibias the
understanding of blame-related information, andawotrol the
formation of mental models in a way which is nothe best interest of
the recipients, usually involving extensive uselistursive group
polarisation, violations of conversational maximsd other discursive
strategies focused on potential vulnerabilitiesegipients (e.g., their
strong emotions or traumas, their lack of rele\arawledge, their
lower status).

3. When certain (combinations of) discursive strategiee used defensively by
(potential) blame takers in particular contexts thaolve blame risk, then
these may be interpreteddiscursive strategies of blame avoidarioe
presentational strategies), such as total problemmad providing excuses and
justifications, or combining problem denial witlt@aunter-attack (see Table
4.1).

4. These strategies, in turn, are part of a broadesfstrategies of blame
avoidancewhich also include non-discursive behaviour, sasliefensive
ways of distributing agency (via institutional aitelsture) and defensive ways
of choosing policies and operational routines (abarated by Hood, 2011).

5. The strategies of blame avoidance are used by gowaatt officeholders as
defensive moves either in response to real blataelkat or in anticipation of
potential blame attacks. Hence, the strategiesaond avoidance (including
the discursive strategies and their linguisticisagions) should be interpreted
ascomponents of a particular blame gamext, talk, images, and
performances can be understood as strategic mewdsg a defensive
function if one can identify (potential) blame mekand blame takers, events
that have been (or are likely to be) presentecegative, norms that are
claimed (or implied) to be violated, audiences wbald be persuaded to take
the side of the blame makers or blame takers, lEnoossible) outcomes of
the blame game for the blame taker.

6. The overall meaning one attaches to a particuleeigonent blame game or a

particular defensive move used by a government aomicator is affected by
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how one conceptualises government communicatianeftakes the side of a
government and conceptualises government commiugricas a policy
instrument or a commodity, then blame avoidancensde be a practical set
of measures that should be used to achieve pdiigctives of the government,
or to ‘manage’ blame as a business risk. If oneeptualises government
communication as manipulation by the politicaledibr as an ambiguous
factor in democratic politics, then blame avoidaanehe side of the
government seems either to serve the maintenanoeegfual power relations
between the government and the victims of its maatjon, or to be an

essential part of the discursive negotiations ditipal power in society.

To identify and interpret a (potential) instanceblzime avoidance, analysts should
move abductively between these analytical levey@d to discover links between
textual/symbolic data, contextual elements, andrthéNhile the analysis of the
micro-level components 1 and 2 is primarily langerégcused, the interpretation of
components 3—6 essentially involves the study efsecific context of situation (e.qg.,
formal and informal power relations between pgpacits, institutional rules and
traditions) as well as the broader socio-politeadl historical contexts which the
defensive practices are embedded in. This canhiesx by consulting related
documents, carrying out fieldwork, and drawing ufitarature from multiple
disciplines to gain specialised knowledge of theegoment at hand, the mediation of

blame, and the politics of blame avoidance.

As a critical step, analysts should consider wireding of the identified defensive
discursive strategies could be seen as manipulaiimittedly, there are no universal,
sure-fire procedures for identifying every instamdeen officeholders as blame takers
use text and talk in a purely self-serving way,leitphe vulnerabilities of their
audience, and hurt the interests of less advantgigenbs in society. However, as
discussed in Chapter 4, the (excessive) use oh@gtative fallacies and group
polarisation could be normatively seen as sigrdisagfursive manipulation. For
example, when a UK officeholder evokes an ‘Us verfthopposition by juxtaposing
the actions of the UK government with those ofdtteer countries, and using
negative other-presentation (“troubled Europe ply that the UK is not financially
‘troubled’, this kind of discursive triggering of@up polarisation may be regarded as

manipulative, if it is carried out systematicalljthvthe purpose of deflecting blame

202



for possible financial misconduct or policy failuwethe government. In such cases,
analysts should draw public attention to the maaipte effects of the particular
realisation of a discursive strategy. This miglsutein the intensified public
condemnation of the officeholder’s behaviour, polysiorcing her to admit her

misconduct/failure, and either to change her behavar resign from office.

From a linguistic point of view, anticipative dissive blame avoidance seems to be
more difficult to spot and interpret than reactileme avoidance. Reactive blame
avoidance often involves sequences of interactiosisunfold in relatively bounded
temporal and spatial limits (e.g., a press confexar a broadcast news interview),
and hence both the accusatory utterance of theebtaaker and the defensive reaction
of the blame taker can be relatively easily obsérvecorded, and analysed. In case of
anticipative blame avoidance, the ‘defensivenetsfitceholders’ behaviour only
becomes apparent to the analyst when she beconaes afithe likelihood of various
blame attacks in particular situations, and thenimg outcomes of these attacks for
the potential blame taker. Defensive language asebe related to concrete historical
‘bad deeds’, or a general critical attitude towaagsarticular office, profession, or
individual officeholder, which seems commonsensioal particular moral

community at a certain time. For a critical linguibis poses the need to look far
beyond the immediate context of the situation, targcquire background knowledge
of past events, and socio-political and institusiiovaeriables related to the blame risk,
including the (possible) effects of the mediatidhe blame game. The study of
anticipative discursive blame avoidance is necégsastudy of histories and the
competing discourses about relations of power,guiens of risk, norms, and norm

violations.

To interpret the communicative aspects of blamedmarnxe in government more
thoroughly, one should ideally combine at leastéhkinds of specialist knowledge.
By looking at the micro-political level aiscursive/semiotic strategiese can

identify the ways in which symbolic resources liieguage, images, props, and so
forth are used to construct certain impressionspanguade others to change their
attitudes and behaviour in relation to a partictpera blame game. To understand the
mediation of blamewe must study the ways in which people use varinadia to
amplify, sustain, or cover up stories about blasseés, so that government-related

mediated scandals emerge (or do not emerge). Arhalysing the broadeolitical
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environmentwe can find out how the behaviour of the paragaits in the blame game
is both facilitated and constrained by variousitagonal, historical, and political

factors (e.g., the political triggers and outcoroka blame game).

8.2 Implications for political scientists: Dissectig the discursive micro-politics of

blame/avoidance

Hood (2011) writes that “much presentational attifor blame avoidance consists of
getting the words precisely right in the same wWeat &t poet agonises over every
syllable and inflection” (p. 56). Hence, it seereagonable for scholars of government
blame games to borrow insights and analytic taasflinguistics and its sub-fields —
pragmatics, stylistics, and discourse studies ttthditionally specialise in micro-

level interpretation of text, talk and images ie,usnd hypothesise on the possible
effects these particular usages might have oncpdatti audiences. Below, |

summarise some of the ways in which political stgs could exploit the

linguistically informed frameworks developed indlstudy.

« Government blame game may be conceptualised asieutsr language game
which involves certain typical components, suchlasne makers, blame
takers, events, norms, etc., which can all beioasixt, talk, and images in a
variety of ways. The chosen textual or visual repreeation affects the way in
which the situation is perceived, including thegegtion of who is to blame
and for what. Hence researchers who read or whibetaa particular blame
game should consider answering a number of guigirggtions that might
help to illuminate the linguistically constructedrpuasive nature of the story.
As elaborated in Chapter 3, such questions indlineléollowing: How are
blame makers and blame takers named and refer?éd/lbat characteristics
are attributed to them? How are the negative oitigesaspects of the blame
events intensified or mitigated? How are the auzberof blame games
constructed and represented in text? Which cordéitatures are omitted,
backgrounded, foregrounded, substituted, or adustbries about
government-related blame? Do the speakers/writierstify themselves as
participants or observers of a blame game? Naifaliese components are

always overtly expressed in every account of a blgame: Certain features
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may be omitted or merely implied in the story, #i®rindicating the stance of
the speaker/writer and affecting the way the héa@der perceives the

situation.

Presentational strategies of blame avoidance, asickenying, justifying, and
counter-attacking involve particular ways of arguifhese arguments,
whether presented verbally or visually, can bectied out based on
Toulmin’s functional model. This helps to focus (@ exactly what kind of
evidence is used to support the claim of blamekssand (b) what kind of
norms — supposedly shared conclusion rules (tepaig appealed to. Doing
so makes it easier to assess the validity of tfendese arguments, and to
compare these with the arguments presented by bizakers. The pragma-
dialectical rules for a reasonable discussiong(dish Appendix B) could

provide a normative basis for evaluating argumeas&sl in blame games.

Blame avoidance behaviour is often closely relabetthe discursive
construction of social (e.g., professional, orgatiial, national) identities.
Officeholders may use language to construct aigedite., blameless,
virtuous) professional identity for their ingroup.d., by emphasising their
expertise and distancing themselves from ‘bad’ t&svand actors), presumably
thereby discouraging potential blame makers fropressing their criticism.
The discursive construction of professional idgntiiay also be seen as a
preemptive process of building resistance to bldyesystematically
appealing to professional authority and expertfigceholders claim the right
to ‘practice in peace’, and the right to estabttskir own criteria for assessing
their own work, thereby making it easier to dismelggossible) negative

evaluations expressed by external critics as veetlisaffected political leaders.

Certain strategies of blame avoidance which haea loategorised as
operational (i.e., pertaining to the ways in whidficeholders’ work is
organised, see Hood, 2011), such as protocolisatidrherding, may also be
realised by using language in particular ways {sg®e 6.1). The discursive
strategies used for that purpose may sometimegsaadishe public. For
example, discursive protocolisation could be seemanipulative if
officeholders calculatedly overemphasise the extemthich their work is

rigidly regulated. Discursive herding strategy eblié manipulative if
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officeholders systematically omit or blur infornm@tiabout salient differences

among the members of a professional ingroup ariddabgons.

* Presentational blame avoidance may be describtedrrs of the strategic uses
of symbolic resources beyond verbal language, asaombinations of
multimodal (e.g., visual and auditory) cues, phgigetting, and calculated
footing shifts of the speaker. Officeholders magpleit these resources to
idealise certain (positive) aspects of their warkg mystify the audience by
hiding certain negative aspects. Multimodal repnéstons could be used to
blur the boundaries between reality and fictionexamplified in Chapter 7 by
the use of an animated cartoon in the trainingoegnment communicatofs.
Importantly, such blurring may sometimes amounmhgmipulation: For
example, strategic deployment of fictional (multotad) representations can
create an elevated sense of audience engagememtaekground or omit real-

world problems that could attract criticism.

In this study, | have tried to draw attention te filurality of ways government
communication and its defensive aspects are talkeddvritten about. This is
important, because each distinctive way of reprasgiblame/avoidance in language
constructs a particular understanding of powetimeia in society. Depending on
one’s viewpoint, dishing out blame to the governtmeay be regarded either as
deviant behaviour, a business risk, a necessaryfagsisting the oppression by the
ruling elites, or as an essential component of deatiz political life. Accordingly,

the interpretations of blame avoidance behaviougdyernment communicators can
also differ considerably. If one conceptualisesegaoment communication primarily
as a policy instrument, blame avoidance seems todet of measures that should be
activated whenever receiving blame might hampédnark the government from
achieving its policy objectives. If one conceptsed government communication as a
commodity, blame avoidance appears to be a negessdt of ‘managing’ blame as a
business risk related to customer dissatisfactfaggqovernment communication is
taken to be essentially manipulative, blame avaidamm the side of the government

seems to serve the maintenance of unequal povetiored between the government

®1This blurring seems to fall under a broader sodaititipal phenomenon that has been called
‘fictionalisation of politics’ (see Wodak, 2011; \Wak & Forchtner, 2014).
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and the victims of its manipulation: Avoiding blammeans withstanding (and
ignoring) the objections less powerful groups ardiviiduals express against the
oppression by the ruling elites. If one concepagaigovernment communication as
an essential component of democratic politicaltlifet may have both positive and
negative implications, then both blaming and blaweidance have a potential to

foster social learning as well as to increase deaticcdeficit.

An important empirical insight from the analysisno§ UK government
communication data set is that the government comicators in the UK, under the
rule of the Conservative—Liberal Democrat coalitiomm 2010-2015, conceptualised
their activity mainly as a policy instrument andanmodity. The discursive features
of these conceptualisations, outlined in Table @réyailed in the government
communication guidelines (Chapter 6), the perforoearat their training event
(Chapter 7), and the responses of a senior governtoenmunication official to my
interview questions (Appendix E). Based on thidisation, | would like to put
forward four hypotheses which could be tested byyaag out comparative research

in the future.

1. It may be the case that government insiders teadiopt, perhaps habitually,
more functionalist approaches (as opposed to aljtio the work of
government agencies and officeholders, becauskitigimnd talking (too)
critically about one’s work could induce anxiety @my government
employees and reduce their desired sense of dgrt&iom this perspective,
their conceptual choice may be interpreted as dicator of deliberate (and
perhaps organisationally supportéabk of reflexivity(see Alvesson & Spicer,
2012).

2. ltis possible that the preferred conceptualisatioingovernment
communication vary according to thelitical leaningsof the government. For
instance, it could be that when a government isogua ‘rightist’ political
leadership that fully subscribes to the doctrinevkin as New Public
Management (see Hood, 1991), its communicationoertikely to be talked
of as if it was a commodity, while a ‘leftist’ gavenent might perhaps pay
more attention to the deliberative potential ofpitdolic communication.

3. It could be that a more instrumental approach i@gument communication is

propelled by the perception of tfiscal stressWhen a government makes
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cuts to its budget, communication comes to be bgegovernment insiders as
a relatively efficient instrument for achieving @n policy goals (compared
to providing more financial incentives or incregsadministrative capacity to
enforce change).

By systematically representing government commuiticas a policy
instrument or a commodity, officeholders may trypackground the idea that
government communication can be manipulative amdpesa democratic
deliberation in society. Talking and writing abg@avernment communication
only in instrumental and economic terms could peshae interpreted as an
anticipative blame avoidance strategymed at steering public attention away
from potentially conflictual or scandalous morgb@sts of the work of
government communicators, and towards a limitedeasf presumably
‘positive’ measurable/numerical aspects, such asrete monetary savings

related to communication campaigns.

8.3 Implications for critical citizens: Cutting thr ough the defensive talk

Finally, | try to rephrase some insights from mydst as simplified ‘rules of thumb’

for citizens who wish to evaluate the defensiveylayge use of public officeholders

and hold them to account. When assessing officenslldlaims of blamelessness in

relation to a (potentially) harmful behaviour ot@ame, it is advisable to think about

the following:

Do they try to appeal to your emotions? For exartpkey may try to please
you (e.g., by implying that you are in some wayttéethan others’), scare you
(e.g., by claiming that you are under a threat)kengu feel sad (e.g., by
referring to traumatic events), or choose an ematlg uplifting mode for

their presentation (e.g., using cheerful backgromudic). Such appeals
should be treated with suspicion, and relevantengd/reasons should be
requested to identify the instances of (possibégirhor loss and their causes.
Do they try to appeal to their authority? They nougg language and other
symbolic means to indicate their high social status expertise in a variety of
ways (e.g., making powerful directive statemergfemring to many laws and

regulations, using professional jargon, depictimgmselves as
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heroes/saviours/helpers). Such appeals shouleatetr with suspicion, and
relevant evidence/reasons should be requesteéndfilthe instances of
(possible) harm or loss and their causes.

Do they plead ignorance? They may try to reducepéreeption of blame by
arguing or implying that a threat was unforeseeahl&those who failed to
foresee it and take precautions should not be dmdduntable for the resulting
harm or loss. Such claims should not be takencatvalue. Officeholders
should be questioned to ascertain whether thesoreafor having no
knowledge of the possible harm are plausible or not

Do they deny that any harm has been done, or ¢lzathe event or outcome
in question should be seen in a positive light8dch a case, several other
sources of information about the (alleged) blamenéghould be consulted to
find out if there is any hard evidence availabka thvould confirm that harm or
loss has indeed been caused, that concrete vicimbe identified and the
extent of their suffering demonstrated. If thiskiof evidence is available,
officeholders’ claims should be challenged.

Do they avoid mentioning/discussing issues rel&tea (possibly) harmful
behaviour or outcome? By controlling the topicytheay try to prevent others
from casting doubt on their standpoints or advamestandpoints that suggest
that they deserve blame. Relevant evidence/reagungdd be persistently
requested to identify the causes of (possible) harhoss.

Do they use formulations that are insufficientlgan or confusingly
ambiguous? Restatement and clarity of expressionldibe demanded,

because otherwise one cannot assess the validitgiofarguments.

8.4 Concluding remarks

It would be a mistake to treat the mediated blaamaas surrounding government as

‘mere verbal battles’, to condemn invariably a tlame makers for instigating a

conflict cycle, or to regard every attempt at blaameidance as a devious act of self-

serving manipulation. Blame phenomena are compkx,be understood in multiple

ways, and may involve serious clashes of incomfmatitterests and perspectives.

Hence, discursive blame/avoidance in political éiédls for sophisticated, context-

sensitive analysis.
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Dealing with blame is part and parcel of governnmeamhmunication in modern
democracies. Government communication has a brigimied a darker side — it can
either support or frustrate democratic deliberaiiosociety. And so does the

government blame game.

On the brighter side, both blame making and resipgnie blame can be a part of the
process of individual and social learning, and nimtadly — of personal and social
change. Public manifestations of discontent paadiptserve as helpful signals of
(potentially) harmful (past, present, and futuregrgs and norm violations. When
government officeholders pay careful attentiorh ¢itizens’ expressions of
disapproval, respond directly and honestly to cetecmstances of public criticism,
engage in self-reflection and self-legitimationdalo this mainly via constructing
sound arguments supported by relevant verifiabia, den this could improve public
understanding of the inner workings of the govemintie choices and trade-offs
officeholders face in their work, and the undentynationale of their decision making.
A blame-response sequence can, in principle, tutrmodbe a valuable lesson for both
officeholders and government outsiders. The foroaerfind out more about the
interests and concerns of certain individuals adigs — and embed this knowledge
into future policies to improve people’s lives. Tlager can find out more about the
intentions, obligations, and capabilities of indival officeholders and their
institutions — and thereby become more knowledgeaitizens who are better

equipped to hold the government to account.

On the darker side, skilful application of certhlame avoidance strategies
predominantly serves the officeholders’ goal ofdimad) on to (personal) power and
resisting (social) change. Officeholders may trinsulate themselves from critical
audiences, avoid potentially conflictual encountbtsld resilience in the face of
public disapproval, and inoculate themselves agaiasne (e.g., by intimidating,
beguiling, or bribing potential blame makers). Tinegy behave in this way because
they see public manifestations of discontent akingtbut ‘ammunition’ for strategic
character assassination and mediated scandalsstratied by opposition politicians
whose goal is to delegitimise and replace the ifmmh Strategic blame avoidance by
powerful perpetrators can take the form of suppmgsgactims’ resistance. Defensive
semiotic resources can become self-serving officks’ instruments of resisting

public resistance to untoward policies, gettingyawéh major policy failures by
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hiding and mystifying knowledge about wrongdoingsd reducing responsiveness to
the concerns of less powerful individuals and geotor such officeholders, ‘learning’
in the context of blame games may rather narrondgamlearning how to better avoid
blame’ — how to become more blame-proof and hoguiench criticism possibly even

before it is expressed.

In this thesis, | have proposed a systematic apprtaidentifying and interpreting
defensive discursive strategies adopted by govemhownmunicators in the
circumstances of blame risk, and discerning thaiker forms from the brighter ones.
However, my work is only a small step towards exjwag the field of
blame/avoidance research in terms of scope and,s=lvell as interpretive and

explanatory power.

The scope of this study has been limited to thegdi#ernment and a specific period:
the aftermath of the financial crisis which starite@007/2008. Future works on
discursive blame avoidance may take a comparagipeoach and examine practices
adopted by other governments in other historicdlaoiitical contexts. Researchers
might choose to engage with a broader range ofidaeams of media, and analyse,
for instance, defensive communication practiceBarebook, Twitter, and other
content sharing platforms which are increasingldusy governments around the
world. It is possible that the ubiquitous sociatwarking may have an overall effect
of speeding up the blame game, and compellingadibiders to adopt new kinds of
defensive practices. It would be also worthwhilséek empirical evidence of
whether similar blame avoidance strategies are imsadn-governmental
organisational communication, that is, communicabg political parties, legislatures,

courts, and corporations.

Future research could focus on understanding dis@iblame avoidance behaviour
in government with regard to specific policy areasgsh as human rights, immigration,
warfare, security, privacy, and international rielas. It would also be important to
analyse blame avoidance in greater detail in sigemi€nas of blaming (e.g., conflicts
over concrete policy proposals or official appoiatits) and to distinguish more
carefully between blame events with varying magtetor seriousness of norm
violation (e.g., officeholders may get away withadhpersonal misconduct but also

with introducing a policy that affects negativelylimns of people).
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‘Zooming in’ to a single tightly defined event wdumake it feasible to extend the
analysis temporally, that is, to describe in gred&gail the related sequences of
blame/avoidance interactions over several weekstmspor even years. Analysts
could take better account of the multiplicity oaivle makers and describe the ways
officeholders defend themselves against (potept@hflicting) blame attacks that
come simultaneously from several directions. Theratterisation of blame makers,
blame takers, and audiences of the blame gametiane talk would merit more fine-
grained analysi&’ Yet another possibility to concentrate attentiaragparticular
component of the blame game would be to study blawélance with regard to
specific audiences and complement the observatibdsefensive behaviour with
reception studies (e.g., how are defensive movewed by certain addressees).
Last but not least, studies of blame avoidancedcalsio be complemented with more

detailed work on political and discursive strategi blame making.

Our understandings of blame phenomena, governrmedtcommunication are not set
in stone. New insights from philosophy, psychologyd sociology of blame should
be incorporated into the discursive study of blaaweidance in government. Similarly,
it is vital to stay in touch with the advances @ademic research into public
administration and policy making, media and scaralad the pragmatics of political
discourse. The more we learn about defensive betain government, the more
acutely aware we become of the subtleties of ‘jeslids usual’. We become fairer and
stricter in our appraisals of what executive offickelers say or do — and what they do
not say or do. And we become better prepared, asdlrititizens, to engage in

developing new, more inclusive ways of doing deraogr

%7 For a useful overview of textual cues in charas#ion of people, see Culpeper (2001).

212



References

Aalberg, T., Strombéack, J., & de Vreese, C. H. @0The framing of politics as
strategy and game: A review of concepts, opertina@bns and key findings.
Journalism, 18), 162-178.

Adut, A. (2008).0n scandal: Moral disturbances in society, politiexd art

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Alicke, M. D. (2000). Culpable control and the plsgtogy of blamePsychological
Bulletin, 1264), 556-574.

Allern, S., & Pollack, E. (2012). Mediated scand&isS. Allern & E. Pollack (Eds.),
Scandalous!: the mediated construction of politezdndals in four Nordic

countries(pp. 9-28). Goteborg: Nordicom.

Altheide, D., & Johnson, J. M. (198®ureaucratic propagandaBoston, MA: Allyn

& Bacon.

Altheide, D., & Johnson, J. (2011). Reflectionsimierpretive adequacy in qualitative
research. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (EdsSage handbook of qualitative
research(4th ed., pp. 581-594). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

Alvesson, M., & Spicer, A. (2012). A stupidity-bastheory of organizationgournal
of Management Studies, (9, 1194-1220.

Anand, P. (1998). Blame, game theory and econowilicyp The cases of health and
public financeJournal of Theoretical Politics, 10), 111-123.

Anderson, C. (1995Blaming the government: Citizens and the econonfiyen

European democraciesérmonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe

Andrews, L. (2006). Spin: from tactic to tablodhurnal of Public Affairs, @), 31—
45.

Arendt, H. (1973). Lying in politics. In H. ArendErises of the Republipp. 9-42).

Harmondsworth: Penguin.

213



Aristotle. (2007)On rhetoric: A theory of civic discour¢2nd ed., G. A. Kennedy,
Trans.). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Aristotle. (2004) Nicomachean ethicg¢R. Crisp, Trans.). Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Balfour, M. (1979) Propaganda in war 1939-1945kondon: Routledge & Kegan
Paul.

Bates, S. R., Kerr, P., Byrne, C., & Stanley, 10¥2). Questions to the Prime
Minister: A comparative study of PMQs from ThatcheCameron.
Parliamentary Affairs, 6{2), 253-280.

BBC News. (2012, June 21). Cameron ducks Gary Batids avoidance question.
Retrieved from http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politit8535642

Bednarek, M., & Caple, H. (2012). ‘Value added’'ngaage, image and news values.
Discourse, Context & Media(2-3), 103—-113.

Bell, A. (1984). Language style as audience dedignguage in Society, (3, 145—
204.

Bemelmans-Videc, M. L. (2003). Introduction: Poliagtruments and their
evaluation. In M. L. Bemelmans-Videc, R. Rist, &\Edung (Eds.)Carrots,
sticks, and sermons: Policy instruments and theadw@ation(pp. 1-18).

London: Transaction Publishers.

Bemelmans-Videc, M. L., Rist, R., & Vedung, E. (Bd§2003).Carrots, sticks, and
sermons: Policy instruments and their evaluatioondon: Transaction

Publishers.

Benhabib, S. (1992). Models of public space: Harduamdt, the liberal tradition, and
Jurgen Habermas. In C. Calhoun (EHlapermas and the public sphere
(pp.73-98). MIT Press: Cambridge.

Benke, G., & Wodak, R. (2003). The discursive carttion of individual memories:
How Austrian ‘German Wehrmacht’ soldiers remembat/WV In R. Wodak
& J. R. Martin (Eds.)Re/reading the past: Critical and functional

perspectives on time and val(pp. 115-138). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

214



Benner, M. (2013)Before and beyond the global economic crisis: Eaains, politics

and settlementCheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Benoit. W. L. (1995)Accounts, excuses, and apologies: A theory of imegferation
Albany: State University of New York Press.

Bentham, J. (1824).he book of fallacies: From unfinished papers otdgey Bentham
London: John and H. L. Hunt.

Bernays, E. (1928FropagandaNew York: Horace Liveright.

Blumler, J. G., & Kavanagh, D. (1999). The ThirdeAgf Political Communication:
Influences and featureBolitical Communication, 1@), 209-230.

Boin, A., ‘t Hart, P., Stern, E, & Sundelius, BO@). The politics of crisis
management: Public leadership under press@ambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Boin, A., McConnell, A., & ‘t Hart, P. (Eds.) (20R850verning after crisis: The
politics of investigation, accountability and learg. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.
Bourdieu, P. (1991) anguage and symbolic powe&ambridge: Polity Press.

Bovens, M. (2010). Two concepts of accountabiltgcountability as a virtue and as
a mechanismWest European Politics, 83), 946-967.

Bovens, M., ‘t Hart, P., Dekker, S., & Verheuvel, (&999). The politics of blame
avoidance: defensive tactics in a Dutch crime-figitiasco. In H. K. Anheier
(Ed.),When things go wrong: Failures and breakdowns maoizational
settings(pp. 123-147). London: Sage.

Braet, A. C. (1996). On the origin of normative @rgentation theory: The
paradoxical case of tHehetoric to AlexandeArgumentation, 1(B), 347— 359.

Brown, G. (2008, October 10). We must lead the evtwlfinancial stabilityThe
Times Retrieved from http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/laafumnists/
article2047821.ece

215



Brown, P., & Levinson, S. C. (198 Boliteness: Some universals in language usage

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Buttny, R. (1993)Social accountability in communicatiobhondon: Sage.

Cabinet Office. (2012). Evaluating Government Comioation Activity: Standards
and Guidance. Retrieved from https://gcn.civilsesvgov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/02/GCN-Evaluation-Book_v6.pdf

Cabinet Office. (2012, January 11). Eradicatingteras Whitehall saves £3.75 billion.
Retrieved from https://www.gov.uk/government/newedécating-waste-in-

whitehall-saves-3-75-billion

Cabinet Office. (2013). Government Communicatioof@sional Competency
Framework. Retrieved from https://gcn.civilservagm:. uk/wp-content/uploads/

2013/03/Professional-Communication-Competency-Freoniel . pdf

Cabinet Office. (2013, January 7). David Camerah lditk Clegg press conference:
launch of Mid-Term Review. Retrieved from httpsWww.gov.uk/government/
speeches/david-cameron-and-nick-clegg-press-cordesaunch-of-mid-

term-review

Cabinet Office. (2014). Government Communicatiorvi8e Propriety Guidance.
Retrieved from https://gcn.civilservice.gov.uk/wpntent/uploads/2014/05/
Government-Communication-Propriety-Guidance-GCS$FNAL.pdf

Canel, M. J., & Sanders, K. (2013). Introductiorapping the field of government
communication. In K. Sanders & M. J. Canel (EdSQyernment

communication: Cases and challengpp. 1- 26). London: Bloomsbury.

Carpenter, D. P., & Krause, G. A. (2012). Reputatiad public administration.
Public Administration Review, 7B), 26-32.

Castells, M. (2009)Communication poweOxford: Oxford University Press.

Charteris-Black, J. (2004Lorpus approaches to critical metaphor analysis

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

216



Chilton, P. (2004)Analysing political discourse: Theory and practit®ndon:
Routledge.

Chilton, P. (2011). Manipulation. In J. Zienkowski,Ostman, & J. Verschueren
(Eds.),Discursive pragmatics (Handbook of Pragmatics Higfhis) (pp. 176—

189). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Christensen, T., Leegreid, P., Roness, P. G., &IR#ViA. (2007).0Organization

theory and the public sector: Instrument, culturelanyth London: Routledge.

Clayman, S., & Heritage, J. (2002he news interview: Journalists and public figures

on the air Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Clarke, 1., Kwon, W., & Wodak, R. (2012). A contesénsitive approach to analysing
talk in strategy meeting8ritish Journal of Management, @9, 455-473.

Clegg, N. (2012, September 19). No easy way tdlsay. Retrieved from
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KjOalbWYMs8

Coates, D. J., & Tognazzini, N. A. (Eds.). (201®&lame: its nature and norms

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Coates, D. J., & Tognazzini, N. A. (2013b). Thetooms of blame. In D. J. Coates &
N. A. Tognazzini (Eds.Blame: Its nature and norm(pp. 3—26). Oxford:

Oxford University Press.

Coleman, S., & Blumler, J. G. (2009)he Internet and democratic citizenship:

Theory, practice and polic\New York: Cambridge University Press.

Coleman, S., & Blumler, J. G. (2011). The wisdonwbich crowd? On the pathology
of a listening governmenthe Political Quarterly, 8@3), 355-364.

Corner, J. (2007). Mediated politics, promotionature and the idea of ‘propaganda’.
Media, Culture & Society, 29), 669-677.

Craig, R. T. (1999). Communication theory as alfi@lommunication Theory(9),
119-161.

Craig, R. T. (2007). Pragmatism in the field of coomication theory.
Communication Theory, {2), 125-145.

217



Crofts, P. (2013)Wickedness and crime: Laws of homicide and mafbéngdon,
Oxon: Routledge.

Committee on Standards in Public Life. (20a3fining the boundaries within the
executive: ministers, special advisers and the peent civil service. 9th
Report Cm. 5775. London: HMSO.

Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010. @0Retrieved from
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/25/pdfghgla_20100025 en.pdf

Culpeper, J. (1996). Towards an anatomy of impodigs.Journal of Pragmatics, 25
349-367.

Culpeper, J. (2001)anguage and characterisation: People in plays atiter texts

Harlow: Longman.

Culpeper, J. (2011)mpoliteness: Using language to cause offei@ambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Culpeper, J. (2015). Impoliteness strategies. I€#&pone & J. L. Mey (Eds.),

Interdisciplinary studies in pragmatics, culturedasociety London: Springer.

Culpeper, J., Boufield, D., & Wichmann, A. (200Bhpoliteness revisited: with
special reference to dynamic and prosodic aspéatsnal of Pragmatics,
35(10-11), 1545-1579.

Cutlip, S. (1994)The unseen power: Public relations, a histdfyllsdale, NJ:

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Dahlgren, P. (2009Media and political engagement: Citizens, commutioca and
democracyNew York: Cambridge University Press.

Davies, H. (2010)The financial crisis: Who is to blam&Zambridge: Polity.

De Cillia, R., & Wodak, R. (2009). ‘Restitution: ¥ebut...". In R. Wodak & G. Auer-
Borea (Eds.)Justice and Memory. Confronting Traumatic Pasts. An

International Comparisorfpp. 195-212)Vienna: Passagen Verlag.

De Fina, A. (2011). Discourse and identity. In T.\Aan Dijk (Ed.),Discourse studies:
A multidisciplinary introductior(pp. 263-282). London: Sage.

218



de Vreese, C. H. (2012). New avenues for framisgaechAmerican Behavioral
Scientist, 563), 365-375.

Dingwall, G., & Hillier, T. (2015) Blamestorming, blamemongers and scapegoats:

Allocating blame in the criminal justice processistol: Policy Press.

Douglas, M. (1982). Introduction to grid/group arsa. In M. Douglas (Ed.Essays
in the sociology of perceptidipp. 1-8). London: Routledge.

Douglas, M. (1992)Risk and blame: Essays in cultural thedrgndon: Routledge.

Downs, A. (1957). An economic theory of politicatian in a democracythe
Journal of Political Economy, §8), 135-150.

Dunn, W. N. (1981)Public policy analysis: An introductiofEnglewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall.

Edelman, M. (1977)Political language: Words that succeed and polithest fail.

New York: Academic Press.

Ekstrom, M., & Johansson, B. (2008). Talk scanddidia, Culture & Society, @),
61.

Engel, J., & Wodak, R. (2013). “Calculated ambivale” and Holocaust denial in
Austria. In R. Wodak & J. E. Richardson (Ed&palysing fascist discourse:
European fascism in talk and tegip. 73—96). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Entman, R. M. (1993). Framing: Toward clarificatioha fractured paradigndournal
of Communication, 43), 51-58.

Entman, R. M. (2012)5candal and silence: Media responses to presidentia

misconductCambridge: Polity Press.

Evetts, J. (2003). The sociological analysis ofggsionalism: Occupational change
in the modern worldinternational Sociology, 18), 395-415.

Ewart, J., & McLean, H. (2015). Ducking for covarthe ‘blame game’: News
framing of the findings of two reports into the 2811 Queensland floods.
Disasters, 36l), 166—184.

219



Fairclough, N. (1995)Critical discourse analysis: The critical studylahguage

London: Longman.
Fairclough, N. (2000New Labour, new languagé®ndon: Routledge.

Fairclough, I., & Fairclough, N. (2012political discourse analysis: A method for

advanced studentkondon: Routledge.

Fairclough, N. (2013)Critical discourse analysis: The critical studylahguage
(2nd ed.). London: Routledge.

Fay, B. (1996)Contemporary philosophy of social science: A multigal approach
Oxford: Blackwell.

Felstiner, W. L. F., Abel, R. L., & Sarat, A. (1980he emergence and
transformation of disputes: Naming, blaming, claigi.Law & Society Review,
15(3-4), 631-654.

Flinders, M. (2012)Defending politics: Why democracy matters in thet2&ntury

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Forchtner, B. (2011). Critique, the discourse-histd approach and the Frankfurt
School.Critical Discourse Studies,(8), 1-14.

Forchtner, B. (2013). Legitimizing the Irag Wardhgh the genre of political
speeches. In P. Cap & U. Okulska (Ed&nalyzing genres in political

communicatior(pp. 239-265). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Forchtner, B., & Tominc, A. (2012). Critique andyamentation: On the relation
between the discourse-historical approach and pragjalecticsJournal for
Language and Politics, 11), 31-50.

Foucault, M. (1977)Discipline and punish: The birth of the prisdfiarmondsworth:

Penguin.

Foucault, M. (1980)Power/knowledge: Selected interviews and otheringst 1972-
1977 C. Gordon (Ed.). Brighton: Harvester Press.

Foucault, M. (1997). What is critique? In S. Lotyar & L. Hochroth (Eds.)The

politics of truth New York: Semiotext(e).

220



Fournier, V. (1999). The appeal to ‘professionaliasia disciplinary mechanism.
Social Review, 42), 280-307.

Franklin, B. (1994)Packaging politics: Political communications in &tin’'s media

democracyLondon: Edward Arnold.

Fraser, N. (1990). Rethinking the public sphererifigue of actually existing
democracySocial Text, 25/266—80.

Freedom House. (2015). Freedom in the world 20&%i€&ved from
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/01 1520 IW_2015 _final.pdf

Gaber, I. (2000). Government by spin: an analyste@processMedia, Culture &
Society, 2@4), 507-518.

Gaber, I. (2004). Alastair Campbell, exit stage: IBD the ‘Phillis’ recommendations
represent a new chapter in political communicatanis it ‘business as usual’'?
Journal of Public Affairs, @), 365-373.

Galashski, D. (2000).The language of deception: A discourse analytitadys
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Garnett, J. L. (2004). Administrative informatiar How to make all the rest work):
The concept of its professional centrality. In RStillman,Public

administration: Concepts and cas@th ed.). Boston: Wadsworth.

Geertz, C. (1973)I'he interpretation of cultures: Selected essdimwn York: Basic

Books.

Gelders, D., & lhlen, @. (2010). Minding the gapplying a service marketing
model into government policy communicatio@vernment Information
Quarterly, 271), 34-40.

Giddens, A. (2009)Sociology(6th ed.). Cambridge: Polity Press.

Goffman, E. (1967)interaction ritual: Essays on face-to-face behavi@arden City,
NY: Doubleday.

Goffman, E. (1969)The presentation of self in everyday.liftarmondsworth:

Penguin.

221



Goffman, E. (1974)Frame analysis: An essay on the organization oéegpce

London: Harper and Row.
Goffman, E. (1981)Forms of talk Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Goffman, E. (2010)Relations in public: Microstudies of the public erdNew

Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers.

Grant, M. (1994)Propaganda and the role of the state in inter-waitdn. Oxford:

Clarendon Press.

Gregory, A. (2006). A development framework for goument communicators.

Journal of Communication Management(2)) 197-210.

Gregory, A. (2008). Competencies of senior commativa practitioners in the UK:
An initial study.Public Relations Review, @), 215-223.

Gregory, A. (2012). UK Government communicationsl Eircle in the 21st century?
Public Relations Review, @8, 167-175.

Groarke, L. (1996). Logic, art and argumdnformal Logic, 1§2-3), 105-129.

Grootendorst, R. (1997). Jeremy Bentham’s Handlwbdtolitical Fallacies. In D.
Walton & A. Brinton (eds.)Historical foundations of informal logifpp. 114—
24). Aldershot: Ashgate.

Grice, H. P. (1989). Logic and conversation. IrPHGrice,Studies in the Way of
Words(pp. 22—-40). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University $&e(Original work
published 1975)

Habermas, J. (1968)echnik und Wissenschatft als Ideolodgieankfurt am Main:

Suhrkamp.

Habermas, J. (1984)he theory of communicative action. Volume 1: Reasal the

rationalization of societyT. McCarthy, Trans.). Boston: Beacon Press.

Habermas, J. (1987)he theory of communicative action. Volume 2: Ldfdsvand
system: A critique of functionalist reasfh McCarthy, Trans.). Boston:

Beacon Press.

222



Habermas, J. (1996). Three normative models of deswy. In S. Benhabib (Ed.),
Democracy and difference: Contesting the boundarfake political

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Habermas, J. (2006). Political communication in metciety: Does democracy still
enjoy an epistemic dimension? The impact of nowedtieory on empirical

researchCommunication Theory, {4), 411-426.

Hansson, S. (2015a). Discursive strategies of bivoalance in government: A

framework for analysidDiscourse & Society, 28), 297-322.

Hansson, S. (2015b). Calculated overcommunicaStrategic uses of prolixity,
irrelevance, and repetition in administrative laage.Journal of Pragmatics, §4
172-188.

Harris, S., Grainger, K., & Mullany, L. (2006). Theagmatics of political apologies.
Discourse & Society, 18), 715-737.

Hay, C. (1996). Narrating crisis: The discursivastouction of the ‘Winter of
discontent’.Sociology, 3(@®), 253-277.

Hay, C. (2007)Why we hate politic€Cambridge: Polity Press.

Hay, C. (2010)."Things can only get worse ..."€Tpolitical and economic
significance of 2010British Politics, %4), 391-401.

Hay, C. (2011). Pathology without crisis? The sjedemise of the Anglo-liberal
growth modelGovernment and Opposition, @9, 1-31.

Hay, C. (2013). Treating the symptom not the coonitCrisis definition, deficit
reduction and the search for a new British growtdded. The British Journal
of Politics & International Relations, 15), 23-37.

Hay, C., & Wincott, D. (2012)The political economy of European welfare capitalis

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Heer, H., Manoschek, W., Pollak, A., & Wodak, R0@8). The discursive
construction of history: Remembering the Wehrmaoltr of annihilation

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

223



Heider, F. (1958)The psychology of interpersonal relatiofew York: John Wiley
& Sons.

Held, D. (1996)Models of democrac{2nd ed.). Cambridge: Polity.

Henneberg, S. C., Scammell, M., & O’'Shaughnessyj,. KR009). Political marketing
management and theories of democradgrketing Theory, @), 165-188.

Hering, M. (2008). Welfare state restructuring with grand coalitions: The role of

informal cooperation in blame avoidanGerman Politics, 1), 165-183.

Herman, E. S., & Chomsky, N. (1988)anufacturing consent: The political economy

of the mass medi&ew York: Pantheon.

Hinterleitner, M., & Sager, F. (2015). Avoiding bia: A comprehensive framework
and the Australian Home Insulation Program fiagtaicy Studies Journal,
43(1), 139-161.

HM Government (2014). Government Communications R@14/15. Retrieved from
https://gcn.civilservice.gov.uk/wp-content/uplo&fsl4/05/Government-

Communications-Plan_201415 webSmll.pdf

Hobolt, S. B., & Tilley, J. (2014Blaming Europe?: Responsibility without

accountability in the European Unio@xford: Oxford University Press.

Hood, C. (1991). A public management for all sea8&ublic Administration 6@.),
3-19.

Hood, C. (1998)The art of the state: Culture, rhetoric and publi@anagement

Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Hood, C. (2002). The risk game and the blame g&vogernment and Opposition,
37(1), 15-37.

Hood, C. (2011)The blame game: Spin, bureaucracy and self-presiervan

governmentPrinceton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Hood, C. (2014). Accountability and blaragoidance. In M. Bovens, R. E. Goodin,
& T. Schillemans (Eds.)'he Oxford handbook of public accountability

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

224



Horsley, J. S., Liu, B. F., & Levenshus, A. B. (BpAComparisons of U.S.
government communication practices: Expanding theeghment

communication decision whe€ommunication Theory, 28), 269—-295.

House of Commons (1998). Public Administration Se@ommittee: Sixth Report.
Retrieved from http://www.publications.parliameikipa/cm199798/cmselect/
cmpubadm/770/77002.htm

House of Commons (2007). Select Committee on Péaministration Written
Evidence: Memorandum by the Institute for Publitid3oResearch. Retrieved
from http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cmB0d/cmselect/
cmpubadm/122/122well.htm

Howlett, M. (2009). Government communication a®kcy tool: A framework for

analysis.The Canadian Political Science Revie\{g)323-37.

Howlett, M. (2012). The lessons of failure: Leaand blame avoidance in public

policy-making.International Political Science Review, (33 539-555.

lyengar, S. (1990). Framing responsibility for goél issues: The case of poverty.
Political Behavior, 121), 19-40.

lyengar, S. (1991)s anyone responsible? How television frames palitissues

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Jessop, B. (2015). Crisis construal in the Nortlardtic Financial Crisis and the
Eurozone crisisCompetition & Change, 19), 95-112.

Jones, N. (1995F50oundbites and spin doctors: How politicians matdfthe media

and vice versaLondon: Cassell.

Jowett, G., & O’Donnell, V. (2006 Propaganda and persuasi¢dth ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect thedny analysis of decisions under
risk. Econometrica, 4@2), 263-291.

Kampf, Z. (2008). The pragmatics of forgivenessiginents of apologies in the
Israeli political arenaDiscourse & Society, 19), 577-598.

225



Kampf, Z. (2009). Public (non-) apologies: The disise of minimizing responsibility.
Journal of Pragmatics, 412257-2270.

Kampf, Z. (2011). Journalists as actors in sociahths of apologylournalism, 121),
71-87.

Kepplinger, H. M., Geiss, S., & Siebert, S. (20 2aming scandals: Cognitive and

emotional media effectdournal of Communication, §2), 659-681.

Kienpointner, M. (1996)Vernlinftig argumentieren. Regeln und Techniken der

Diskussion Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt.

Kjeldsen, J. E. (2015). The study of visual andtrmddal argumentation.
Argumentation, 2@), 115-132.

Knobloch-Westerwick, S., & Taylor, L. D. (2008). dblame game: Elements of
causal attribution and its impact on siding witleaig in the news.
Communication Research, (8, 723—-744.

Koller, V., & Farrelly, M. (2010). Darstellungen Einanzkrise 2007/08 in den
britischen PrintmedierAptum: Zeitschrift fur Sprachkritik und Sprachkujtu
6(2), 179-192.

Kdvecses, Z. (2002Metaphor: A practical introductionOxford: Oxford University

Press.

Kress, G., & van Leeuwen, T. (200Qeading images: The grammar of visual design
(2nd ed.). London: Routledge.

Krzyzanowski, M., & Wodak, R. (2009T.he politics of exclusion: Debating

migration in Austria New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction.

Kwon, I., Clarke, R., & Wodak, R. (2009). Organipatl decision-making, discourse,
and power: integrating across contexts and sclissourse &
Communication, 8), 273-302.

Lakoff, G. (2008).The political mind: Why you can’t understand 21stttiry

American politics with an 18th-century braiNew York: Penguin Group.

226



Lazarsfeld, P. F. (1941). Remarks on administradive critical communications

researchStudies in Philosophy and Sciencg2916.

Lee, M. (Ed.). (2007)Government public relations: A readéBoca Raton, FL: CRC

Press.

Lee, M., Neeley, G., & Stewart, K. (Eds.). (20IPhe practice of government public

relations Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press.
Leech, G. (1983)Principles of pragmaticd.ondon: Longman.

L’Etang, J. (2004)Public relations in Britain: A history of professial practice in

the 20th centuryMahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

L’'Héte, E. (2014)ldentity, narrative and metaphor: A corpus-basedritive

analysis of new Labour discourdeondon: Palgrave Macmillan.

Liu, B. F., & Horsley, J. S. (2007). The governmeoainmunication decision wheel:
Toward a public relations model for the public seclournal of Public
Relations Research, @, 377-393.

Lowe, R. (2011)The official history of the British Civil Servideeforming the Civil
Service, volume 1: the Fulton years 196648dndon: Routledge.

Machiavelli, N. (2006)The Prince Retrieved from http://www.gutenberg.org/files/
1232/1232-h/1232-h.htm (Original work published 351

Machin, D. (2013). What is multimodal critical disgse studies@ritical Discourse
Studies, 1(4), 347-355.

Mackay, R. R. (2015). Multimodal legitimation: Seli Scottish independence.
Discourse & Society, 28), 323-348.

Malle, B. F., Guglielmo, S., & Monroe, A. E. (2014 theory of blame.
Psychological Inquiry, 2&2), 147-186.

Malle, B. F., Monroe, A. E., & Guglielmo, S. (2014aths to Blame and Paths to
ConvergenceRsychological Inquiry, 2&), 251-260.

227



Marlin, R. (2002) Propaganda and the ethics of persuasidaronto: Broadview

Press.

Martin, J. R., & Wodak, R. (Eds.). (200Re/reading the past: Critical and

functional perspectives on time and valdensterdam: John Benjamins.

McConnell, A. (2010). Policy success, policy fadand grey areas in-between.
Journal of Public Policy, 3(), 345-362.

McGoey, L. (2012). The logic of strategic ignorantke British Journal of Sociology,
63(3), 553-576.

McGraw, K. M. (1990). Avoiding blame: An experimahinvestigation of political

excuses and justificationBritish Journal of Political Science, 20), 119-131.

McKenna, M. (2012)Conversation and responsibilitilew York: Oxford University

Press.

McNair, B. (2004). PR must die: Spin, anti-spin gaditical public relations in the
UK, 1997-2004Journalism Studies,(8), 325-338.

Merton, R. K. (1940). Bureaucratic structure antspeality.Social Forces, 1@),
560-568.

Messinger, G. S. (1992ritish propaganda and the state in the First WONGr.

Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Meyrowitz, J. (1985)No sense of place: The impact of electronic mediaazial

behaviour Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Mitchell, N. J. (2012)Democracy’s blameless leaders: From Dresden to Gbraib,
how leaders evade accountability for abuse, atyp@nd killing New York:

New York University.

Moloney, K. (2000)Rethinking public relations: The spin and the sabse London:
Routledge.

Moloney, K. (2006)Rethinking public relations: PR propaganda and deraoy.

London: Routledge.

228



Monahan, T., & Fisher, J. (2010). Benefits of ‘alvee effects’: Lessons from the
field. Qualitative Research, 18), 357-376.

Moore, M. S. (2010)Placing blame: A theory of the criminal la®xford: Oxford

University Press.

Mouffe, C. (1999). Deliberative democracy or agtaipluralism?Social Research,
66(3), 745-758.

Mulderrig, J. (2011). The grammar of governar@etical Discourse Studies,(8),
45-68.

Niskanen, W. A. (1994 Bureaucracy and public economigsldershot: Edward
Elgar.

Norris, P. (2011)Democratic deficit: Critical citizens revisitetlew York:

Cambridge University Press.

Ogilvy-Webb, M. (1965)The government explainsondon: George Allen and
Unwin Ltd.

Olson, R. (2000). Toward a politics of disasters&es, values, agendas, and blame.

International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disess 142), 265—-287.

Orwell, G. (1968)The collected essays, journalism and letters ofrGe@rwell vol
4. (S. Orwell & I. Angus, Eds.). London: Secker &awiurg.

O’Shaughnessy, N. (2004 ropaganda and politics: Weapons of mass seduction.

Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Pal, L. A., & Weaver, R. K. (2003The government taketh away: The politics of pain
in the United States and Canad&ashington, DC: Georgetown University

Press.

Palonen, K. (2003). Four times of politics: Polipglity, politicking, and
politicization. Alternatives, 2@), 171-186.

Phillis, B. (2004) An independent review of government communicatlarsdon:
Cabinet Office.

229



Pierson, P. (1994pismantling the welfare state? Reagan, Thatchertaedolitics

of retrenchmentCambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Pollitt, C., & Hupe, P. (2011) Talking about goverant. The role of magic concepts.
Public Management Review, (53, 641—-658.

Pomerantz, A. M. (1978). Attributions of responkii Blamings.Sociology, 12
115-133.

Propp, V. (1968)Morphology of the folktalé2nd ed.). (L. Scott, Trans.). Austin:
University of Texas Press. (Original work publisHei?8)

Pyper, R. (2013). The UK coalition and the civihgee: A half term reportPublic
Policy and Administration, 28), 364—382.

Quinn, T. (2012). Spin doctors and political newanagement: A rational-choice
‘exchange’ analysiSBritish Politics, 13), 272-300.

Reisigl, M. (2008). Rhetoric of political speechksR. Wodak & V. Koller (Eds.),
Handbook of communication in the public sphgne. 271-289). Berlin: de
Gruyter.

Reisigl, M. (2014). Argumentation analysis and diszourse-historical approach: A
methodological framework. In C. Hart & P. Cap (Bd€ontemporary critical

discourse studie@p. 67-96). London: Bloomsbury.
Reisigl, M., & Wodak, R. (2001Discourse and discriminatio.ondon: Routledge.

Reisigl, M., & Wodak, R. (2009). The discourse-tigtal approach. In R. Wodak &
M. Meyer (Eds.)Methods of critical discourse analyg@nd ed., pp. 87-121)

London: Sage.

Rhetoric to Alexander. (2011). In R. Mayhew & ©. Mirhady (Eds., Trans.),
Aristotle. Problems: Books 20—-38. Rhetoric to Atedex (pp. 469-642).
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Robinson, P. H. (1982). Criminal law defenses: stsgnatic analysisColumbia Law
Review, 82), 199-291.

230



Roque, G. (2012). Visual argumentation: A furtreappraisal. In F. H. van Eemeren
& B. Garssen (Eds.),opical themes in argumentation theory: Twenty

exploratory studiegpp. 273—-288). Amsterdam: Springer Publications.

Ryan, H. R. (1982). Kategoria and apologia: OnrthHetorical criticism as a speech
set.Quarterly Journal of Speech, 6856—-261.

Sanders, K. (2013). The strategic shift of UK gowmeent communication. In K.
Sanders & M. J. Canel (EdsGpvernment communication: Cases and

challengegqpp. 78-98). London: Bloomsbury.

Sanders, M. L., & Taylor, P. M. (1983ritish propaganda during the First World
War, 1914-18London: Macmillan.

Saussure, L. de, & Schultz, P. (Eds.). (208nipulation and ideologies in the

twentieth century: Discourse, language, miAthsterdam: John Benjamins.

Sayer, A. (1999). Long live postdisciplinary stugli8ociology and the curse of
disciplinary parochialism/imperialism. DepartmehSociology, Lancaster
University. Retrieved from http://www.lancasterwddsociology/research/

publications/papers/sayer-long-live-postdiscipinatudies. pdf

Scanlon, T. M. (2008 Moral dimensions: Permissibility, meaning, blan@ambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Schréter, M. (2013)Silence and concealment in political discourdesterdam: John

Benjamins.
Schudson, M. (2008Why democracies need an unlovable pr€ssmbridge: Polity.

Schwartz-Shea, P., & Yanow, D. (201Rjterpretive research design: Concepts and

processesNew York: Routledge.

Scollon, R. (2008)Analyzing public discourse: Discourse analysisha making of

public policy.London: Routledge.

Scott, M. B., & Lyman, S. (1968). Accountsmerican Sociological Review, @33,
46-62.

231



Semetko, H., & Scammell, M. (2012). Introductiofinelexpanding field of political
communication in the era of continuous connectivityH. Semetko & M.
Scammell;The SAGE handbook of political communicatjpp. 1-5). London:
Sage.

Semino, E. (2008 Metaphor in discourseCambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Seymour-Ure, C. (2003Rrime ministers and the media: Issues of poweramdrol.
Oxford: Blackwell.

Shaver, K. G. (1985)he attribution of blame: Causality, responsibiliand

blameworthinessNew York: Springer-Verlag.
Sher, G. (2006)n praise of blameOxford: Oxford University Press.

Stone, D. (1989). Causal stories and the formatfguolicy agendad?olitical Science
Quarterly, 1042), 281-300.

Stone, D. (2012)Policy paradox: The art of political decision magi(8rd ed.). New
York: W.W.Norton.

Strémbéack, J., & Kiousis, S. (Eds.). (201Rdlitical public relations: Principles and

applications London: Routledge.

Sulitzeanu-Kenan, R. (2006). If they get it right experimental test of the effects of
the appointment and reports of UK public inquirieablic Administration,
84(3), 623-653.

Swedberg, R. (2005). Economic versus sociologippt@aches to organization theory.
In H. Tsoukas & C. Knudsen (EdsThe Oxford handbook of organization
theory(pp. 373-391). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Tallents, S. (1933). Salesmanship in the publigiser Scope and technigqueublic
Administration, 113), 259-266.

Taylor, F. W. (1911)The principles of scientific managemeXew York: Harper.

Taylor, P. M. (2003)Munitions of the mind: A history of propaganda frtm

ancient world to the present ddylanchester: Manchester University Press.

232



Taylor-Gooby, P., & Stoker, G. (2011). The coahtirogramme: A new vision for
Britain or politics as usualPhe Political Quarterly, 8@L), 4-15.

The Leveson Inquiry. (2012An inquiry into the culture, practices and ethidgtze

press: Executive summaryondon: The Stationery Office.

Thesen, G. (2013). When good news is scarce andéasl is good: Government
responsibilities and opposition possibilities ififhcal agenda-setting.
European Journal of Political Research,(8p 364—-389.

Thompson, J. B. (2000Rolitical scandal: Power and visibility in a medige
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Thompson, M., Ellis, R., & Wildavsky, A. (199QFultural Theory Boulder:

Westview Press.
Tilly, C. (2008).Credit and blamePrinceton: Princeton University Press.

Toulmin, S. E. (2003)The uses of argume(ipdated ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Tseronis, A. (2015). Multimodal argumentation inisemagazine covers: A case
study of front covers putting Greece on the spahefEuropean economic crisis.
Discourse, Context & Media, 18-27.

Urry, J. (2000)Sociology beyond societies: Mobilities for twentgtfcentury

London: Routledge.

van Dijk, T. A. (1992). Discourse and the deniatatism.Discourse & Society,(2),
87-118.

van Dijk, T. A. (2006). Discourse and manipulatiBiscourse & Society, 13), 359—
383.

van Dijk, T. A. (2008)Discourse and context: A sociocognitive approdcambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

van Dijk, T. A. (2014)Discourse and knowledge: A sociocognitive approach

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

233



van Eemeren, F. H. (201®trategic maneuvering in argumentative discourse:
Extending the pragma-dialectical theory of argunagion. Amsterdam: John

Benjamins.

van Eemeren, F. H., & Grootendorst, R. (1992umentation, communication, and

fallacies: A pragma-dialectical perspectivdillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

van Eemeren, F. H., Grootendorst, R., & Snoeck lderdns, F. (1996).
Fundamentals of argumentation theory: A handbodkistbrical backgrounds

and contemporary developmentéahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

van Leeuwen, T. (1995). Representing social acBescourse & Society,(&), 81—
106.

van Leeuwen, T. (1996). The representation of $aci@rs. In C. R. Caldas-
Coulthard & M. Coulthard (Eds.J,exts and practices: Readings in critical
discourse analysi@p. 32—-70.)London: Routledge.

van Leeuwen, T. (2005ntroducing social semioticd.ondon: Routledge.

van Leeuwen, T. (2007). Legitimation in discoured aommunicationDiscourse &
Communication, @), 91-112.

van Leeuwen, T. (2008Riscourse and practice: New tools for critical diszse

analysis New York: Oxford University Press.

van Leeuwen, T. (2014). Critical discourse analgsid multimodality. In C. Hart & P.
Cap (Eds.)Contemporary Critical Discourse Studidsondon: Bloomsbury.

van Leeuwen, T., & Wodak, R. (1999). Legitimizimgmigration control: A

discourse-historical analysiBiscourse Studies(1), 83-118.

van Zoonen, L., & Wring, D. (2012). Trends in picl television fiction in the UK:
Themes, characters and narratives, 1965-2@@€ia, Culture & Society,
34(3), 263-279.

Vedung, E. (2003). Policy instruments: Typologied ¢heories. In M. L. Bemelmans-
Videc, R. Rist, & E. Vedung (EdsQarrots, sticks, and sermons: Policy

instruments and their evaluatig¢pp. 21-57). London: Transaction Publishers.

234



von Scheve, C., Zink, V., & Ismer, S. (2014). Tlenbe game: Economic crisis
responsibility, discourse and affective framin§eciology Advance online
publication. Retrieved from http://soc.sagepub.camient/early/2014/09/26/
0038038514545145.abstract

Vos, M. (2006). Setting the research agenda foegowental communication.

Journal of Communication Management(3)) 250-258.

Walton, D. N. (1998)The new dialectic: Conversational contexts of argatn

Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Walton, D. N. (2008)Informal logic: A pragmatic approact2nd ed.). Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

Ware, B. L., & Linkugel, W. A. (1973). They spokedefense of themselves: On the

generic criticism of apologi@uarterly Journal of Speech, 5873-283.

Weaver, R. K. (1986). The politics of blame avoiceadournal of Public Policy, @),
371-398.

Weber, M. (1958)The protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalislnParsons
(Trans.). New York: Scribner. (Original work pultied 1905)

Weick, K. E., & Sutcliffe, K. M. (2007)Managing the unexpected: Resilient
performance in an Age of Uncertain®nd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Wiley &

Sons.

Weiner, B. (2006)Social motivation, justice, and the moral emotiofs:

attributional approachMahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Weiss, G., & Wodak, R. (2000). Discussion: The Ebhnittee regime and the
problem of public space. Strategies of depolitr@zunemployment and
ideologizing employment policies. In P. Muntigl, ®eiss, & R. Wodak (Eds.),
European Discourses on Un/Employmgg. 185-206). Amsterdam:

Benjamins.

Wenger, E., McDermott, R., & Snyder, W. (200QMltivating communities of
practice: A guide to managing knowled@®oston: Harvard Business School

Press.

235



Westen, D. (2007)l'he political brain: The role of emotion in decidithe fate of the

nation New York: Public Affairs.

Wittgenstein, L. (1953)Philosophical investigation€s.E.M. Anscombe, Trans.).

New York: Macmillan.

Wodak, R. (1991). Turning the tables: Antisemitiscdurse in postwar Austria.
Discourse & Society,(2), 65—-83.

Wodak, R. (2000). From conflict to consensus? Tdrxeanstruction of a policy paper.
In P. Muntigl, G. Weiss, & R. Wodak (EdsBuropean Union discourses on
un/employment. An interdisciplinary approach to &yment policy-making
and organizational chang@p. 73—-114). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Wodak, R. (2006a). Blaming and denying: pragmatit&. Brown (Ed.),
Encyclopedia of Language & Linguisti2nd ed. vol. 2.) (pp. 59-64). Oxford:

Elsevier.

Wodak, R. (2006b). History in the making/The makaidnistory. The ‘German
Wehrmacht' in collective and individual memoriesAuastria.Journal of
Language and Politics,(B), 125-154.

Wodak, R. (2011)The discourse of politics in action: Politics asuab(2nd ed.).

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Wodak, R. (2014). The strategy of discursive praion: A discourse-historical
analysis of the FPO’s discriminatory rhetoric. InJRckson & M. Feldman
(Eds.),Doublespeak: The rhetoric of the far right sinceld9pp. 101-122).
Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag.

Wodak, R. (2015)The politics of fear: What right-wing populist disgses mean

London: Sage.

Wodak, R., de Cillia, R., Reisigl, M., & Liebhal, (2009).The discursive
construction of national identit{2nd ed). Edinburgh: Edinburgh University

Press.

236



Wodak, R., & Forchtner, B. (2014). Embattled Vied@&83/2010: Right-wing
populism, collective memory and the fictionalisatiaf politics.Visual
Communication, 1), 231-255.

Wodak, R., KhosraviNik, M., & Mral, B. (Eds.). (281 Right-wing populism in

Europe: Politics and discourséondon: Bloomsbury.

Wodak, R., & Meyer, M. (2009). Critical discourseadysis: History, agenda, theory
and methodology. In R. Wodak & M. Meyer (Edé&ethods of critical
discourse analysigp. 1-33). London: Sage.

Wodak, R., & Vetter, E. (1999). The small distincits between diplomats, politicians
and journalists: The discursive construction off@ssional identity. In R.
Wodak & C. Ludwig (Eds.)Challenges in a changing worlgp. 209-237).
Wien: Passagen.

Wright, S. (2008). Language, communication andptinelic sphere: Definitions. In R.
Wodak & V. Koller (Eds.)Handbook of communication in the public sphere
(pp. 21-43). Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Yanow, D. (2007). Interpretation in policy analystn methods and practidgritical
Policy Studies, (@), 110-122.

Yeung, K. (2006). Regulating government communaeiThe Cambridge Law
Journal, 6§1), 53-91.

Young, I. (2011)Responsibility for justiceDxford: Oxford University Press.

237



Appendices

A. The discourse-historical approach (adapted fronClarke, Kwon, & Wodak,
2012)

The conceptual scaffoldin@ocial phenomena are seen as manifested acrass fou
levels of empirical context, and constructed/infloed by organisational actors
through discursive means

How do organizational
4th level of context . .
e o~ actors influence a social
Broader socio-political and historical contexts within h th h
which discursive practices are embedded phenomenon throug

discursive means?

3rd level of context
Extra-linguistic social’sociological variables and
institutional frames of specific context of situation

Discursive strategies
employed to accomplish
this objective
2nd level of context
Intertextual and interdiscursive
relationships between utterances, texts,
genres and discourses

1st level of
context
Immediate text

Linguistic devices used to
operationalise these
strategies
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The methodological stage&:social phenomenon is investigated through amete
but systematic dialogue between data and theory

Recursion through Stages 1-3, initially
as a pilot study and evolving into

detalled case studies Systematic collection of multiple

levels of data relating to an

Development and refinement r— organizational is_sue within an
of research questions in Stage 2 — ethnographic context
relation to an organizational Data
issue under investigation Collection
\ A
Stage 1 Stage 4
Research Social
Questions Criti que

Syntheas of the research

Stage 3 e :
Preparation (selection and Data flﬁ?mS and _thi fq;fmulanc;n
transcribing) and analysis (coding and Analysis otan emplnca.\{r Informe
pattern identification) of the focal texts social critique

The analysis results inanceptual understandingf the specific discursive/linguistic

means through which the phenomenon is constructédtsimplications for
practitioners and researchers

How do organizational Research Question

actors influence a social How is language and communication
phenomenon through mastered and used by people to shape

discursive means? ideas and persuade others

N~ ¢ ¢ ¢' ¢ ¢

Discursive strategies Intensification/
employed to accomplish F;::feren.tlal P:tdl..tm“al Argl:mentatlon Pe;istpectrvatmn Mmgatmn
this objective 9 g i ° Strateg
LlngL,uStIC. dev;_ces rL: o e;‘ob:;::rn Reference 1o Topoi Framing devices Modifying
to operationalise these r stereotypes devices
strategies devices
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B. The pragma-dialectical rules for a reasonable dicussion (adapted from van
Eemeren, Grootendorst, & Snoeck Henkemans, 1996, pp83-284)

1. Freedom to argueParties must not prevent each other from advancin

standpoints or casting doubt on standpoints.

2. Obligation to give reasong\ party that advances a standpoint is obliged to
defend it if asked by the other party asks hemtsa

3. Correct reference to previous discourse by the gotést A party’s attack on
a standpoint must relate to the standpoint thatridesed been advanced by the

other party.

4. Obligation of ‘matter-of-factnessA party may defend her standpoint only by

advancing argumentation relating to that standpoint

5. Correct reference to implicit premise& party may not disown a premise that
has been left implicit by that party or falsely ggat something as a premise

that has been left unexpressed by the other party.

6. Respect of shared starting poinfsparty may not falsely present a premise as
an accepted starting point nor deny a premise septang an accepted starting

point.

7. Use of plausible arguments and schemes of argurti@mt#& party may not
regard a standpoint as conclusively defended iti#fence does not take place

by means of an appropriate argumentation scheméstbarrectly applied.

8. Logical validity. In her argumentation, a party may only use argusihat are
logically valid or capable of being validated bykimg explicit one or more

unexpressed premises.

9. Acceptance of the discussion’s resulidailed defence of a standpoint must
result in the party that put forward the standpaittacting it, and a conclusive
defence of the standpoint must result in the oplaety retracting his doubt

about the standpoint.

10. Clarity of expression and correct interpretatioh party must not use
formulations that are insufficiently clear or cosifugly ambiguous, and must

interpret the other party’s formulations as calgfahd accurately as possible.
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C. A news release published by Cabinet Office on 1Ianuary 2012

Eradicating waste in Whitehall saves £3.75 billion

Minister for the Cabinet Office Francis Maude’spesse to the Times’ article

‘Whitehall waste: the £31 billion cost of failure’.

In an article entitled ‘Whitehall waste: the £31libn cost of failure’ on 9 January, the
Times asserted that ministers need to address wagteernment processes to avoid

billions more going down the drain.

Minister for the Cabinet Office Francis Maude hadaty made a statement in response,
pointing to government action designed to cut wadtieh has already saved £3.75

billion.
He said:

“When we arrived in government we pledged to bhlass in hunting down and
eradicating waste in Whitehall and that is pregisdhat we have done. Just in the
first ten months to last March we saved £3.75dilli equivalent to twice the budget

of the Foreign Office, or to funding 200,000 nutses

This has not been easy; spending hours reneggtiedintracts, tackling vested
interests and large suppliers and cutting backpend on consultants and advertising
does not make for glamorous or headline grabbindcweor the first time, we now
take full advantage of the bulk-buying power goveemt has; this means that in stark
contrast to the bad old days where different pafrgpovernment bought separately and
failed to get the best deal, we now buy togethestucing procurement spend by £1
billion so far and the new collective service mesagngs are expected to reach more

than £3 billion a year.

This work is vital. But we have a huge amount stillo. We are clamping down on
the loss of revenue through fraud, error and deid;this tough new approach also
extends to big projects. Gone are the days whegegisobegan with no agreed budget,
no business case and an unrealistic delivery tiohetaThe introduction of our Major
Projects Authority marks a sea-change in the ogbtsif government’s major

projects and will achieve better value for pubfesding.
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And | am not alone in highlighting all the good Wave have done so far; the Public
Accounts Committee recently recognised and welcoouedransparent approach to

savings. Meanwhile other countries, especiallyonltled Europe, are now looking to
us for how this is done.

We've done a lot already, but | don’t plan to stibere. Our radical changes and the
savings we have already made are just the beginweagre now focused on making
more sustainable savings, through cutting bureaydrathe civil service and opening

up public services.”
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