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Foreword

Welcome to volume 8 of ESP Across Cultures. Readers will probably be aware
that, after six miscellaneous issues, the previous volume was the first ‘special’ issue
devoted to a specific theme: ‘legal English across cultures’. This present volume
marks a return to a miscellaneous issue on a variety of topics, but all coming within
the sphere of English for Specific Purposes seen from a cross-cultural perspective.

However, as will become clear just from a cursory glance at the ‘Contents’, five of
the eight papers in this volume are in some way related to ESP in academic set-
tings. The first two papers are concerned with didactic issues. Mariavita Cambria
discusses the theme of online news websites and the way they may be exploited in
university language classrooms on ESP, while Hafida Hamzaoui-Elachachi &
Chams-Eddine Lamri explore the English language needs of Law and Administra-
tive Science students at an Algerian university.

Three papers in this volume focus on the language of research articles. Indeed, the
papers by Alireza Jalilifar & Masume Hoseini Marashi and by Alessandra Molino are
both contrastive studies on research article introductions, respectively comparing
English and Persian and English and Italian. In her paper Viviana Soler investigates
research and review article titles from a different perspective, that of how nominal
group titles are constructed in scientific journals in English and Spanish.

Each of the remaining three papers touches on very different theme areas. Bron-
wen Hughes looks at the way certain types of TV detective fiction are handled by
comparing the way one particular subgenre in the UK is adapted when put into an
Italian setting. Amir H.Y. Salama enters the realm of political ideology by analysing
US President Obama’s famous Cairo speech of 2006 from a rhetorical semiotic-cog-
nitive standpoint. Finally, Christopher Williams takes a fresh look at the question
of the influence of the Plain Language movement on legal English to see how the
situation has evolved in the space of seven years since his paper on the same subject
was published in the first issue of this journal in 2004. 

As always, our thanks go to the members of the Editorial Board. But we would
like to thank in particular those persons who are not on the Editorial Board but
who have kindly agreed to referee papers for our journal. The last time we publicly
thanked external referees was in issue 6 (2009). Since then the following have all
reviewed papers for our journal, thus contributing to ensuring that, through our
double-blind refereeing policy, only papers of quality are accepted.
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1. Introduction

The media are key actors in the social, cultural, economic and political lives of

countries around the world (Bourdieu 1998; Deuze 2007). Since the mid-1990s, the

Internet has steadily become incorporated into the daily routines of increasingly

larger segments of the population (Sproull 2000). It is thus hardly surprising that,

as part of this process, news sites have grown in importance in the media systems

of most countries and increasingly affect the way audiences gain access to news.

The rapid diffusion of the Internet has also created innovative relationships be-

tween what you access, news content, and how you access it, thereby changing the

WEBSEARCHING AND CORPUS 
CONSTRUCTION OF ONLINE NEWS SITES IN

ESP: GOVERNMENT LEADERS 
ON SHOW AT G8 SUMMITS

Mariavita Cambria

Abstract

Semiotic changes generated by the rise of online news sites have greatly enhanced ac-

cess to different versions of the news, making it possible for the general public to com-

pare and contrast the representation of the same event on a global scale. The process of

producing, accessing, and perceiving news is undergoing fundamental changes, acceler-

ating the hybridization of genres. Representation is central to the process of all meaning

construction and language plays a decisive but not exclusive role in the representation

of world events in news sites. Various questions, however, need to be raised about the

activities of representing, construing and experiencing news. For example, is it possible

to base convincing ESP syllabuses on online news sites? If so, how can we provide

trainee journalists with the multiplicity of viewpoints they need when training for their

chosen profession and through which to guide their learning of English? In answer to

these questions, this article uses a blended multimodal and lemma-based corpus ap-

proach to analyse G8 Summit reporting in English-language news sites. Based on the

experience of teaching in a degree course in journalism at the University of Messina

(Italy), the article specifically investigates research into syllabus construction that ex-

plores the connections between visual and linguistic items in framing news and the pos-

sibility for students to create their own corpus based on websearching. Apart from pro-

moting future journalists’ (meta)linguistic and (meta)textual skills, in general, the paper

is designed specifically to contribute to the construction of ESP syllabuses that explore

intercultural and institutional aspects of news sites using websearching tools that foster

students’ creation and use of website corpora. The paper argues the need for syllabus

construction that carefully balances micro and macro features before any implementa-

tion of an ESP corpus-driven syllabus is undertaken with and by students.
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relationship between citizens and power (Deuze 2006). The Wikileaks bombshell is

an example of how shifting the information frontier erodes and questions the rela-

tionship between the general flow of information on the Web and the role of indi-

vidual news sites as interpretative filters choosing what to publish, who to tell and

what kind of hierarchy of news to establish (Christensen 2010). Any attempt to un-

derstand contemporary communication inevitably entails re-discussing key issues,

power relations, emergent communities and new forms of communication. News

sites represent an example of how newsmaking is changing, and how consolidated

journalistic practices are being redefined (Kawamoto 2003).

Trainee journalists require theoretical and methodological support tools to

make sense of what is happening at this macro level (Allan 2006). The standard

discourse analysis approaches (Fairclough 2003; Van Dijk 1988), often considered

to be ‘the in-thing’ when linguistically analysing the world of media, may not be

enough to investigate either the web units (Baldry 2011a) found in news sites – i.e.

the individual meaning-making items such as headlines, bylines, images, captions,

tables, charts and so on making up a web page – or the web events (Baldry 2011b)

they also contain – i.e. the various dynamic options found in each section of the

newspaper entailing a potential for reader (inter)actions such as external links or

the possibility to add comments, both of which, in a cascade-like fashion, create

further web units and web events.  Discourse analysis, which remains strictly

word-based and which focuses only on the micro level, will often struggle to show

the full range of issues involved failing to allow students to grasp the ‘bigger pic-

ture’. The bigger picture includes different competing discourses at work in web

environments, how these discourses relate to different social interests, the differ-

ing perceptions of texts by different parts of the readership, accuracy of represen-

tation and problems of how rhetoric is used and whose voice has been expressed

(Philo 2007). 

In its research into a balanced corpus-based syllabus, as yet to be tested with

students, this paper draws some conclusions about ESP syllabuses for journalism

exploring the intercultural and institutional aspects of news site corpora for the

2009 and 2010 G8 Summits. The paper first reflects on the issue of how to design

ESP syllabuses citing data from three English-language news sites

(www.guardian.co.uk, www.economist.com, www.independent.ie) and then describes

key elements in their representations of government leaders in a corpus of articles

obtained from these sites referring to these summits. 

The approach foregrounds the use of user-friendly software tools in student-led

construction and analysis of web corpora. Specifically, the paper advocates the com-

bined use of the multimodal websearch tool, MWS (McaWebSearch,

http://mcaweb.unipv.it), and a lemma-oriented concordancing tool, AntConc

(www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/), as a way of providing the theoretical and applica-

tive support required to promote students’ autonomy in the development of their

ESP (meta)linguistic and (meta)textual awareness and competences.
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2. Designing ESP news site syllabuses: the use of web tools

Access to news has changed and so has the process of producing, organizing and

perceiving news. The act of reading a paper has changed with the rise of the Inter-

net, ‘decanonizing’ the experience of ‘interacting with a paper’ and replacing it with

a new set of reading modes (Cambria 2010). An ESP syllabus based on online news

sites, multimodal texts by definition, cannot be restricted to general knowledge,

however sophisticated, of English grammar but needs instead to focus on the use of

English in a professional context.

Although there are no fixed standards in Italy as regards the number and level

of English courses and exams to be taken by students studying for a degree in jour-

nalism, a common pattern is one English exam for the first degree (the three-year

laurea triennale) and one for the second degree (the two-year laurea specialistica),

usually worth between 6 and 9 credits. Similarly, students are typically required to

reach CEFR B1 level by the end of their first degree and a B2 level by the end of

their second degree. They usually attend a course which lasts between 36 and 54

hours and a class is normally made up of exclusively Italian L1 students. Given the

type of work scenario that students are likely to face, the focus of teaching is selec-

tive, typically foregrounding reading and writing skills. Trainee journalists are ex-

pected to be able to read and translate journalistic texts into Italian by the end of

their first degree, and to write B2 level journalistic texts in English by the end of

their second degree. Despite the brevity of the course, they are expected to have

quite high professional skills. Hence the significance of building a syllabus which, as

it were, ‘goes beyond’ the course itself and instead locks into the wider vocational

context in which students have to work at and use their skills in English.

Trainee journalists often have good general skills in English but little, if any,

training in ESP courses based on linguistics and semiotics. In the pursuit of their

vocational goals, they thus typically lack strategies and experience when reflecting

on the nature and functions of news sites. 

When constructing web-oriented ESP syllabuses that promote applicative strate-

gies, content selection cannot be separated from the development of methodological

skills to be applied in the wider context (Gatehouse 2001). The process of designing

an ESP syllabus and developing appropriate contents thus involves linking current

skills to learners’ future vocational needs, often a source of disjunction and potential

conflict.

The G8 Summits case study used in this paper is an example of how syllabus de-

sign that reflects on content and methodology can overcome this division. G8 Sum-

mits were chosen as a good example of how global institutions come to be repre-

sented in news sites in an increasingly virtual world. As an “unorthodox

international institution” (Hajnal 1999: 2), they were launched in 1975 originally as

the G6, becoming the G7 in 1976 and the G8 in 1998 as a forum for governments of

leading countries. Despite their unofficial role, G8 Summits have become a key com-

ponent in global governance and play an increasingly vital role in bringing together

the major industrial democracies, France, the US, the UK, Germany, Japan, Italy,

Canada and – since 1998 – Russia. The European Commission is also represented

E S P  A c r o s s  C u l t u r e s  8 -  2 0 1 1
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but cannot host or chair. G8 may, of course, refer to the member states or to the an-

nual summit meeting of the G8 heads of government − the difference being far from

insignificant for the type of syllabus advocated here. The G8 rotates every year in

the following order: France, the US, the UK, Russia, Germany, Japan, Italy, and

Canada. The holder of the presidency sets the agenda, hosts the summit for that

year, and determines which ministerial meetings will take place in the course of the

year. Unlike more structured international organizations based on intergovernmen-

tal agreements and permanent secretariats, the G8 is still run entirely by its mem-

bers. It has remained relatively informal and is unencumbered by bureaucracy: it

has no secretariat nor any information department to explain its objectives and

achievements publicly. 

3. Methodology and corpus construction

As Biber (1988: 4) points out, corpus-based research depends on both quantita-

tive and qualitative techniques: “Association patterns represent quantitative rela-

tions, measuring the extent to which features and variants are associated with con-

textual factors. However functional (qualitative) interpretation is also an essential

step in any corpus-based analysis”. The web-as-multimodal corpus approach (Baldry

2010) implemented by MWS makes it possible to access an extremely large amount

of information quickly and interpret it in a reliable and compact way. Combining

different methodologies to account for the different intersemiotic resources used in

the creation of news is a sound strategy in multimodal corpus-assisted research

(Baldry & Thibault 2006b). Accordingly, seven steps were adopted in developing a

corpus-based ESP syllabus: 

1. Keyword searching for “G8 Summit” using MWS;

2 The same limited to articles published in 2009 and 2010;

3. Construction of an Excel corpus of 2009/2010 articles generated in the pre-

vious steps for www.guardian.co.uk, www.economist.com, www.indepen-

dent.ie; 

4. Keyword searching for “G8 Summit” articles published in 2009 and 2010

using the sites’ search engines to check for compatibility with those pro-

duced by MWS;

5. Creation of per site and per year *.txt files-cum-corpus containing the writ-

ten text;

6. Use of AntConc for word frequency analysis of the written text;

7. Use of MWS for retrieval of images in the articles.

Step 1 was implemented using the MWS system. This cross-website search system

does what site-specific search engines in sites like The Guardian, The Times, The Inde-

pendent, The Telegraph and other sites cannot do: by transcending their individual

search engines, it explores their coverage of world events relative to each other. Using

keyword searches similar to those found in the individual sites, it reports comparative

distributions in a variety of compact visual formats, currently line, pie and bar charts.
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It thus fills a major gap in websearching characterized, on the one hand, by one-off site

search engines and, on the other hand, by one-size-fits-all search tools such as Google

that produce ‘hits’ for all websites with an overabundance of detail that leaves users

endlessly sifting the wheat from the chaff. 

MWS can be very useful where an automatic comparative overview is required.

The user specifies the word sets (e.g. “G8 Summit”) to be searched for as well as the

websites to be compared. In its implementation of Steps 1-3, MWS generates a

cross-site corpus that can be exported in a structured language-oriented Excel for-

mat for further analysis with a lemma-oriented concordancer, a facility not always

available with many search engines of any of the types mentioned above. As well as

linguistic output, MWS can also produce visual output: an example is Graph 1,

which shows the number of pages per year containing the “G8 Summit” string in

the three news sites selected for this preliminary study.

Graph 1. Automatic per year generation of pages “G8 Summit” corpus

MWS is not intended to compete with the accuracy or completeness of a site-

specific search engine. Instead, it explores and compares websites in terms of their

diversity in keeping with its development as part of the web investigations of the

Living Knowledge project (livingknowledge-project.eu/). As such, it is also inspired

by corpus linguistics techniques without necessarily pursuing its goals (Baldry &

Coccetta forthcoming) since allowing students to track trends and not just words is

a basic requirement in constructing a syllabus that encourages reflection on why

these trends occur, how they interact with others and how they can be described in

an ESP course. Graph 1 shows an obvious peak in the publication of articles in

2009 and a declining interest in 2010, clearly present in other web searches repro-



duced in this paper, and is an example of a macro trend that would be analysed

and described in the proposed course using corpus data. All this is part of the ques-

tion of relating ESP courses to cultural, intercultural and institutional considera-

tions which constitute a major input in syllabus design within English linguistics

in Italy. This is reflected in such publications as Textus (2009, XXI:1; 2005,

XVIII:2; 2004, XVII:1; 2001, XIV:2), ESP Across Cultures (2004, 1; 2010, 7), and

Cultus (2010, 3) whose increasing orientation towards the analysis of specific

themes and an increasingly international dimension in authorship and readership

are timely reminders of the investment that needs to be made in ESP syllabus de-

sign in relation to the macro level. In particular, there is a need to work on: cross-

cultural studies in relation to new online genres and new social trends; intercul-

tural negotiation; shared and unshared perspectives in east-west relationships;

immigrant identities in multicultural societies; socio-historical constraints in power

relationships and so on.

In order to ascertain the accuracy of MWS, Step 4 compared automatically-de-

tected 2009 and 2010 articles with those detected manually (and rather labori-

ously) by site-specific search engines. Chart 1 shows that while there are differ-

ences in retrieval rates, they do not jeopardize the efficacy of the approach as

basic ratios are maintained. In the test case, MWS, like www.economist.com, accu-

rately reported that the wording “G8 Summit” was (surprisingly) not used in any

heading. Moreover site-specific search engines are not without weaknesses, some

of them critical: slow access and retrieval speeds, different search features and re-

strictions – e.g. www.independent.ie only allows chronological searching from the

oldest to the newest or vice-versa – are undesirable complications in student-led

activities.

Chart 1. Left: number of articles retrieved manually. Right: retrieved automatically

Steps 5 and 6 are designed to introduce the use of a traditional lemma-oriented

concordancing tool, AntConc, to help students locate and analyse word units and co-

texts. On this occasion, all the articles containing the “G8 Summit” string were

downloaded using manual searching (Step 5) and organized as separate files accord-

ing to year and news sites. This created a set of six files which generated a corpus of

113,053 words. On the basis of this preliminary experimentation, there is good rea-

son to believe that the much faster and essentially automatic MWS method, where
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searches are exported automatically for subsequent analysis, will simplify the

process without compromising the benefits for students. Students clearly need sim-

ple and rapid data retrieval and management tools that facilitate their capacity to

describe texts and the trends they reveal. In this respect, the specific news sites

analysed were selected for the diversity of the national and international perspec-

tives they offer, the requirement being to find ways in which students can really

grasp these different cultural perspectives in an ESP syllabus.

In this respect, Charts 2 summarizes the differences in the number of articles

published per news site (left) and per year (right). This corpus, deliberately kept sim-

ple at this syllabus-design prototyping stage, was mainly investigated as two sepa-

rate subcorpora, one with some 60,000-plus words for 2009, the other with some

50,000-plus words for 2010. This facilitated assessment of each site’s views on a spe-

cific topic in a specific year (e.g. the Guardian’s 2009 view of the G8 Summit).

Chart 2. Left: Source of articles in the corpus. Right: per-year composition of the corpus

4. Identifying trends: frequency count and images in web event cor-
pora

Two significant macro trends emerge from Table 1: the effects of geographical lo-

cation on reporting trends and each site’s inclinations in national and international

policy.

All three sites show a common tendency in 2009 in that Berlusconi is the most

quoted leader, probably because the summit was hosted in Italy (AntConc ranks

Berlusconi as the 41st word in the 2009 corpus word list). The same is true as re-

gards their tendency to focus on US policy, which often receives special and sepa-

rate attention, indicating the high US impact on G8 Summits; an AntConc keyword

search ranked Obama in 51st and 93rd place respectively in the 2009 and 2010 cor-

pora. Data diverge quite significantly (when the relation between news sites and

number of articles published is taken into account). In the 2009 corpus,

www.guardian.co.uk focused on Berlusconi, Gordon Brown and Barack Obama. In



the 2010 corpus the newly elected David Cameron claimed half of the total number

of mentions while www.economist.com showed its pro-US tendency with Obama as

the most-quoted leader overall. 

Table 1. AntConc’s government leader frequency count in the two subcorpora

The absence of any reference to the Japanese leader in 2010 suggests the sites’

assumed lack of interest on the part of their readership of Japanese affairs, a mat-

ter which students need to reflect on and describe.

A major aspect of ESP syllabus design for trainee journalists is the relation-

ship between written text and images in news articles. Image retrieval (Step 7)

was carried out using MWS using a special Level Three filter (see Figure 1)

which, among the various image retrieval options available in MWS (see Figure 4

below), permits a secondary search to be made via a direct link with individual

websites in the retrieved data. As Figure 1 shows, this allows a specific article to

be split up in terms of its mini-genre (Baldry & Thibault 2006a) subparts: head-

lines, photo captions, first line content and so on. Figure 1 is a good example of

the spirit underlying the representation of government leaders and countries in

the corpus. The photo was taken during the Aquila meeting with Oxfam members

wearing masks and playing different roles demonstrating how a multimodal text,

even when making little use of language, encapsulates the common perception of

a G8 Summit. The politics-as-a-game theme is emphatically represented by the

earth as a cooking recipe on climate change and by the clearly ironic position of

Berlusconi next to the only female in the picture. Within the broader methodolog-

ical context of linking the quantitative aspects of the article to the quality of the

images it contains, the combined use of easy-to-use lemma-oriented and inter-

semiotically-oriented software tools opens up the way for systematic comparisons

of the visual and linguistic subparts of online news articles. As Figure 1 suggests,

this is a defining characteristic of the trade to be learnt and is thus a crucial fea-
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Government leader 

 

Year 

economist.com independent.ie guardian.co.uk Tot. 

2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009/10 
Stephen Harper (Canada)  8 22 0 1 3 18 11 41 52 

Nikolas Sarkozy (France) 11 35 1 1 25 9 37 45 82 

Silvio Berlusconi (Italy) 67 0 57 6 105 6 229 12 241 

Angela Merkel (Germany) 40 1 2 1 7 20 49 22 71 

Taro Aso (Japan) 11 N/A 0 N/A 0 N/A 11 N/A 11 

Naoto Kan (Japan) N/A 0 N/A 0 N/A 0 N/A 0 0 

Dmitri Medvedev (Russia) 2 3 1 0 11 13 14 16 30 

Gordon Brown (UK) 2 N/A 5 N/A 147 N/A 154 N/A 154 

David Cameron (UK) N/A 0 N/A 26 N/A 178 N/A 204 204 

Barack Obama (US) 21 14 2 8 176 48 199 70 269 

Total 162 75 68 43 474 292 704 410 1114 
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ture in an ESP course concerned with meaning-making and meaning-making pat-

terns in website news. 

Figure 1. Members of Oxfam wearing G8 leader masks and dressed up as chefs

In the syllabus design phase, both the AntConc concordance program used to in-

vestigate the lexical content of the articles and the multimodal websearch program

MWS integrated well allowing the syllabus to focus on overall trends in the content

while not losing sight of lexicogrammatical, discourse and genre-related features.

Within this framework, the study of visual and verbal interplays in web events is

vital. The author’s data (not shown for reasons of space) suggest that the deploy-

ment of images is in keeping with a news site’s political trends and with the number

of times leaders are quoted in articles. Thus, for instance, David Cameron was the

most photographed in www.guardian.co.uk in 2010 while Berlusconi was depicted in

non-institutional actions in both corpora. However, while the role of photographs in

news reporting has been studied from various perspectives (e.g. Barthes 1977; Hall

1981; Kress 2010, Kress & van Leeuwen 1996[2006]; Huxford 2001; Knox 2007; Li

2002), image retrieval and analysis has perhaps not yet received the attention it de-

serves in ESP corpus studies.

5. Student corpus construction and investigation

How does all this unfold in the classroom? To what extent can the work of corpus

construction and analysis be handed over to students? Where in the long tradition

E S P  A c r o s s  C u l t u r e s  8 -  2 0 1 1



of learner corpora in English linguistics in Italy (Aston 1998, 2001; Bernardini 2000;

Facchinetti 2000; Martelli 2008; Partington 1998; Prat Zagrebelsky 2004; Rossini

Favretti 2000; Taylor Torsello et al. 2001; Tognini Bonelli, 2001) does students’ use

and construction of Internet corpora fit in? Is this a new departure or a dead end?

In attempting to provide an answer to this last question, this section briefly

describes a scenario in which students, after a classroom lesson based on what

has been stated above, are required to provide a follow-up. Let us assume we ask

students to extend the search so as to understand the relationship between the

G8 and the G20, the latter being the group of finance ministers and central bank

governors from 20 economies, i.e. 19 countries plus the European Union, who

have met since 2008 and whose heads of government/state have also conferred at

summits.

Figure 2. Interactive MWS per year/per site chart for G8*G20 vis-à-vis BRIC countries

Inevitably, this will mean exploring emergent BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India,

China) and Arab world economies. In this respect, Figure 2 reproduces a chart

which may be interpreted as follows: the five news sites indicated at the bottom of

the chart have been the ‘target’ of an associative MWS search indicated top left in

the chart in which an SW1 (a first search word or word group) namely “G8*G20” is

related to an SW2 (second search word or word group) namely “BRIC countries”.

The * in SW1 means that the search was first carried out for the G8 and then for

the G20. The chart is interactive: the student can modify the presentation style

(stacked vs. line chart) and, as in a simulation, can also change the years and sites

analysed dynamically. 

Figure 3 shows that this chart is directly generated from the Data Table (see top

bar menu) which, in its turn, is the corpus generated by the search given above.

16 MARIAVITA CAMBRIA
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Figure 3. The bottom part of the index to the 127-article corpus generated by MWS

The five websites indicated in Figure 2 are a preset, i.e. they were chosen by the

student from an existing list. However, an entirely different web-as-corpus approach

more in keeping with the goals of learner corpora is possible with MWS, whereby

students can first create their own corpus and then explore it. Figure 4 shows this

process in action with the possibility for students to use general filters that elimi-

nate certain categories (e.g. Social networks, Tabloids etc.) and make further cus-

tomizations of the corpus by deselecting certain sites.

Figure 4. MWS used as a tool to generate a corpus on the basis of a preliminary search

E S P  A c r o s s  C u l t u r e s  8 -  2 0 1 1



Armed with a personal corpus, the student can now carry out more refined asso-

ciative searches of the type illustrated in Figure 2. These can be produced in quick

succession as illustrated in Figure 5 which suggests just how potentially empower-

ing it will be for students to construct on-the-fly corpora for themselves. It allows

them to explore different perspectives one after the other. The first row shows

changes over the years, the second the slightly greater frequency of the word G20 as

compared with G8. The second row (left) shows the per site distribution; www.econo-

mist.com shows the highest score, www.independent.co.uk the lowest. The same row

(right) shows the 2009 peak and subsequent 2010 decline for all five news sites that

we found previously.

Figure 5. Diverse perspectives on the G8*G20 search
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The final row shows how MWS explores and compares trends at a very high level

through the Group function. On the left, the incidence of G20 in quality and tabloid

news sites is compared, while on the right the same search is extended to include fi-

nancial news sites, all in this case presets, but also potentially the result of student

specifications and decisions regarding corpus construction and investigation. Natu-

rally, this macro level of analysis is intertwined with micro-level structures: the

wordings found enhance our students’ awareness of possible word forms – acronyms

included – and those likely to occur in reporting (Bagnall 1993; Bell 1991; Fowler

1991; van Dijk 1988). 

In this respect, Figure 6 shows a traditional KWIC-like search produced by MWS

which is indicative of the use of G8 and G20 as adjectives and nouns, thanks to the

presence of co-texts. The main difference vis-à-vis most experiences of corpus-based

lemma analysis is that, speed of the operation apart (a few seconds), MWS, in its

current form, lacks the possibility of reordering the results to explore co-textual pat-

terns. This is basically because MWS is not about concordancing but about web-

searching and is why a purpose-specific tool like AntConc is also used.

Figure 6. A KWIC-like concordance produced by MWS for G8 and G20

Space prevents us from describing further possibilities for refinement such as in-

tercultural comparisons (Cambria & Rizzo forthcoming) which include the built-in
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possibility of creating several corpora, one for the Asia-Pacific area, one for North

America, one for Europe and using the MWS Per Group function (see Figure 5 bot-

tom row) to compare the overall characteristics of each subcorpus rather than the

individual sites contained within each set. Unquestionably, automating recordings

and analysis of this activity will open up new avenues and new possibilities vis-à-vis

a teacher-researcher’s capacity to explore learner corpora and record, analyse and

assess their students’ progress on specific ESP issues.

6. Concluding remarks

The ESP canvas is changing. Online news sites are reshaping and redefining

some of the crucial ties in information management. This means reinventing and

creating appropriate contents and methodologies for ESP curricula concerned with

training for future professions. Simple, easy-to-use tools like MWS and AntConc

help generate overviews on specific issues in a few seconds or minutes, which can

then be cross-checked and later examined under the lens of more specific tools iso-

lating the different items present in web events. The automatic creation of graphs,

tables and charts that compress web data and provide a basis for a quick-check of

hunches and ideas which can be subsequently refined and cross-checked is just a

first stage in visualizing as well as verbalizing the needs of students, teachers and

researchers in the field of ESP journalism. The results of the “G8 Summit” example

suggest that the interplay between different software and methodological tools will

help to create the solid, sophisticated text-based awareness of the linguistic, textual,

genre-related, intercultural and institutional complexities of web events that trainee

journalists really need.
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1. Introduction

Significant changes have been taking place in Algeria in the organization of

workplace systems. With the opening of the Algerian market to the world economy,

English has become necessary to allow communication with foreigners, leading to a

pressing need to devise, design and teach English for Specific Purposes (ESP)

courses. In these courses “language is learnt not for its own sake or for the sake of

gaining a general education, but to smooth the path to entry or greater linguistic ef-

ficiency in academic, professional or workplace environments” Basturkmen (2006:

18). English has started to be taught in different fields of specialism, e.g. English for

Science and Technology (EST), English for Medical Purposes (EMP), or English for

Business Purposes (EBP), in order to help language learners to develop the abilities
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Abstract

The Algerian administrators and lawyers in public and institutional workplaces who

graduate from the Department of Law and Administrative Sciences are always faced

with legal documents written in English to be studied, or with English-speaking eco-

nomic operators looking for information. However, most graduates are not able to read,

interact correctly or understand the English language in general and the legal discourse

used in formal contexts in particular. The reason behind such a situation is that in the

tertiary studies of this elite no English courses are provided. Therefore, this paper seeks

to highlight the pressing need for introducing an English course at the Department of

Law and Administrative Sciences by undertaking a case study of fourth year under-

graduate students at the University of Tlemcen, Algeria. The present investigation is

threefold: first, an analysis of the situation regarding the use of English in some Alger-

ian institutional and official workplaces involving informants from five working situa-

tions was carried out; second, a needs identification and analysis of students of law and

administrative sciences at the University of Tlemcen was designed and conducted; fi-

nally, an English course aimed to fulfil their needs was suggested. The main results of

this research work showed that the students under investigation were aware of the im-

portance of English for their studies and professional careers, but were at beginner level

in this language. The study also revealed their need to learn a mixture of general and

specific English terminology, language forms and structures, and to develop satisfactory

mastery of the four language skills with a special focus on the receptive skills through

an eclectic syllabus.
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needed in a specific field of inquiry, occupation, or workplace. However, among the

sub-branches of ESP, English for Legal Purposes (ELP) has been given little atten-

tion by administrators and teachers in Algeria.

Indeed, although Algeria is trying to integrate ESP into tertiary studies to re-

spond to this growing demand for English (in addition to General English instruc-

tion in pre-university education), there are still some fields of study where students

are not taught English. A case in point are students of Law and Administrative Sci-

ences who need English either in their studies to consult references and documents

concerned with International Law, or future professional careers to regulate and

check the legitimacy of different documents written in English and to interact with

foreign economic operators. These future administrators and lawyers are the repre-

sentatives of the Algerian government. However, they lack an important compe-

tence – mastery of English – which means they face many difficulties in situations

where English is needed as they have not received any specific training in legal

English at the tertiary level of their education. Therefore, it seems important to in-

vestigate the following questions:

1. Why do Law and Administrative Science students need the English Lan-

guage?

2. What do they need to learn?

3. What kind of syllabus and pedagogical materials would be appropriate to

design an English course for these students? 

The above research questions will help in designing an ELP course for Law and

Administrative Science students by first undertaking a Needs Identification and

Analysis (NIA) as “needs analysis is the corner stone of ESP and leads to a very fo-

cused course” (Dudley-Evans & St John 1998: 122). In this enterprise we should

consider two types of needs: target needs, i.e. what the learner needs to do in the

target situation, and learning needs, i.e. what the learner needs to do in order to

learn (Hutchinson & Waters 1987). For this purpose, this study is split into three

steps: first, it investigates the use of English in Algerian institutional and official

workplaces; then it identifies and analyses the language needs of students of Law

and Administrative sciences taking the case of students at the University of Tlem-

cen; finally, it gives suggestions for the design of an English course that would an-

swer the needs of this future elite.

2. Literature review

ESP has traditionally been divided into two main areas: English for Academic

Purposes (EAP) and English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) (Robinson 1991). ELP

falls into the branch of EAP in the classification of Dudley Evans & St John (1998:

6) made according to the professional area as represented by the following tree dia-

gram:
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Figure 1. ESP classification by professional area (Dudley-Evans & St John 1998: 6)

Yet Hutchinson & Waters (1987: 16) explain that there is not a clear-cut EAP

EOP distinction stating:

People can work and study simultaneously; it is also likely that in many cases the

language learnt for immediate use in a study environment will be used later when

the student takes up, or returns to, a job.

Therefore, ELP is not specific to an academic context and can be learnt for occu-

pational purposes.

ELP is viewed as a course in English designed to achieve specific academic aims

and objectives. Nevertheless ELP as a field of science is characterized by specific

features that are not commonly found in other domains. In his commentaries on the

law of England, Sir William Blackstone (1723-80) was the first to give a comprehen-

sive description to legal language. He said that: 

What is generally denominated legal language, is in reality a mere technical lan-

guage, calculated for eternal duration and easy to be apprehended both in present

time and future times, and on those accounts best suited to preserve those memo-

rials which are intended for perpetual rules of action (cited in Crystal 1995: 374).

Legal English is a complex genre, which needs a combination of good basic skills

and a legal background. Lawyers and administrators play important roles in man-

aging different affairs related to regulation. They are responsible for people’s inter-

ests, and if there is a language barrier which leads to confusion in the interpreta-

tion of meaning the consequences can be very serious. For that reason, acquiring

English specific to the legal context is not an easy achievement because of the vari-

ety and complexity of real-life situations. Being aware of this, language specialists
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have adopted suitable teaching methods and have designed specific courses within

this field known as ELP.

Teaching and learning ELP differs significantly from general English because

the “linguistic aspects of the law raise many issues and difficulties” (Gibbons 2004:

285). Law and Administrative Science students are required to obtain ideas and in-

formation about managerial and regulatory systems by listening to talks and lec-

tures, viewing multimedia resources, and reading a variety of publications. In such

a situation, the syllabus is more content-oriented and focuses essentially on the de-

sired outcome that students can understand ideas and information in a wide range

of legal materials. Furthermore, learners are required to produce written documents

using simple language and appropriate terminology; they also have to exchange oral

information with their peers. Accordingly, they need to know key legal concepts and

ideas in English as well as the appropriate register. This means that students are

expected to have a wide-ranging competence on themes related to ELP.

3. The study

The purpose of this study is to investigate the professionals’ and academicians’

perception of the English language in the field of law and administration to deter-

mine the language needs of Law and Administrative Sciences students before pro-

posing an English course for these students. It should be noted that the vast major-

ity of these students will be future lawyers or administrators after graduation: only

a small minority will carry on postgraduate studies after taking a competitive exam.

This is why the present investigation will focus on identifying the target needs re-

lated to students’ future work.

3.1. Research method

Since we were interested in obtaining detailed data regarding the situation of

English use in Algerian legal settings and teachers’ and students’ opinions on the

introduction of an English course in the Department of Law and Administrative Sci-

ences, we opted for a case study approach. Therefore, this study investigates Eng-

lish language needs of the above-mentioned students taking the case of a small sam-

ple of students and teachers in the University of Tlemcen. Although this approach

does not ensure total representativity, it is particularly useful in portraying,

analysing and interpreting the uniqueness of individuals and situations. It should

also be noted that “there are three types of case study research: exploratory, de-

scriptive, and explanatory” (Yin 1984: 11). The present research work is rather a

combination of the three types as its aim is first to describe the situation of English

in Algerian official institutions and offices to determine the target situation needs,

then to explore and explain students’ needs in order to highlight the learning needs,

and finally to propose solutions to the observed facts after an in-depth investigation. 

This study is mainly interested in a NIA. This term generally refers to the proce-

dures involved in collecting information used as a basis for developing a curriculum

that meets the needs of a particular group of students. Richards (2001) insists on
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determining the purpose of a NIA prior to its undertaking. This is why the following

purposes are put forward to guide the present NIA:

- To determine the current level of students’ language proficiency

- To determine how English is important for their professional career

- To determine the language structures and vocabulary needed by these stu-
dents 

- To determine what kind of content area the course could usefully contain

- To determine what language skills are necessary for their future professions 

- To identify informants’ perceptions of language difficulties faced by students.

The following step in this study is to observe the three conditions that are re-

quired to conduct a NIA: sources, multiple data collection methods and triangula-

tion (Long 1996), as explained below.

3.2. Sources

A variety of sources can help in performing the needs identification process. The

present research is constructed on three categories of informants that represent the

target situation in the professional and academic context: officials, students and

teachers. 

3.2.1. Officials

Considering that not all the officials and lawyers can be included in the investi-

gation, we selected a cell of informants which has the same characteristics as the

whole population. These characteristics are defined firstly in terms of their profes-

sional domain, i.e. they are officers in public administrations and lawyers in tri-

bunals and courts. Secondly, their personal experience is taken into consideration in

both the academic setting as former students and institutional and governmental

settings as managers in charge of managing and checking different administrative

and judicial files directly related to social and public areas. The sample population

consists of the following officers:

– First Informant: head of the regulation and general affairs office in the Direc-

tion de la Réglementation et des Affaires Générales (DRAG). 

– Second Informant: head of the contentious affairs office in DRAG.  

– Third Informant: head of the local animation and public contracts office in the

Direction de l’Administration Locale (DAL).

– Fourth Informant: a solicitor in Tlemcen Court.

– Fifth Informant: a judge in Tlemcen Tribunal. 

3.2.2. Students

This research concerns fourth year students at the Department of Law and Ad-

ministrative Sciences, Faculty of Law and Politics, University of Tlemcen. We chose

to focus on fourth year students because they are advanced in their studies and con-



sequently more conscious of their language needs and the importance of English as

highlighted in Kennedy & Bolitho (1984: 13-14): “The older the learner is, the more

likely he is to have his own definition, ideas on what and why he is learning Eng-

lish: the utility of learning English is likely to be more apparent”.

160 students out of 715 students were selected. This makes an average of 22.4%

of all fourth year students distributed in 20 groups. The sample population is com-

posed of four male and four female students randomly selected from each group of

25 students. As for their age, they are between 22 and 29 years old: an exception is

made for three students who are 38, 39 and 41 years old respectively and are carry-

ing on their studies with a long working experience.

The students involved in the investigation are Baccalaureate holders with liter-

ary and scientific backgrounds. They learned English for two years at middle school,

and three years at secondary school, which gives a total of at least five years before

entering University. At tertiary level, however, no English courses are provided in

the Department of Law and Administrative Sciences. Being in the last year before

graduation, students have not practised English for at least four years.

3.2.3. Teachers

The teachers are important informants in this study as they give their points of

view as academicians and subject specialists on students’ English language needs.

In the faculty there are 83 teachers (subject specialists); 42 teachers were involved

in this study, representing a proportion of 51%. The informants involved in the

questionnaire are full-time teachers. Their teaching experience in the faculty varies

from two to 25 years specialized in different branches of law: civil, criminal, admin-

istrative, insurance, international and political relations. 

3.3. Data collection methods

As highlighted by Long (1996), the third condition for a successful conduct of a

NIA is the use of multiple data collection methods. Using a single method will possi-

bly not supply a full representation of the situation under investigation. The use of

various research instruments in gathering information may add essential insights

and help obtain a more realistic picture of the target situation (Bacha 2003). For

this reason, two different research instruments were selected in this study: the in-

terview and the questionnaire.

3.3.1. Semi-structured interview

A semi-structured interview was designed for managers (appendix A). The objec-

tive of the interview was to identify officials’ proficiency level in English, the use

and importance of this foreign language in their field of work, and their opinion

about introducing a university English course in their discipline.

3.3.2. Questionnaire

The second instrument selected is the questionnaire. Two questionnaires were

designed: one for subject specialist teachers (appendix B) and the other for students

(appendix C). These instruments were largely based on the model provided by
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Hutchinson & Waters (1987) for identifying target needs and learning needs. The

objective of the teacher questionnaire was to investigate the importance of English

in the field of law and administrative sciences and to collect suggestions on what

language structures, vocabulary, skills and content area are needed by their stu-

dents. The students’ questionnaire, on the other hand, aimed at determining their

language proficiency, discovering their language difficulties, and identifying their

language needs. 

3.4. Triangulation

The third condition for carrying out a NIA is triangulation, i.e. a combination of

data sources to allow for verification. In effect, the validity of the collected data and

the legitimacy of needs outcomes should be based on more than one source in order

to allow for cross-checking of the gathered information. 

3.5. Procedure

Before embarking on the fieldwork, a pilot study was necessary. The two ques-

tionnaires were piloted and changes were made accordingly to ensure the efficiency

of the tools for carrying out data collection. In order to avoid the constraints faced

during the pilot study, it was decided to organize meetings with the subject students

and give explanations regarding the purpose of the study asking them to complete

the questionnaire. 160 questionnaires were distributed, but only 152 were returned.

Since the teachers required to answer the questionnaire were randomly chosen, we

opted for a direct approach after being authorized by the department. During their

courses and in the teachers’ offices 42 questionnaires were distributed then col-

lected. The interview was conducted in Algerian Arabic, i.e. in an informal way so

as to collect “illuminating information that cannot be obtained by any other way”

(Weir & Roberts 1993: 145). Informants’ answers were recorded with the help of

audio support, then transcribed and interpreted.

4. Results

The research instruments enabled the collection of a large amount of data which

confirmed the importance of English in Algerian professional and academic legal

settings, identified the language needs of Law and Administrative Science students,

outlined their difficulties and requirements and determined their objectives for

learning English. In sum, it gave us a clearer idea about the design of a syllabus

and materials for these students. The results are presented below according to the

stated purposes of the NIA.

4.1. The current level of students’ language proficiency

The officials’ interview revealed that the Algerian officials who graduate from

the Department of Law and Administrative Sciences have a low proficiency level in

English in spite of their high educational level and professional aptitude: in terms of

standardized English exams such as TOEFL or IELTS these informants are at be-



ginner level. Lack of competence in English constitutes a real handicap in dealing

with certain administrative and judicial affairs. This is confirmed by the results of

the student questionnaire which shows that the majority of informants answered

that they had a beginner’s level:

The students’ low proficiency level is due to their lack of practice in English over

a period of time of at least four years. They have not received any English course

during their university studies; they also reported that they had never used English

in their research work or studies.

4.2. The importance of English for Law and Administrative Science students’
professional careers

As English is used more and more in their field of work, managers revealed their

awareness of the fact that mastery of English helps them in their professional ca-

reer. Moreover, they added that nowadays mastering the English language is the

first condition required by governmental and non-governmental institutions, at na-

tional and international levels, to recruit lawyers and administrators. However,

they admit that because of lack of English competency they cannot hope to stand for

administrative jobs in important world institutions such as the United Nations, the

African Union with all its organizations, or the Supreme Court for lawyers. Because

English is the means of communication in these institutions, most Algerian candi-

dates are rejected. For all these reasons workplace managers insist on the impor-

tance of continuing English instruction at university level for Law and Administra-

tive Science students. 

On the other hand, the analysis of the subject specialist teachers’ questionnaire

shows that all informants estimate that they are either at beginner or intermediate

level as they received no English instruction as students and no specific training as
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teachers or researchers. Their low proficiency level does not allow them to communi-

cate properly in English preventing them from participating in international events

held in English. 

Conscious of this situation, teachers insist on introducing an English course for

the students of the Department of Law and Administrative Sciences from the first

year till their fourth and final year of graduation, to be continued at post-graduate

level with the help of ESP teachers. 

In addition, all informant students expressed their eagerness to learn English

during their four years of graduation giving the following reasons: it is the world

language, it helps them in their research work as many references are in English, it

allows them to participate in international conferences, and it offers them working

opportunities.

4.3. Students’ language needs

According to teachers, students need to comprehend and exploit authentic legal

texts related to international, British and American laws which are part of their

curriculum. 

On the other hand, most students express their need to construct basic language

structures, to learn legal terminology which helps them understand legal texts they

deal with in their studies and to be familiarized once again with basic general Eng-

lish vocabulary.

4.4. What kind of content area could the course usefully contain?

Concerning the content of the English course, teachers see it useful that it be re-

lated to international, British and American laws which are a compulsory part of

their curriculum. This will be of great help for both teachers and students in the
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Figure 3. Teachers’ English proficiency level



sense that students can acquire more knowledge in their field of study and the

teacher will be able to convey information concerning international, British and

American regulations more easily. They have even suggested that these modules be

taught in English at an advanced level. 

According to students, there is a variety of important modules that can be taught

in English. 90 per cent of them are in favour of acquiring knowledge in interna-

tional law, administrative law, human rights, legal systems and comparative law

(British and American law) in English.

4.5. What language skills are necessary for their future professions?

Teachers believe that it is essential for Law and Administrative Science students

to develop all four language skills. Yet for 35.7% of them priority should be given to

reading and listening comprehension as these students will primarily be exposed to

written legal documents and may be required to interact with foreigners and listen

to their complaints. Some teachers also highlight the development of students’ use

of translation, considered as a fifth skill, which helps them to comprehend easily

and rapidly the legal English terminology as they can refer to their first language.

On the other hand, students’ perception of language skill priority is different.

When asked to classify learning language skills by order of importance, informants

gave primacy to speaking and listening over reading and writing as represented by

the following table. 

Table 1. Skills importance

4.6. Informants’ perceptions of language difficulties faced by students

Officials revealed having difficulty when dealing with any situation in which

English is required. This is even more complicated when faced with the legal termi-

nology, so they look for alternative solutions such as computer-assisted translation,

or official translators for the judicial cases, but both options are either time-consum-

ing or very costly, moreover the translation obtained may not be faithful to the orig-

inal text. 

Students, on the other hand, revealed facing many difficulties at the linguistic

level. The problematic areas they mentioned were sentence construction, tenses, use
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Skills importance Absolute frequency Relative frequency 

 

Speaking 

 

121 

 

79.6 % 

Listening 108 71  

Reading 89 58.5 % 

Writing 83 54.6 % 
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of pronouns, general vocabulary and legal terminology. They also had difficulty in

acquiring language skills: when asked to estimate the difficulty of each skill, they

gave the following results: 

Table 2. Skills complexity

5. Major findings

To sum up and answer the first research question, the analysis of the target

needs showed that all informants in this study are in favour of introducing an ELP

course in Law and Administrative Science students’ curriculum during their univer-

sity studies as they believe that learning English will play a facilitating role in their

careers and help them to communicate with their foreign peers. These students

need to exploit and use legal texts and formal papers, to refer to political magazines,

and to use the Internet and books in their subject of specialism. They also need to

interact in English without restraint as their job requires them to deal sometimes

with foreigners and to communicate instructions and ideas through official docu-

ments either for occupational or academic purposes.

With regard to learning needs, most informant students reveal being at beginner

level in English because they stopped learning it for a long period of time and lost

most if not all of it. For this reason, they do not use English for their research work

though many references are available in this language. They also explain that they

encounter great difficulties in the English language either in grammar or vocabu-

lary use, be it specific or general, and face problems in expressing themselves in

speaking and writing; this is related to lack of practice. The data also highlight var-

ious points of view regarding the importance given to language skills. According to

students, they need first to develop their speaking and listening skills, then reading

and writing in order to achieve their objectives which range from being able to in-

teract freely with foreigners to reading and understanding legal discourse, and pro-

ducing acceptable pieces of writing. On the other hand, teachers insist on the impor-

tance of the four skills; only few of them give priority to reading and listening

believing that these skills have a great deal to offer to students in their research
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Skills complexity Absolute frequency 

 

Relative frequency 

 

To interact with English 
speakers 

145 32.2 % 

To write in English 123 27.3 % 

To comprehend English 
speech 

98 21.8 % 

To read legal articles 84 18.7 % 



work and future career. Important suggestions were also raised as to the content of

the ELP course: most informants suggest that content be related to international,

British and American laws as part of their curriculum.

In summary and regarding the second research question, the findings reveal that

Law and Administrative Science students need to learn a mixture of general English

vocabulary as well as vocabulary used in the context of law and administration in addi-

tion to basic language structures which should be supplemented by specific language

forms and structures which are recurrent in legal texts. They also need to develop an

acceptable mastery of the four language skills with more focus on the receptive ones.

The results also suggest that translation should be given due attention in the teaching

process as Mishchenko (2010: 1) explains: “The development of basic communicative

skills needed in some particular professional situations depends to a great extent on

students’ ability to translate legal terms”. Therefore, translation should be given greater

importance in English instruction as a pedagogical support and a learning strategy. 

6. Suggestions for an ELP Course

The third step of this research is to answer the final research question by deter-

mining the type of syllabus and pedagogical materials that would answer the needs

of these students. The suggestion is to use an eclectic syllabus as it allows teachers

to vary from one type to another according to the course objectives. The content will

be extracted from authentic texts written in English related to British and Ameri-

can legal systems, international law, administrative law and human rights knowing

that these subjects are part of their curriculum. The basics of language knowledge

will be provided and relevant language discourses will be selected. The activities

might start with grammar and pronunciation as is done in the structural approach,

then introduction of work in language functions and in discourse skills might follow.

These activities will aim at developing a satisfactory mastery of the four language

skills with a special focus on receptive skills. The selected texts and activities will

aim at enriching students’ legal jargon and improving their communicative skills. In

addition, translation will be emphasized for learning English as it helps students to

compare their subject knowledge acquired in their first language to the English ter-

minology used in the same context. Using audio-visual aids is also suggested to

raise learner motivation. Indeed, “a great number of teachers, nowadays, use many

types of language learning videos accompanied by course books or workbooks solely

for instructional purposes” (Baleghizadeh & Oladrostam 2010: 5). These materials

proved to be helpful in providing learners not only with authentic simulated situa-

tions, but with interesting and pleasant activities as well. 

7. Conclusion

The present work has tried to explore the target and learning needs of Law and

Administrative Science students. The aim was to highlight the pressing need for in-

novation in the Algerian legal academic setting by introducing an English course
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that would help students to update their speciality knowledge and language

progress. Such improvement cannot be achieved without change: it is of great im-

portance that the Algerian Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research set

up the necessary administrative reforms and offer Universities financial help in

order to introduce an English course as a compulsory module for under- and post-

graduate students in the Departments of Law and Administrative Sciences. In ef-

fect, the situation analysis shows that Algerian lawyers and officers need English

for communicative purposes in their professional settings. Moreover, the majority of

informants are in favour of having an English course throughout the tertiary stud-

ies of these students as it will help them to acquire the necessary language know-

ledge for their future profession and academic research. Indeed, an ELP course after

their general English instruction received in secondary school will greatly benefit

these students. However, these recommendations should be subject to further in-

depth investigation in which both academicians and ministry officials should take

part in order to spread the idea across all Algerian universities.

As for the didactic side of this investigation, it is recommended that ELP stu-

dents learn a mixture of general English, legal jargon and specific language forms

and structures, the aim being to help learners develop an acceptable linguistic com-

petence. In addition, the students under investigation express a need to develop all

the language skills at the same time with more focus on the receptive ones, because

they have to read specialized texts, understand foreign interlocutors, interact with

them, and write either for occupational or academic purposes. This will allow them

to develop their communicative competence and produce acceptable discourse. More-

over, translation should not be neglected in this teaching/learning process as a ped-

agogical support and stimulus of students’ motivation and interest for learning Eng-

lish. Accordingly, the ELP syllabus has to be eclectic as it will be content- and

communicatively based. The teaching of grammar should not be neglected and

should be introduced through the teaching of functions. This type of syllabus will

allow the teacher to remedy the students’ low proficiency level in English and help

them to develop the necessary language aptitudes. 

Finally, it should be noted that the results obtained from this case study cannot

be generalized, and are open to challenge and verification because the study suffers

from certain limitations such as the small number of participants. In addition, this

research did not investigate all the levels of tertiary studies. Some problems with

the research tools were encountered that had negative effects on the study. Future

research is necessary to complete this study; action research will be an appropriate

research design to identify the language deficiencies of these students and collect

complementary information if an English course is scheduled in the future. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Work Place Managers’ Interview 

 

The interview was based on seven main questions: 

1 - Can we know in which specialty you have carried out your tertiary studies? 

2 - What is your proficiency level in English?   

3 - What does English represent in your studies and field of work? 

4 - In your work, are you faced with situations in which the English language is used?  

5 - What are the alternative methods you use to interact, study and produce legal documents in 

English? 

6 - Do you think that lack of English competence constitutes a handicap for your professional career? 

7 - According to your experience, what do you suggest for tertiary education of the future generations 

in your discipline? 
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1. introduction

1.1. Terminological issues

In recent years much research in the field of televised and cinematographic produc-

tions has concentrated on the linguistic and technical investigation of dubbing and

subtitling. Conversely, despite the increasingly globalized film market, very little work

has been done on the transferral of format productions from one cultural and linguistic

context to another. 

As the world of format and format transferral is still to a great extent uncharted

territory, and in order to achieve an acceptable level of clarity, a number of terminolog-

ical issues need to be addressed before proceeding with the bulk of the research. 

The term ‘format’ upon which this work of research hinges can in fact be defined in

two partially overlapping manners: ‘format’ is the word employed to define the charac-

From docuFiction to docusoAp:
when televised FormAt trAnsFerrAl

results in A chAnge oF genre

Bronwen Hughes

Abstract

This paper focuses on the initial format transferral of the long-running British police pro-

cedural The Bill onto Italian television screens as La Squadra. When employed within

the ambit of televised broadcasting, the term format or ‘format production’ refers to a

copyrighted television programme licensed to be produced and broadcast in a country

other than the one in which it originated. In the early episodes which preceded and

brought about the format transferral, the institutional incumbents in The Bill are por-

trayed as professionals rather than individuals with private and domestic lives, hence

leading to the label ‘docufiction’. The Italian format equivalent, on the other hand, while

maintaining the structural features required by the ‘format container’, is virtually devoid

of procedural elements and the institutional incumbents are systematically foregrounded

as individuals, men and women whose private lives often heavily influence and condition

their institutional roles and duties. The strong emphasis on ‘domesticity’ in La Squadra

would therefore appear to justify the label ‘docusoap’. In order to demonstrate that for-

mat transferral has effectively brought about a change of genre, a number of non-dialogi-

cal features will be examined and the analytical tools provided by Goffman’s (1974: 517-

518; 1981: 144-145) “participation framework” and the sequential and inferential

turn-taking dynamics of Conversation Analysis will be employed to investigate the

canonical tripartite structure of the investigative interview and to illustrate the in-

confutable differences present in the original format and its Italian format equivalent.
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teristic features of a given televised production. When we speak of a ‘quiz-show format’

it is evident that we are referring to a programme which contains all the necessary in-

gredients of the quiz-show:  it will thus present a host or ‘quiz-master’ who asks the

questions, guests or contestants who provide, or attempt to provide, the answers, but-

tons to be pressed, obstacles to be overcome, and all this in a context in which competi-

tion is a prime factor and reward is the driving mechanism. Likewise, a ‘police-show

format’ will present a number of recognizable characteristics: representatives of the

law engaged in the pursuit and apprehension of law-breakers, criminal enigmas to be

solved, fast car chases and often dramatic, breath-taking action. 

In the international context of televised broadcasting, however, the term ‘format’ or

‘format production’ takes on a further acceptation and refers to a copyrighted TV pro-

gramme licensed to be produced and broadcast in a country which differs from the one

in which it was originally created. The advantages of importing ready-made formats

are clear: the programme is already a tried and tested success in its ‘home-country’

and thus judged as having a good chance of being equally successful elsewhere; the an-

nual programming schedule can be organized well ahead of time as the viewing slot,

running time and number of episodes can be pre-established. 

The format analysed in this paper is that of the long-running British police proce-

dural The Bill. Again, the label ‘police procedural’ needs to be clarified as it effectively

situates The Bill within a specifically recognizable subgenre (among the many subgen-

res such as ‘hard-boiled private eye fiction’ or ‘Golden Age detective fiction’ which

make up the generic category of detective/police fiction). The boundaries which confine

each subgenre and distinguish it from others must, however, never be considered

wholly ‘water-tight’, as each subgenre tends to reiterate features found in other sub-

genres within the generic category of detective/police fiction. Indeed, though referring

to crime fiction in literature, Scaggs (2005: 2) states: “One of the defining characteris-

tics of crime fiction is its generic (and sub-generic) flexibility and porosity”. 
The police procedural subgenre to which The Bill belongs does, however, possess

certain foundational traits and can be defined as follows: 

The term procedural refers to the methods of detection employed, the procedures

followed by policemen in real life. Where the classic detective solves mysteries

through the use of his powers of observation and logical analysis, and the private

investigator through his energy and his tough tenacity, the detective in the proce-

dural story does those things ordinarily expected of policemen, like using inform-

ants, tailing suspects, and availing himself of the resources of the police labora-

tory. This qualification almost automatically suggests another one: the policemen

in the procedurals almost always work in teams, sharing the responsibilities and

the dangers, and also the credit, of the investigation, with the result that the res-

olution of the mystery is usually the product of the work of a number of people in-

stead of the achievement of a single protagonist as in the classic formal-problem

tale and the hard-boiled private eye story (Dove 1982: 2).

As the protagonists of The Bill do effectively do ‘those things ordinarily expected of

policemen’ and work in a team, the label ‘police procedural’ would appear to be appro-

priate.
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1.2 Aims and objectives

When transferred onto the Italian Rai Tre network, the British police proce-

dural became the Italian La Squadra. When a format production is transferred,

though certain structural features of the original format container are maintained

in order to make the imported product referable to the original, considerable

changes must be made in order to allow the format equivalent to fit into the cul-

tural and linguistic reality in which it now finds itself. Such modifications can re-

sult in a change of televised genre if the specificity of target language and culture

differs from that of the source country in which the format was originally produced.

“Whenever we watch television drama there is a constant negotiation between the

fictional relationships of the programme and some implicit perception of ‘real life

relations’” (Hurd 1981: 56).

In her study of the birth and development of the Italian poliziesco, Buonanno

(2004: 68) identifies a number of traits which over the years, from the mid-fifties to

the late nineties and beyond, have come to characterize what she refers to as “una

formula all’italiana” 1. These traits serve to create a verisimilitudinal framework

within which the characters and narrative can develop and provide the necessary

degree of culture-specific authenticity and realism. 

The terms ‘authenticity’ and ‘realism’ are not merely neutral concepts as they are

often understood to be, but rather “active signifiers or producers of meaning which [...]

are active at the level of consumption, the knowledge which a viewer brings to a pro-

gramme, a knowledge of other productions, forms and genres, and the general level of

cultural knowledge about both television and the police” (Hurd 1981: 55).

Buonanno individuates three foundational aspects (Buonanno 2004: 70) which

contribute to the national character of the Italian poliziesco and which are all pres-

ent in La Squadra. 

1) The use of humour often employed to de-fuse particularly intense dramatic

moments; this humorous vein is usually embodied by one specific character and

serves to underpin what may be identified as a national trait, i.e. institutions and

institutional figures are not to be taken too seriously, as Buonanno (ibid.: 71) states:

Il poliziesco italiano sembra riflettere una particolare propensione nazionale a

prendere le distanze, facendone motivo di sorriso o di riso, dai rappresentanti del-

l’autorità e del potere istituzionale2.

2) The importance awarded to the family, the home environment, and to human re-

lationships as opposed to merely professional ones: 

Rispetto alla riflessione teorica sulla scrittura e la riscrittura dei generi ciò che si

1 An Italian formula (all translations in this paper are my own).
2 A specific national trait would appear to be mirrored by the Italian detective/police fic-

tion: that of distancing oneself from those who represent authority and institutional power
by turning them into a source of amusement or mirth.  
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vede all’opera, infatti, è l’influenza di un fattore culturale di specifica marca locale

– l’importanza della famiglia e del privato nella tradizione italiana3 (ibid: 72).

3) The police officer in the Italian procedural is an ordinary person, ‘one of us’,

and therefore not above bending the rules if this suits his own ends or those of the

institution he represents: 

Se formalmente rappresenta le istituzioni, di fatto l’eroe del poliziesco televisivo

rappresenta l’uomo comune, e la sua vittoria sul crimine diventa credibile perché,

in qualche misura, siamo noi stessi a realizzarla per suo tramite4 (ibid.: 74). 

Thus, the thin line which separates ‘good’ from ‘bad’ and places criminals and in-

stitutional incumbents on opposing sides of the barricade is often rather tenuous.

The Italian police officer is far removed both from the tough ‘cop as hero’ to be found

in the American procedurals of the eighties, and from the infallible upholder of the

law to be found in British procedurals from the classic Dixon of Dock Green to The

Bill, object of this research. 

Examination of a number of the manifold non-dialogical and dialogical features

present in the British format and its Italian format equivalent illustrates how the

foundational traits of The Bill, institutionality and procedurality, become domestic-

ity and individuality in La Squadra. Thus, whereas The Bill, due to its depiction of

‘a day in the life of a British policeman’ may be considered as ‘docufiction’, the Ital-

ian format equivalent with its foregrounding of the personal, individual, and emo-

tional tends towards ‘docusoap’.

The corpus covers 15 episodes of The Bill broadcast from the autumn of 1998

until the spring of the following year – episodes aired at the time when Rai Tre first

began to consider importing the British format – and 15 episodes of La Squadra

from its inception in January 2000 to the summer of the same year. 

Analysis will cover three non-dialogical aspects (the credit sequence, the third

story line and the layout of the interview room) as these underline, on a visual

semiotic level, the way the institutional role of the police officers in the original for-

mat gives way to the foregrounding of individuals in the Italian production, and pro-

cedure to high-running emotions and domesticity. The dialogical activity pertaining

to the interview room scenes has been selected as the locus for linguistic analysis;

the highly procedural formal interview characterized by asymmetry and pre-alloca-

tion of speaker roles in which the footing taken up by the lay participants and the

institutional incumbents reflects the obligations and constrictions imposed by real-

life police interviewing procedure contrasts sharply with the anomic, highly-charged

3 With regard to theoretical considerations on the writing and re-writing of genres,
what can in fact be observed is the influence of a cultural factor with a specific local
identity – the importance of the family and of the private sphere within the Italian tra-
dition.

4 Although he officially represents the institutions, in reality the hero of televised po-
lice fiction embodies the man-on-the-street and his victory over crime becomes credible
because, to a certain extent, it is a victory which we ourselves achieve through him. 
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interrogations which take place in La Squadra, again underlying the genre-switch

which occurs at the time of format transferral.

The methodological tools employed in the linguistic analysis of the interview

room scenes are those of Goffman’s “participation framework”, together with those

offered by Conversation Analysis with particular regard to question/answer adja-

cency pairs and the dynamics of turn-taking in an institutional context.

2. non-dialogical features as markers of genre change

2.1. The credit sequence

The credit sequence shown at the beginning of The Bill provides the viewers with

what is effectively a short story of police procedure and in this manner it serves to en-

capsulate the programme content and genre. In rapid succession we view a patrol car

pulling over at what would seem to be the scene of a traffic accident, we then witness

an anonymous police officer typing a report into the computer, a report steeped in nu-

merous true-to-life procedural acronyms such as R.T.A (road traffic accident), A.R (ac-

cident report), IC 1 (identity code for white male), etc.; we then view another anony-

mous police officer speaking into a microphone – presumably to other patrol cars –  in

the highly technical radio control room, the pinpointing of the crime scene on a wall

map, the handcuffing of a suspect, the interview room with a close-up of the audio-

tape running, suspect’s name on label, a computer screen with the crime report, a

‘mug shot’ of the suspect with his fingerprints pinned to the bottom, and finally the

closing and locking of a cell door; the loud thud and the ‘finalistic’ turning of the key

constitute the last scene in the opening sequence, the end of the story, the closing of

the case, and clearly the ‘victory’ of the police institution. In the opening credits of The

Bill we are not shown any of the actors who take part in the procedural, nor do the

names of the fictional police officers or of the actors who play them appear; the cast

‘role call’ is relegated to the closing sequence.

The opening credits of La Squadra present a completely different picture: we do

not witness the unfolding of a procedural ‘story’, but rather the foregrounding of

each individual police officer. The first scene shows an anonymous, masked police

officer running down a dark alley with his gun drawn; we then view, in rapid suc-

cession, a close-up of the gun and a gun sight, the feet of a dead body in the mortu-

ary with a cardboard toe-tag, followed by successive close-ups of the nine fictional

police officers, protagonists of the series, in the course of their duties (either wield-

ing guns or driving patrol cars). As each actor/character appears, his or her real and

fictional names scroll across the centre of the screen in large letters. This fore-

grounding of the nine members of the team, both in terms of the close-ups and the

names which are scrolled at the very beginning of the programme, clearly focus on

the individuals who make up the team: no reference is made to any form of proce-

dure and the brief scenes which represent the masked policeman running down a

dark alley, the close-up of a gun, and the cadaver in the mortuary, prepare the

viewer for a fast-paced, action-packed police procedural. Unlike the opening se-

quence of The Bill, there is no reference to institutional law and order. From the



very first elements presented to the viewer in the opening sequences, it may be

posited that the British series and its Italian format equivalent each focus on a very

different aspect of the fictional police force, institutionality in the former, individu-

ality in the latter, an impression further confirmed in the following two sections.

2.2. The third story line

The original format container presents three storylines: a main crime story

which runs over several episodes, a secondary, minor criminal event which is dealt

with in a single episode, and a third, ‘internal’ storyline which, as will now be illus-

trated, is completely modified at the time of transferral.

Paul Marquess, series director of the episodes of The Bill present in this corpus,

clearly states “we don’t go home with our characters” (Tibballs 2004: 15), thus em-

phasizing the lack of domesticity in the British procedural and the production

team’s strong desire to remain solely within the professional and institutional

sphere. In The Bill the third storyline centres on friction between colleagues or divi-

sional ranks at Sun Hill police station. Professional envies or misunderstandings

are dealt with in each episode, but such bad feelings remain within the confines of

the police station and touch upon the professional role of the institutional incum-

bents. The third storyline in La Squadra is of a wholly different nature and pos-

sesses all the personal and emotional elements which characterize soap-opera type

productions. La Squadra audiences know everything about the fictional incumbents’

personal lives; the police officers are regularly shown in their home environment

and the ‘internal’ storyline focuses on some personal, emotional or family turmoil

one of the institutional incumbents is going through, and the help, support and ad-

vice provided by his or her colleagues. This emphasis on domesticity again leads to a

different characterization of the very nature of the two formats: while The Bill effec-

tively illustrates ‘a day in the life of the British policeman’, La Squadra portrays a

day in the life of nine men and women who battle to carry out their professional du-

ties despite the encroaching interference of everyday life. The Italian police officer is

‘one of us’ doing the best s/he can in adverse conditions; the British policeman or

woman is an institutional hero carrying forth a battle of justice against crime with-

out any interference from domestic or personal situations.

2.3. The interview room as the semiotic embodiment of an activity type 5

Courtrooms and interview rooms, together with other institutional spaces such

as medical surgeries or classrooms, constitute a form of “ritualized space” (Goodrich

50 Bronwen hughes

5 In Levinson’s words an ‘activity type’ can be defined as: “[…] a fuzzy category whose
focal members are goal-defined, socially constituted, bounded, events with constraints on
participants, setting, and so on, but above all on the kinds of allowable contributions. Par-
adigm examples would be teaching, a job interview, a jural interrogation, a football game,
a task in a workshop, a dinner party, and so on.” (Levinson 1992: 69). And as Fairclough
states: [Activity types are] “distinctive categories of activity, which are recognized as dis-
tinct within a particular social order in a particular institution […] for instance, in police
work, activity types would include making an arrest, entering a report, interviewing a sus-
pect, and so forth” (Fairclough 2001: 123).
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1988: 148), in that both the discursive and non-verbal activities that take place

there are framed by procedural and normative features which cause them to differ

considerably from those relative to mundane conversation taking place in non-insti-

tutional spaces.

Within the framework of conversation analytical research, the issue of the con-

text in which a given speech-exchange takes place assumes considerable impor-

tance. Indeed, for a given context or setting to be considered “procedurally conse-

quential” (Schegloff 1992: 111) to the discursive interaction taking place therein,

such relevance or consequentiality must be characterized by the particular features

of the exchange being analysed. In this study the relevance of the interview room as

a context-of-speech is rendered demonstrable by the characteristics of the investiga-

tive interview as a specific form of speech-exchange: the adversarial and asymmetri-

cal nature of the police interview, in which discursive rights and obligations are pre-

allocated and access to turn-type and turn-content is pre-ordained, all qualify the

investigative interview as a distinct discursive activity-type which takes place

within the specific setting of the interview room. 

In the fictional world of television format, the interview room acquires even

greater significance as it must not only be immediately recognizable as such for the

television audience, as a means of confirming the viewer’s “heritage of realism”

(Hurd 1981: 56), but must also constitute the physical embodiment of the activity

taking place therein. 

When analysing the genre-switch which occurs at the time of format transferral,

the aim is to illustrate the quasi-documentary feel which characterizes the British

procedural, together with the emphasis placed on procedure and ‘due process’. These

are the aspects which should transpire from the physical layout of the interview room.

In The Bill the interview room is a well-lit, neutral space. The walls are covered

in light blue, sound-proof panelling with a broad white metal strip placed more or

less at shoulder height. Several neon strip-lights illuminate the entire room creating

an impression of ‘transparency’ and open-space and detracting from any feelings of

oppression or claustrophobia. The interview table is made of clean, unscratched,

dark wood and is attached to the wall; above it, fixed to the wall, embedded in the

metal strip, and recurrently present in the camera shots, is the recording device

connected to a tape recorder placed on a low table to the right of the interview table.

Two black leather and wood chairs are placed on each side of the table: although

they are of an ‘institutional’ mould, they appear comfortable and well-padded and

differ considerably from the stark metal chairs habitually found in an interrogation

setting. A further physical pointer to the procedurality of the setting is provided by

the fact that the institutional incumbents and the lay participant always adhere to a

set seating order: the suspect sits on the left side of the table next to an empty chair,

occasionally occupied by a relative, in the case of minors. The detainee’s place at the

table is not fortuitously allocated as, taped to the table in front of his/her assigned

place is an A4 sheet of paper typed in bold print which, though there is never a cam-

era close-up that would enable us to read it, we can surmise to be the official ‘Notice

to Detained Persons’ which by law has to be placed within reading distance of the



suspect. The two police officers sit on the right hand side of the table, the primary in-

terviewing officer faces the detainee, the secondary interviewing officer (when pres-

ent) sits next to him. On the wall, on the institutional incumbents’ side of the table,

is a round white plastic ‘button’, known as the ‘panic button’, which the investigating

officers can press should the detainee become aggressive or be in need of medical at-

tention, a detail which again closely reflects procedural reality. Although these

episodes of The Bill were filmed before the current No-Smoking ruling came into

being, neither the institutional incumbents nor the detainee are ever shown smok-

ing; there is consequently no evidence of dirty ashtrays or cigarette packets which

would detract from the clean, professional atmosphere of the interview room. 

With regard to proxemics, on the basis of the four spatial categories – Intimate,

Personal, Social and Public (E. Hall cited in Gordon & Fleisher 2006: 37) – the inves-

tigative interviews in The Bill take place between the maximum limit of Personal

space (from 0.45cm to 1.22m) and the mid-range distance of Social space (1.22m to

3.65m). At most, the institutional incumbent will place his arms on the table, lean

forward slightly, perhaps jut his chin out, to press home a particularly salient point,

but he does not invade the detainee’s Intimate space, nor does he ever stand up,

walk around to the other side of the table or exert any form of physical pressure on

the suspect. Moreover, the investigating officer maintains a level tone of voice: he

never shouts, nor does he vent his anger or frustration by banging on the table or by

means of other physical manifestations.

The interview room in La Squadra is reminiscent of the kind of room in which

so-called ‘third degree’ interrogation takes place, and which most of the television

audience have had occasion to view in tough American cop series over the last few

decades. The main feature of the room is the large rectangular neon light placed in

the centre of the ceiling which illuminates the interview table and chairs leaving

the rest of the room in total darkness. The table is long and rectangular, it is made

of dark wood and occasionally the camera close-ups show the scratches and ciga-

rette burn-holes which pit its surface. In most cases there is only one blue plastic in-

stitutional chair, placed at the short end of the table, on which the suspect sits. The

chair is visibly hard and uncomfortable as the suspects are often shown shifting

around in an attempt to find a comfortable position.

Although occasionally another plastic institutional-type chair is placed on one

side of the table, the institutional incumbents, two of whom are in most cases pres-

ent, rarely sit down. The attitude and movements of the police officers are always,

to say the least, oppressive and coercive. They circle around the table, lean across

and speak into the suspect’s face; one of them regularly stands behind the suspect,

overshadowing him in a threatening manner while the other fires questions at him

leaning over the other side of the table. From the point of view of the proxemic cate-

gories mentioned above, the institutional incumbents in La Squadra most often

place themselves in the Intimate space (from physical contact to 0.45cms) or, at

most, in the Personal space (0.45cms to 1.22m).

The walls of the interview room are either panelled or painted black: it is impos-

sible to say which as our general impression is that the interview table is suspended
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in a dark, menacing void. To make matters worse, the neon light shines down on

the table through a dense fug of cigarette smoke as the institutional incumbents

light one cigarette after another and often puff the smoke into the detainee’s face,

an ashtray overflowing with butts is regularly present on the table. The total ab-

sence of any recording devices, whether audio or video, not only underlines the lack

of any form of procedural ruling and legislative overhearing audience, it also de-

prives the investigative interview of its place within the ‘chain of justice’ leading

from the suspect’s apprehension to his trial and eventual imprisonment. The non-

observance of procedure such as a monitoring device embodied by the tape recorder

serves to render the interviews in La Squadra even more anomic and isolated, and

consequently the moment of capture and interrogation becomes the moment of con-

viction.

The general impression of the interviews or, as we shall see, interrogations in La

Squadra, is that they are suspended both in space and in time: there is no proce-

dural ‘opening’ and ‘closing’ process as we find in The Bill where the tape-recorder,

whether verbally mentioned or merely framed by the camera, serves to underline

the fact that there is a judicial ‘overhearing audience’, that the interview norma-

tively fits into a legal process and is duly monitored and controlled. In the timeless,

suspended atmosphere of the interview room in La Squadra, emotions are palpable;

the police officers manifest anger and contempt, the suspect is often seen sweating,

wringing his hands, even crying, the police officers shout, swear and bang on the

table – we are far removed from the aseptic, procedurally regulated atmosphere of

The Bill.

3. interview room scenes: from procedural realism to raw emotion

3.1. Investigative interviews in The Bill

Interview room discourse touches upon two intersecting planes of reality, pri-

mary and secondary (Gibbons 2003: 78). Primary reality is constituted by the inter-

view room itself and the participants present there, the ‘here and now’ of the inter-

view; conversely, secondary reality regards the reason ‘behind’ the interview, the

actus reus (the criminal misdemeanour) and the mens rea (the criminal intent). In

The Bill the predominantly institutional aspect of the primary reality clearly carries

considerable semiotic weight, the audience is led to concentrate on the procedurally-

regulated behaviour of the participants, both discursive and non-verbal, and on the

interaction taking place in the interview room. Though the secondary reality is

clearly the reason for the interview, the focus of the fictional interviews in The Bill

is on the manner in which it is presented within the primary reality. In La

Squadra, the use of flashbacks and other narrative techniques to reconstruct the

criminal deed, together with the palpable emotional involvement of the institutional

incumbents, place primary and secondary realities on an equal footing and, more

often than not, secondary reality progressively invades the interview room.

The investigative interviews in The Bill adhere to the structure of ‘real-life’ po-

lice interviews as illustrated by Heydon (2005), Gibbons (2003) and Auburn et al.
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(1995). Furthermore, they follow the official guidelines laid down by the Police and

Criminal Evidence Act – PACE (1984 c.60) – which stipulate that all formal inter-

views with suspects must be tape-recorded and that all suspects must be cautioned

at the time of arrest. The most prominent aspect of procedural realism concerns the

use of the tape-recorder which may  be seen as a physical representation of the leg-

islative overhearing audience. It underlines the fact that the interview is merely a

part of the long procedural itinerary which spans the time from the moment investi-

gation begins and the suspect is apprehended to the moment the suspect, if guilty,

will appear in court. “The tape-recorder is accorded a persona by all of those pres-

ent” (Russell 2002: 114). Such rigorous procedural veracity serves, yet again, to en-

hance the docufiction tenor of the British police procedural.

The interviews in The Bill have a tripartite structure with a procedural ‘opener’,

an information-gathering phase, and a procedural ‘closer’.

In the opening and closing phases of the fictional interviews a series of formulaic

utterances are employed to ascertain the suspect’s personal details and inform

him/her of his/her legal rights. These utterances are worded according to set (au-

thentic) institutional formulas and the wording does not vary. During these two

phases of the tripartite framework, the police institution adopts the roles of author

and principal as it detains authorship and responsibility for these formulas, the in-

vestigating officer that of animator as he merely reads or recites the standard for-

mulas. The script assigned by the police institution is thus not assigned to an indi-

vidual but to a role. 

The following examples illustrate procedural openers and closers present in the

corpus:
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DC Duncan Lennox for the benefit of the tape Mr Glover (.) can you 
speak into the microphone  

 

 

PC Eddie Santini 17.10  taped interview with  (0.2) say your name 
Jason  

Jason Jeffries Jason Jeffries  
PC Eddie Santini =officers present  PC Santini 
WDC Liz Rawton =DC Rawton 
PC Eddie Santini =also present ((nods at Julie)) 

Julie Craven Julie Craven (.) a colleague of Jason’s  
 

 

PC Dave Quinnan hhh. interview terminated at 14.32  
 

 

           

          

          

             

           

             

               

              

              

 

              

             

              

Table 1. Procedural opener from ‘Badlands’

Table 2. Procedural opener from ‘The party’s over’

Table 3. Procedural closer from ‘Puzzled’
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The middle stage of the interview or ‘information-gathering’ phase again follows

consolidated real-life investigative interviewing procedure. The questions asked are

all of the ‘open’ non-coercive type (open information-seeking questions, wh- ques-

tions, polar alternatives or either/or questions) and conform to the Home Office

model for correct investigative interviewing established in 1991 and known by the

mnemonic PEACE: (Planning and preparation – Engage and explain – Account –

Closure – Evaluation). Apart from the initial (P) stage, and the final (E) stage which

concern the police officers’ work before and after the interview has taken place, the

three middle stages reflect the macrostructure of the fictional interviews to be found

in the British format.

As the aim of a procedurally correct investigative interview is to obtain a full,

un-coerced confession – “[…] such a confession will be most effective, useful and

believable if it is produced spontaneously by the suspect with no prompting or

leading by the interviewers” (Shuy 1998: 24) – and as all the discursive interac-

tion which takes place inside the interview room is monitored by the tape-

recorder as an embodiment of the legislative overhearing audience, the most re-

current participation framework in the middle section of the fictional interviews

in The Bill is one in which the institutional incumbent adopts the roles of author

and animator, leaving the principal role to the suspect who can confirm or discon-

firm the information requested, and thus assume the consequences of his or her

utterances.

The question/answer chain rule, typical of institutional interviews, is strongly

adhered to throughout all the fictional investigative interviews in The Bill: turns

are pre-allocated, the police officer asks the questions, the lay incumbent an-

swers, and we are in the presence of what Frankel (1990: 258), albeit in the con-

text of medical interviews, refers to as a “deference structure”: “The obligation to

respond, insofar as it characterises and constrains the speaking opportunities of

one member of a dyad and not the other, may be treated as a kind of sequential

deference”.
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WDS Liz Rawton could you tell us about this morning please  

Anya when I wake up there’s a fire on the bed (0.2) my 
friend she break the window  

WDC Liz Rawton what’s her name  
Anya her name is Maya 

WDC Liz Rawton where did Maya go  

Anya th-there was a car (.) sh-she said come with me 
Anya (0.2) but I don’t go with her  

WDC Liz Rawton what did it look like  

Anya 
I don’t wait to see (.) there was a fire yes (.) we 
may be ki::lled because of thi::s ((sob)) we may 
be ki::lled  

WDC Liz Rawton we’d better get the FME ((forensic medical 
examiner)) (.) interview terminated at 11.05 

 

          

 

             

             

             

        

          

Table 4. Example of the ‘information-gathering’ stage from ‘Under duress’



In the fictional interviews from The Bill, the constant presence of a legislative

overhearing audience, the adherence to the Home Office PACE and PEACE codes of

practice, the formulaic utterances employed in the ‘opening’ and ‘closing’ stages of

the tripartite interview structure, together with the ‘information-gathering’ question

typology and the non-coercive participation framework adopted throughout, all add

credence to the idea that we are in the presence of a docufiction steeped in both in-

stitutional and procedural correctness. 

Such strict observance of procedural norms and frameworks could, however,

make the British format appear rather dull and devoid of dramatic impact. It would

be misleading at this stage not to mention two particular ‘strategies’ which are occa-

sionally employed to step up dramatic tension and make the long interview room

scenes less monotonous. The first concerns those moments in which the institutional

incumbents step outside procedure by switching off the legislative overhearing audi-

ence embodied by the tape recorder, the second regards the provision of non-type-

conforming responses by the suspect. 

A) Stepping outside procedure

Although the bulk of the official literature regarding the implementation of the

PEACE and PACE codes of practice suggests that all formal ‘real-life’ police inter-

views are now conducted along procedurally correct lines, Baldwin (1993), in his

study of 400 video and audio-recordings of formal investigative interviews taken

from four different British police stations, claims that this does not necessarily

mean that the suspect was treated in a procedurally correct manner for the entire

period of his detention, the taping device is only employed during the formal inter-

view and coercive methods can, and according to Baldwin are, employed before and

after the tape is switched off.

To a certain extent, Baldwin’s doubts regarding the constant and consistent appli-

cation of procedural norms, find a reflection in this fictional data; although in the

main the fictional investigative interviews in The Bill are carried out along procedu-

rally correct lines, there are a few occasions in which interviewing is carried out after

the tape-recorder has been switched off, hence outside the legislative framework. 
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DS John Boulton 
 

 

is that it!(2.0) that’s all you’ve got to say!(3.0) ok" 
fine"((turns to speak directly into tape-recorder)) interview 
terminated at 16.45" oh! eh (.) by the way (.) you didn’t have 
the necessary visas to live and work in this country!(0.3) 
well! (2.0) did you! 

Maya what do you thi::nk these people are! do you really thi::nk they 
let me go! if you send me back you might as well kill me! 

DS John Boulton so (.) you haven’t got a visa! well now (0.2) that could be 
rea::lly inconvenient" 

Maya =the boss (0.2) he was called Ursin 
DS John Boulton =Ursin! you’re sure! 

Maya =I know hi::m (0.2) and a man called Yavas 
 

       
 
 

              

           

            

                

         

         

      

 

                  

               

       

 

             

          

                

Table 5. Example of stepping outside procedure
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In the above excerpt we have a clear example of an institutional incumbent ‘step-

ping outside’ the legislatively-monitored framework in order to obtain the answers

which were not forthcoming throughout the regular interview. The interesting as-

pect of the above extract lies not only in its extra-procedural nature, but also in the

fact that the standard information-eliciting question typology present in the ‘proce-

dural’ interviews undergoes considerable transformation: Boulton employs two for-

mulations to press home his coercive line of questioning:

“You didn’t have the necessary visas to live and work in this country”, only after a

pause, which does not bring forth the expected answer, does he add the tag “did

you?”

“So, you haven’t got a visa”.

Formulations belong to a ‘confirmation eliciting’ line of questioning, and are far

more constraining than the information-seeking questions found in the standard

suspect interviews in The Bill. It would appear that on the rare occasions in which

the investigative interviewers in the British procedural break the institutional

mould, they do so by switching off the legislative ‘overhearing audience’, embodied

by the tape-recorder, and by employing coercive linguistic structures not present in

the standard interview. Thus, there is a direct correlation between the framework

of the interview: procedural vs. extra-procedural, and the linguistic devices em-

ployed in this context. It must be remembered, however, that such rare, coercive

exchanges only occur on the infrequent occasions in which the institutional incum-

bent ‘steps outside procedure’ and merely serve to accrue the dramatic impact of

the interview room scenes without detracting from the overall procedurally-correct

line which the series adopts; such interrogation-style tactics simply serve as the ex-

ception which proves the procedural norm, and thus underline the fact that there is

a marked linguistic difference between ‘investigative interview tactics’ and ‘interro-

gation’ tactics.

B) Non-type-conforming responses: evasion as a resistance strategy

In his study of polar interrogatives, Raymond (2003: 946) defines type-conform-

ing responses as “responses that conform to the constraints embodied in the gram-

matical form of the first-pair part”. He goes on to illustrate that nonconforming re-

sponses constitute a dispreferred option as, on the one hand, they forfeit the

alignment required both by the activity-type preference and the polarity preference

of the preceding interrogative and, on the other, they are only employed ‘for cause’,

that is, when the respondent finds fault with the terms and constraints embodied in

the grammatical form of the interrogative; furthermore the provision of a noncon-

forming response will necessarily alter the sequential consequences of the ques-

tion/answer adjacency pair.

In the episodes from the British format which make up the corpus, in order to al-

leviate particularly monotonous question/answer sequences, the lay incumbent occa-

sionally provides non-type-conforming responses as a covert evasion tactic. The most

recurrent nonconforming response to the institutional incumbent’s questions is: “I
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don’t remember”. The following three extracts are taken from three separate

episodes of The Bill:

Drew’s (1992: 484) study of “I don’t remember” as a response to questions in the con-

text of cross-examination calls attention to the fact that not only does such a response

allow the respondent to neither confirm nor disconfirm what is proposed by the ques-

tion, but also qualifies the information requested as unimportant and unmemorable,

and the stance of the suspect as an innocent and unconcerned party who has no viable

reason to remember such details: “It is this reflexive relationship […] which can provide

for the witness’ claims not to remember certain details as displays of innocence”.

In all three of the above extracts, the suspect produces his nonconforming an-

swer as a dispreferred response, aware that he is not providing the required infor-

mation. This is made evident in the first extract both by the suspect’s tone of voice

and by the audible outbreath with which he prefaces his answer. In the second and

third excerpts, the answer is prefaced by “sorry” and by “well” plus audible out-

breath which again underline such awareness. 

This focus on the switch in question typology, from information-eliciting to con-

firmation-seeking, which occurs when the interviewing officer steps outside proce-

dure, together with the non-type-conforming responses by the lay incumbent to

allay the tedium of a number of interview room scenes, illustrate how certain lin-

guistic devices are occasionally employed in the British format to privilege dramatic

tension over procedural veracity.

3.2 Coercive interrogations in La Squadra

As previously mentioned, when investigating the credit sequence and third ‘in-

ternal’ storyline, the nine fictional institutional incumbents in the episodes from La

Squadra which make up the corpus all benefit from individual biographies in that

    
          

 

 
 

               

        

           

           

             

  

 

 

 

 

DC Duncan Lennox hhh. where were you at two fifteen today (.) mate! 

Mick Glover ((surly, uncooperative tone)) hhh. can’t remember 
 

 

 

 

 
 

               

              

             

           

              

Table 6. Example 1 of a non-type-conforming response

Table 7. Example 2 of a non-type-conforming response

    
          

 

 
 

               

        

           

           

             

  

 

 

 

 

             

        
 

 

PC Luke Ashton so  Gavin (.) what did he look like  

Gavin sorry  can’t remember 

 

 

         

         
 
 

               

              

             

           

              

Table 8. Example 3 of a non-type-conforming response

    
          

 

 
 

               

        

           

           

             

  

 

 

 

 

             

        
 

 

           

    

 

 

DC Tom Proctor look  (.) we want names  

Steve (no surname provided) well hhh. I don’t remember 
 
 

               

              

             

           

              



From docuFiction to docusoAp 59

they do not possess one all-encompassing identity, that of a police officer. They are

also known to the public as individuals with their strengths and weaknesses and

their matrimonial or sentimental problems. Thus they differ from their far more nu-

merous counterparts in The Bill whose identities are defined solely by their roles

within the police station, and by their relationships with their colleagues. 

The reason for mentioning the focus on individual biography in La Squadra

stems from the fact that each interview room scene in the episodes which make up

the corpus constitutes a specific form of ‘emotional investment’ for one of the police

officers involved. Each case not only involves the institutional incumbents as inves-

tigating officers, but also affects at least one of the officers involved on a more

human and emotional level. During the course of the investigation, or at some prior

point, they have established an emotional bond (not necessarily positive) with one of

the lay incumbents involved in the case. This emotional investment, present in the

interview room scenes, compared to the procedural asepticity to be found in The

Bill, again suggests a genre-switch from docufiction to docusoap.

The investigative interviews to be found in La Squadra lack any procedural tri-

partite structure; there is no legislative overhearing audience to ensure adherence

to codes of practice, the question/answer chain rule typical of institutional contexts

in which discursive rights and obligations are equally distributed is flouted in

favour of a series of coercive narrative devices which turn the procedurally-regu-

lated interviews we have illustrated in The Bill into violent, emotionally-fraught in-

terrogations. Such lack of procedural correctness is evident in the following extract:

A) The sequencing of events as “experienced narrative” 6 (Auburn et al. 1995)

In the following interrogation the accusatory details are listed as though the po-

lice officer himself had witnessed each event. The coercive force of his account, to-

gether with his aggressive body language (pacing up and down, shouting into the

6 In an ‘experienced narrative’ “Events [are] reported from the perspective of a person
who was at the scene. This device of giving a detailed narrative of events is often used as a
warrant for the accuracy and truth of events. […] The accounts take the form of a narra-
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Francesca 
per quanto ancora mi farete le stesse domande  
(for how much longer are you going to ask me 
the same questions?) 

Agente De Pretis per un bel po’(2.0) tu pensa a rispondere  
(for quite a while, just concentrate on answering) 

Francesca e quando mi darete finalmente un avvocato  
(and when will you finally give me a lawyer?) 

Agente De Pretis 

quando confesserai (0.2) vuoi davvero andare 
avanti altre dodici ore così  
(when you confess, do you really want to go on 
like this for another 12 hours?) 

 

        

 

 

           

 
                                                
6                  

                    
                  

                  
                     

                 
        

Table 9. Lack of procedural correctness in La Squadra



suspect’s face, banging on the table), force the suspect to confess. The violence of the

scene is palpable and there can be no claim to procedural correctness. Again we are

far removed from the procedurally-regulated interviews in The Bill with the legisla-

tive overhearing audience embodied by the audio-tape, the adherence to ‘due-

process’ and the restrained discursive and physical mannerisms of the institutional

incumbents.

B) Scaffolding and sequencing the narrative

The following excerpt is an example of joint narrative; the suspect provides the

information on the basis of the sequencing formulations employed by the police offi-

cer. The most significant aspect of this interrogation is that the suspect perceives

the institutional incumbent’s utterances as an integral part of his own account, not

as something to be responded to. The repeated use of and and so are employed here

as “topic developers” or “topic sequencers” (Johnson 2002: 103) and their use reflects

60 Bronwen hughes

tive where actions and events are carefully placed in sequence to one another and where
details, in terms of what was experienced, are inserted into the narrative. It is as though
the richness and complexity of detail act as a warrant for the victim in the account to have
undergone the experience directly, and the account is a description of that experience as
an unadulterated memory” (Auburn et al. 1995: 367).
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Sovrintendente Amato 

=Io dico che quella notte è successo qualco:.sa che ha 
spaventato Carmela (0.4) qualco:.sa che l’ha spinta a 
fuggire (.) ha rotto il vetro della finestra ed è scappata  
(I’m saying that something happened that night which 
frightened Carmela, something that made her run away, 
she broke the window pane and ran away) 

Enrico Basile non è andata così (.) Vito 
(that’s not the way things went, Vito…) 

Sovrintendente Amato 

=Vito era l’unica persona che Carmela conosceva (.) per 
questo è andata da lui (0.4)  ma è da voi che stava 
scappando (.) perché SIETE STATO VOI a violentarla  
(Vito was the only person Carmela knew, that’s why she 
went to him, but you’re the one she was running away 
from, because YOU’RE THE ONE who raped her) 

Enrico Basile NO  

Sovrintendente Amato 

=e quando l’abbiamo trovata (.) per paura che 
scoprissimo tutto (.) l’avete convinta ad accusare Vito 
(and when we found her, for fear that we would discover 
everything, you convinced her to accuse Vito). 

Enrico Basile 
=Io non l’ho violentata  lei è la luce degli occhi miei 
(0.4) io la [amo] 
(I didn’t rape her, she’s the light of my life, I love her) 

 

      

 

      

 

             

             

             

Table 10. Interrogation as “experienced narrative”
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the manner in which they are adopted in evidentiary interviews with young chil-

dren due to the child’s inability to produce extensive narrative.

C) ‘Active animation’ in the interrogation

As is evident in the excerpt below, this interrogation is structured in a more

canonical ‘televised’ manner by means of flashbacks and the visual reconstruction of

the crime scene. Here the secondary reality of actus reus and mens rea totally invades

the interview room. The atmosphere in the interview room is palpably emotionally-

charged; the crude violence shown in the flashbacks is something we never witness in

the primary reality of the procedurally-regulated interview room scenes in The Bill.
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Umberto Di Gioia 

Lele doveva finire di imbiancare I bagni (.) >io mi sono 
assentato< e al ritorno l’ho trovato che stava a zero (.) 
abbiamo cominciato a discutere 
(Lele was supposed to finish whitewashing the toilets, I 
went away and when I came back I found that he 
hadn’t done a thing, we started to argue) 

Ispettore Guerra =e gli hai detto che sarebbe stato punito 
(and you told him he would be punished) 

Umberto Di Gioia 

lui diceva (.) tu chiudi un occhio (.) che tene fotte (0.4) 
non ci si può comportare così! 
(he told me to turn a blind eye, what do you care, you 
just can’t behave like that) 

Vice Questore Cafasso = quindi l’hai colpito 
(so you hit him) 

 

      

 

      

 

               

             

               

Table 11. Joint narrative in interrogation    
          

 

 
 

               

            

               

        

Vincenzo De Mola 

((glazed, far away look in eyes)) l’ho colpito due, tre, 
quattro volte (0.4) ma quel bastardo non ne voleva sapere di 
morire (.) meglio così almeno il dolore l’ha sentito fino in 
fondo  
(I hit him twice, three, four times, but the bastard seemed to 
have no intention of dying, just as well he felt the pain right 
to the end) 

((we are back in the garden centre, De Mola is leaning over Lucci’s body, 
rivulets of blood are running across the floor. De Mola looks up with a manic 
smile on his face and reaches for a pair of shears)) 

Vincenzo De Mola 

((voice off – overlaps the scene we have just described – 
Dies Irae in background)) lo sapete che le piante urlano  
noi non le possiamo sentire (.) ma loro urlano (1.0) >anche 
Santo urlava< (.) allora gli ho cacciato le sue stesse dita in 
gola e poi ho cominciato a divertirmi  
(do you know that plants scream? We can’t hear them but 
they do scream, Santo was screaming too, so I stuck his 
own fingers down his throat and then I started to have fun) 

((back in interview room, close up of Cafasso’s stunned expression)) 
 

      

 

  

 

               

              

             

           

            

            

Table 12. ‘Active animation’ in interrogation



4. conclusions

The aim of this research has been to examine the transferral of a format produc-

tion from the setting in which it originated into a wholly different cultural and lin-

guistic context. It has been shown that though a number of non-dialogical and dia-

logical features pertaining to the original ‘format container’ are effectively

transferred, they undergo such considerable adaptation that the television audi-

ences in the two nations are presented with a very different product. The institu-

tionality and procedurality which characterize the British procedural The Bill give

way to individuality and domesticity in the Italian La Squadra. It can thus be

claimed that transferral has resulted not only in the modification of certain key fea-

tures of the format but in the overall nature of the televised product. The British

docufiction becomes a docusoap on the Italian television screens.

When a format is transferred into a different cultural, linguistic and social con-

text, certain characteristics must necessarily be adapted to make it recognizable to

the local overhearing audience, and to fit their expectations of what pertains to

their target community. The strong emphasis on institutionality present in The Bill

– a marked trait of British culture – is not a salient aspect of Italian culture, espe-

cially that of southern Italy where La Squadra is set. Individuality and domesticity

are, on the other hand, traits which an Italian audience will recognize as their own.

It is therefore not surprising that the main thematic thread present in the British

format has been supplanted by a theme which is more familiar and recognizable to

the Italian viewers and which undoubtedly reflects a particular aspect of Italian so-

ciety.
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1. introduction

Contrastive rhetoric, which aims to compare written academic discourses among

various languages, has already become an established area of enquiry. The consider-

ation of culture as a cognitive category to explain writing is a defining feature of

contrastive rhetoric (Li 2008: 3). In particular, several contrastive studies have been

carried out on the use of personal pronouns in research articles (RAs), comparing

English versus other languages, such as Spanish (Martín Martín  2003; Lorés-Sanz

2006), Korean (Kim 2009), Slavic (Ukrainian and Russian) (Yakhontova 2006), Eng-

lish, Norwegian and French in the fields of economics, linguistics and medicine

(Breivega, Dahl & Fløttum 2002), English, French and Norwegian (Fløttum, Kinn &

Dahl 2006), English, German, French, Russian and Bulgarian (Vassileva 1998,

2000). These cross-cultural studies have delineated differences in academic writings

of various languages as well as differences in “patterns of intellectual tradition,

AuthoriAl presence in 
single-Authored reseArch Article

introductions in english 
And persiAn: 

A cross-disciplinAry 
And cross-linguistic study

Alireza Jalilifar & Masume Hoseini Marashi

Abstract

This study aims to provide cross-cultural and cross-disciplinary analyses of personal

pronouns and their semantic and pragmatic functions in single-authored research arti-

cle (RA) introductions, written in English and Persian, in the disciplines of Physics and

Education, representing hard and soft sciences respectively. To achieve this goal, 329

RAs from international and Iranian journals between 2005 and 2009 were selected. Ed-

ucation was represented by 200 introductions, 100 in English and 100 in Persian. How-

ever, Physics single-authored RAs in Persian are very rare and only 29 RAs could be col-

lected and compared to 100 introductions in the English journals. Findings in English

RAs revealed that Education writers mostly use singular pronouns to highlight their

identity while Physics writers use we exclusively to hide their authoritative role in their

quest for publication space in English journals. As regards Persian RAs, authors only

opted for plural pronouns irrespective of discipline. The existing differences reflect the

rhetorical conventions of soft and hard disciplines as well as cross-cultural values and

viewpoints about the author’s visibility in RAs.
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which have been attributed to cultural characteristics, the structure of communities,

literacy practices, and notions of politeness” (Koutsantoni 2005: 98). 

As a widely used genre of communication among academics and a complicated

activity with many visible and invisible layers, writing an RA introduction (RAi) re-

quires understanding higher levels of discourse (Abdi, Tavangar Rizi & Tavakoli

2010), of which one layer constitutes representation of identity. Personal pronouns

are regarded as a major repository of expressing stance by writers towards readers

and their discourse community (Vladimirou 2006). Since authors do not have any

face-to-face interaction with their readers, personal pronouns are useful devices for

them to create active engagements with readers as well as to make their presence

felt in the RA. Using pronouns in their RAs, writers would be able to structure the

text, negotiate meaning, recount experimental procedures and methodology, and ac-

knowledge institutional and individual contributions to the study (Harwood 2005a). 

In the past, authors avoided personal pronouns in order to gain credibility for their

work since academic writing was regarded as being purely objective and impersonal

(Martín Martín 2003). Recently, several studies have demonstrated that at least some

RAs do not follow this traditional view of impersonality (Coffin & Hewings 2007; Har-

wood 2005a, 2005b, 2005c, 2006; Hyland 2002, 2004; Kuo 1999; Lorés-Sanz 2006;

Martín Martín 2003; Tang & John 1999; Vladimirou 2006). This shift of attitude to-

wards personal pronoun use may inspire some academic writers to expand their

knowledge of personal engagement and visibility in their RAs in order to gain more

readership. The use of personal pronouns, as key elements in the negotiation of mean-

ing between the writer and the reader, is an important indicator of how audiences are

conceptualized by speakers and writers in academic discourse (Fortanet 2004).  

Recently, there has been a burgeoning interest in the pragmatic and semantic

functions of personal pronouns in academic writing. Some studies have acknow-

ledged either cross-disciplinary differences (e.g. Hyland 2001), that are not even

consistent with the dichotomy between soft and hard sciences (Lafuente-Millán

2010), or complex issues in relation to the use of personal references (Vladimirou

2006). In studying 15 single-authored research and review articles in Linguistics,

written by native English-speaking writers, Vladimirou (2006) found three perplex-

ing issues regarding the use of personal references in academic writing: (1) ambigu-

ous semantic references of we, (2) the concept of multifunctionality, and (3) shifts

between first person singular and plural inclusive and exclusive references.

Several studies have also underscored cross-cultural and cross-linguistic tenden-

cies in exploiting self-citation. As early as 1998, Vassileva investigated differences

in the employment of personal pronouns in English, French, German, Bulgarian,

and Russian RAs (300 pages for each of the languages) in Linguistics. Several other

studies have suggested similarities and differences in the distribution of self-men-

tion in English and Spanish. Martín Martín’s (2003) study of Phonetics and Psychol-

ogy abstracts reveals that Spanish writers tend to display a higher degree of autho-

rial presence in the abstracts which reflects a higher degree of commitment. In

Lorés-Sanz’s (2006) study of linguistics abstracts, Spanish single-authored writers

made use of the exclusive we much more frequently than their Anglo-American
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peers, who favoured the use of I at all times. This was similar to Mur Duenas’s

(2007) analysis of 24 Business Management RAs, where Americans present them-

selves as authorial selves in their quest for publication while this attitude is vitiated

in the Spanish writers due to differences in cultural conventions on self citation

which may shape the RA overall structure. Sheldon’s (2009) exploration of authorial

identity representation across Spanish and English RAs in Applied Linguistics and

Language Teaching produced different outcomes. In the discursive construction of

the writer’s identity, while both cultures orient the reader through self-reference,

English writers reveal personal or professional information about themselves with

first person pronouns whereas Spanish writers adopt a more formal empirical ap-

proach to research. In general terms, the results of Mur-Dueñas, Lorés-Sanz and

Sheldon are similar, as the three studies conclude that Spanish academics use fewer

self-mentions than their Anglo-American peers. However, Sheldon investigates the

pragmatic uses of  personal pronouns and further, more specific, differences are

found there. Aiming to explore authorial stance in English and Italian, Molino (2010)

analysed 60 Linguistics RAs in English and Italian and pointed to differences due to

adoption of differing interpersonal strategies and discourse functions. The preference

for interpersonal strategies was less marked in Italian than in English and this en-

tailed that writing conventions are stronger in the Anglo-American context.  

The results of some of the studies seem to contradict other studies. Martín

Martín (2003) concludes that the use of personal pronouns is not a prevalent strat-

egy in English and Spanish abstract writing in the field of social sciences. His data,

however, reveal a slightly higher use of personal pronouns in Spanish (30%) in con-

trast with 23% in English. Some of the studies carried out thus far have either had

a cross-disciplinary import (e.g. Harwood 2005a, 2005c; Hyland 2001, 2002; La-

fuente-Millan 2010; Martín Martín 2003) or a focus on native speakers of English in

one discipline (Vladimirou 2006); most studies have depicted authorial stance in soft

disciplines cross-culturally (e.g. Martín Martín 2003; Molino 2010; Lorés-Sanz 2006;

Sheldon 2009; Vladimirou 2006; Vassileva 1998), and studies on the significance of

personal pronouns in hard sciences have only recently drawn the attention of re-

searchers (Carciu 2009). Moreover, careful surveillance into the existing literature

reveals a neglect of this important area in hard and soft sciences in Asian lan-

guages. Thus, the current study aims at analysing and comparing English and Per-

sian RA introductions in Physics and Education, representing hard and social sci-

ences disciplines respectively. It explores how the author is presented in RAs by

using personal pronouns (singular and plural) across the two languages and disci-

plines. That is. the study offers insights into how authors present themselves in

RAs and whether this is determined by linguistic and disciplinary conventions.

More specifically, this study attempts to address the following questions:

What cross-disciplinary differences exist in using first person pronouns in the

introductions of RAs in Education and Physics in English and Persian?

What cross-linguistic differences (semantic or pragmatic) exist in using first per-

son pronouns in the introduction sections of articles in Education and Physics writ-

ten in English and Persian?
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2. Methodology

2.1. Materials

The study relied on 329 RAis with an empirical orientation in Physics and Edu-

cation for semantic and pragmatic meanings of first person singular pronouns. The

selected disciplines allowed comparisons across hard and social sciences. Education

was represented by 200 single-authored introductions, 100 in English and 100 in

Persian, while Physics was represented by 100 introductions in English and only 29

introductions in Persian. In fact, within the time limit set for this study, single-au-

thored Physics articles in Persian are very rare. The reason for this paucity is that

in Iran, as in many other countries, masters and PhD thesis projects should be re-

ported in the form of joint research activities (usually the supervisor and the stu-

dent) published in local or international journals as a partial fulfilment for the de-

gree obtained by students. With the rapid surge in the number of postgraduate

students at different state and non-profit universities, and the unrelenting fever of

publication, university professors become more involved in postgraduate projects.

This engagement appears to be more prevalent in hard sciences than in social sci-

ences because of the growing number of students in such disciplines. Therefore, pub-

lication by single authors would seem to be restricted to a few researchers who go

on sabbaticals or prefer to take on projects alone. All the existing Persian Physics

journals were scrutinized and single-authored articles with an empirical bent were

collected. This number of articles, however, appeared to be enough to allow the re-

searcher to access evidence of the use of personal pronouns so that generalizations

could be made about the disciplinary tendencies. 

The selection of articles was done through a systematic procedure to decrease

the researcher’s bias in the research and to be able to generalize the results of the

study. To this aim, Iranian university professors in both disciplines were met and

asked to indicate prestigious Persian and English journals. Some of the hard-copied

journals were collected from Shahid Chamran University libraries and some were

accessed via the electronic versions of the journals. The English articles in Educa-

tion were selected from American Educational Research Journal (AERJ), Personal-

ity and Social Psychology Bulletin (PSPB), and School Psychology International

(SPI), while the corresponding Persian articles were extracted from Journal of Ed-

ucational Sciences Studies (JESSF), Journal of Education and Psychology (JEPS),

New Educational Ideas (NEIAU), Psychological Studies (PSAU), and Journal of

Educational Research (JERB). As for the Physics articles, the English samples

were chosen from Current Applied Physics (CAP), Journal of Magnetism and Mag-

netic Materials (JMMM), and Physics Letter A (PLA) while the Persian sample arti-

cles were picked from Journal of Physics Research of Iran (JPRI), Journal of Sci-

ence of Islamic Azad University (JSIAU), Journal of Science of Tehran University

(JSTU), Journal of Engineering (JEFSU), Journal of Science of Shahid Chamran

University (JSCU), and Journal of Science of Al-Zahra University (JSAU). The fol-

lowing table summarizes the number of articles selected from the English and Per-

sian journals.
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Table 1. Number of articles in English and Persian by each journal

In choosing English journals, a further criterion was the ranking list of journals

by impact factor in the journal citation report and their indexing lists, as identified

in Table 2. Impact factor could not, however, be used to rank Persian journals on ac-

count of the fact that local Iranian journals are hardly rated in ISI journals. There-

fore, the study, though indirectly, allowed for comparison of ISI and non-ISI papers

across the two disciplines. 

Table 2. Impact factor and indexing lists of English journals

The decision to restrict the choice of empirical articles only was because the over-

all organization of an article may vary with its type (Crookes 1986). In addition,

genres are, according to Ramanathan & Kaplan (2000), dynamic and likely to

change across time, depending on the evolving socio-cognitive needs of discourse

communities, the needs of changing technology, and the changes in ideology and

worldviews in discourse communities. Therefore, in order to make a sound analysis,

only RAs published between 2005 and 2009 were selected. This restriction on the

type of articles as well as the number of published issues of the journals explains

the differing quantities of articles selected from the various journals, as seen in

Table 1.

The decision to select introduction sections of RAs only was motivated by the im-

portance of this part in that the introduction is a key genre where writers illustrate

             

            

             

             

           

           

           

           

             

           

              

              

            

             

            

      

   
             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 English 
journals Number Persian 

journals Number 

Physics 

CAP 

JMMM 

PLA 

38 

37 

25 

JPRI 
JSIAU 
JSTU 
JEFSU 
JSCU 
JSAU  

18 
1 
4 
4 
1 
1 

Education 

PSPB 

SPI 

AERJ 

36 
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the problem and foreground its significance (Swales 1990, 2004). Fakhri (2004:

1120) claims that writers in the RAis are encountered with the difficult task of se-

lecting the degree of directness for disclosing their findings and the type of rhetori-

cal strategies necessary to make their introductions effective, which reveals their

stance towards their readers and previous scholarship and about the academic dis-

course community.

2.2. First person pronouns in Persian

To acquaint the reader with personal pronouns in Persian, a brief account will

follow. In Persian, two forms of first person pronouns exist: independent forms that

are called free personal pronouns (man, ma), which are comparable to English per-

sonal pronouns (I, we) and dependent or bound forms (-am, -eman) that are attached

to nouns, like my and our in English, or used as verb templates (am, im). Note the

following expressions in Persian for clarification: 

man soal kardam. (I asked a question) 

ma soal kardim. (We asked a question)

مدرک لاؤس soal kardam (I asked a question)

میدرک لاؤس soal kardim (We asked a question)

ملاؤس soalam (my question)

�����  soaleman (our question)

Used simultaneously with verb templates (am, im) in a sentence, independent

pronouns (man, ma) are considered as semantically redundant and optional accord-

ing to the Persian structure as they convey no extra function but the verb template

remains obligatory, as in the first two expressions above or in the following example

from the corpus in this study:

(1) �� ���� ���� �� ������ � �� ���� ���(���� ���

����) ����� �����

Ma chahar ulgu ra entekhab va be surete zir (ghesmathaye rangi) tarkib

kardeim. (We chose four patterns and combined them as follows (coloured parts)

(JPPi59).

2.3. The analytical framework

English and Persian plural personal pronouns (we, our, us, ourselves, ma, im)

can be used exclusively or inclusively. When these pronouns are applied in an

exclusive way, they act as singular pronouns and exclude reference to others but

only to one person. In order to distinguish between exclusive and inclusive pro-

nouns, the semantic features of verbs and the linguistic co-text of pronouns were

carefully scrutinized. If a plural pronoun was used to describe what had been

done for the research, the result, or anything related to the study, it was speci-

fied as an exclusive pronoun. However, the plural pronouns used to share gen-

eral ideas or academic knowledge were identified as inclusive (see examples 3

and 4). 

The current study employed Martín Martín’s (2003: 5) comprehensive classifica-
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tion for the functional analysis of first person singular/exclusive plural pronouns,

which refer only to the author: 

1. The author as describer of the research

2. The author as experiment conductor

3. The author as opinion holder

4. The author as cautious claim maker

5. The author as fully committed claim maker.

Some exclusive pronouns in the data of this study that did not conform to Martín

Martín’s categories were introduced under a new category called the author as inno-

vator, by which the author tries to introduce new methods and procedures.

(2) In the present report, I therefore define a specific kind of change—emotional

recovery—that is narrower and potentially more informative than declines in

mean scores over time (as addressed in Sbarra & Emery, 2005) (JEPi4).

To functionally analyse inclusive first person plural pronouns, which may refer

to readers in general, members of the academic community, or any other references,

Vladimirou’s (2006) classification was inspiring:

1. We-indefinite

2. We-writer and audience

3. We-academic community.

In the analysis of inclusive pronouns, the identification of we which refers to the

audience or academic community is not an easy task. There seems to be an indeter-

minate borderline between We-writer and audience and We-academic community in

the data. Therefore, these two functions are amalgamated into one as we-writer and

others, as in:

(3) It is interesting to note that although based on our insurance terms the ex-

pected value of the no-insurance option was slightly preferable to that of the in-

surance option, we had underestimated our students’ risk aversion, and the ma-

jority of the participants in the volitional condition decided to purchase insurance

(ns = 40 vs. 21) (JEPi25).

A few examples of inclusive we were also found which did not conform to

Vladimirou’s (2006) categorization. In the example below, the author begins with

singular pronouns to explain his attempts to create successful interactions with his

students due to the goals of the research; then he uses we and our to pinpoint his

interaction with the participants and so he added the we- writer and others func-

tion:

(4) In order to convey students’ importance I endeavored to listen attentively dur-

ing all interactions with students. One way in which I attempted to show stu-



dents they had undivided attention was to ignore phone calls during scheduled

and unscheduled (open door policy) meetings with them […]. Communicating car-

ing is important so my goal during individual interactions with students was for

them to feel listened to and valued. It was during our (inclusive, writer and

participants) face-to-face interactions that we (inclusive, writer and partici-

pants) could get to know one another, discuss our (inclusive, writer and par-

ticipants) differences  and create a process of communication that would be most

responsive to the student’s needs (JEPi44).

2.4. Procedure 

The present research is a quantitative and qualitative data-based study on the

semantic and pragmatic functions of personal pronouns in single-authored RAs. The

qualitative method employs close contextual analysis (co-text, context, text) as crite-

ria for the codification of personal reference. Vladimirou (2006) defines context in

her research as a multidimensional phenomenon, consisting of different levels, hier-

archically organized. Whenever one level of context does not suffice for the interpre-

tation of a pronominal reference and its classification, the next level (the wider co-

text, the context of situation, and the context of culture) which might provide more

hints should be used. Finally, in cases where even the cultural context is not helpful

enough for the categorization of the data, the analyst often has to take into consid-

eration several or even all of the levels of context in order to arrive at a particular

interpretation. 

Once collected, word count was run on the electronic versions of the articles in

order to determine the length of the corpus. However, for the Persian hard copy

articles, the software Readiris Pro 11 Middle East was installed and the introduc-

tions were scanned. The software allowed us to convert scanned images into Word

Office to count words in introduction sections. The texts were searched for first

person singular and plural pronouns and subsequently for the frequencies of each

pronoun in the whole data. Then the chi-square analysis was conducted to discern

if the differences across the two languages and disciplines are statistically mean-

ingful. Finally, personal pronouns were analysed according to their semantic and

pragmatic functions to examine the author’s role in the introductions. The qualita-

tive analysis was done twice, with a time interval of about a month, by the same

researcher and intra-rater reliability was calculated (0.97) to ensure consistency of

analysis.

3. general results

A total of 934 personal pronouns were identified in 421,880 words of which 185

were used in English Physics RAis (48,810 words), 585 in English Education RAis

(199,091 words), 72 in Persian Physics RAis (16,738 words), and 92 in Persian Edu-

cation RAis (157,241 words). The raw frequencies and percentages of personal pro-

nouns are summarized in Table 3.
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To find out whether the cross-linguistic variation of personal pronoun use

within each discipline in English and Persian is significant, the chi-square test

was applied. The value of chi-square in both disciplines was higher than the criti-

cal value at the significance level of p<0.05, which proved a quantitatively mean-

ingful difference in the pronoun use in English and Persian datasets (Physics: X ²

= 49.68; Education: X ² = 359; Critical value = 3.84). The results support the great

cross-linguistic variation in personal pronoun use in introductions of single-au-

thored RAs.

In the next stage, cross-disciplinary analysis demonstrated the higher value of

chi-square than the critical value at the significance level of p<0.05, showing the

substantial cross-disciplinary difference in the overall number of personal pronouns

in Physics and Education and alluding to the diversity involved in exploiting per-

sonal pronouns (X ² = 188.86; Critical value = 3.84).  

3.1. Exclusive and inclusive pronouns in RAs

As shown in Table 4, English and Persian authors in Physics used we and im

more exclusively in comparison with inclusive pronoun use to introduce their re-

search, give their opinions, or make claims in a very cautious way in order to re-

duce their authoritative role in the research, as in the following example, where

we referred only to the researcher who used some materials through his re-

search:

(5) In order to study the magnetic structure of FeCl2 _ 4H2O crystal at low tem-

peratures by the method of LTNO, we have used this crystal for orienting the

isotope (JEPhi1).

However, Persian and English Education writers, as shown in example 6, mostly

used plural pronouns inclusively to share general ideas or academic knowledge with

their particular readers or discourse community members.

(6) To date, we do not know whether individuals may have a preference for one

particular achievement goal (JEPi27).
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3.2. Pragmatic functions of exclusive pronouns

In what follows, the pragmatic functions of exclusive pronouns in both disci-

plines and languages are presented in Tables 5 and 6 and illustrated in Figures 1

and 2, and a full description of each function is in order.
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Figure 1. Functions of exclusive first person pronouns in English Physics RAis
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Figure 2. Functions of exclusive first person pronouns in English Education RAis

3.2.1. The author as describer of the research/ event/ object/ person

As Martín Martín (2003: 6) explains, this function foregrounds the author who

writes, organizes, structures, and outlines the material. This function enables the

writer to describe the research processes, goals, purposes, events, objects, or people

involved. This is an obviously non-threatening role, as the writer informs but does

not actually make claims. The frequency of the author as describer of the research/

event/ object/ person outnumbered the other functions in the four subcorpora (see

Tables 5 & 6). Plural personal pronouns dominated all except for English Education

RAs in which singular pronouns were preferred. The most typical linguistic expo-

nents conveying this function as describer of the research were consider, discuss, ex-

amine, investigate, present, summarize, our theoretical treatment, the main target of
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our study, in our previous work, eshare mikunim (refer), entekhab kardim (I chose),

mipardazim (we consider).

3.2.2. The author as experiment conductor

In this function, which occurs frequently in both disciplines in English, the

writer uses the first person pronoun to describe or recount the various steps of the

research process prior to the writing, such as interviewing subjects, collecting data,

and so on. While the singular personal pronoun was dominant in Education RAs, we

was the only exclusive pronoun in Physics RAs. However, this function appears only

in some Physics RAis in Persian. In this function, the first person pronoun is usu-

ally placed with what Halliday (1994) calls material process verbs (e.g. work, collect,

interview) used in the past tense. In our sample, this function co-occurred with Eng-

lish and Persian verbs like apply, collect, interview, employ, implement, perform,

use, estefade mikunim (we use), be kar mibarim (we apply), as in the following ex-

amples:

(7) Over the course of a school year, I interviewed and observed teachers and

students in two urban high schools (JEPi71).

(8) یم هدافتسا دازآ نورتکلا ی هداس تلاح زا ادتبا مینک .
Ebteda az halate sadeye electrone azad estefade mikunim. (Firstly, we use the

simple form of free electron) (JPPhi4).

3.2.3. The author as opinion holder

This function was applied less frequently in both disciplines in English while it

was non-existent in Persian. The writer expresses his or her agreement with or in-

terest in specific attitudes or known information. This role co-occurs with verbs of

cognition (e.g. think, believe, are interested) that leave some space for readers to par-

ticipate in an interactive discussion. It also allows the author to make his or her

claims by conveying caution with commitment (Martín Martín 2003: 7), as in:

(9) I believe that, in this specific context at least, such a contention would be un-

justified (JEPi20).

3.2.4. The author as cautious claim maker

This function, too, was frequent in the two disciplines in English, with Physics

writers being slightly more inclined to use it. However, it was variously treated in

the two disciplines in Persian (see Table 6). The writer uses this function to estab-

lish a more personal sense of authority when showing the results of his or her re-

search and drawing the conclusions. However, the degree of authorial presence

would be diminished by the use of first person pronouns co-occurring with lexical

devices such as modal auxiliary verbs (may, might), semi-auxiliaries (seem, appear),

epistemic verbs like suggest, indicate, propose, predict or modal adverbs, nouns, and

adjectives (perhaps, possibility, possible), which perform the discourse function of

hedging or reducing the force of a claim. Hedges show modesty by tentative state-
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ments and invite readers to draw inferences by themselves and, simultaneously,

they express caution to minimize possible criticism from other researchers (Martín

Martín 2003: 8). Hedges are significant devices for writers of RAs to introduce them-

selves as members of the academic community by demonstrating familiarity with

rhetorical constructions and social understandings of the community.

In the English Education sample, the singular personal pronouns co-occurred

with epistemic verbs as in example 10. Using we in single-authored Physics RAs to

show the results or to draw conclusions was by itself considered as a cautious claim;

however, these pronouns co-occurred with modal auxiliary verbs as specified in 11,

and epistemic verbs as shown in example 12. 

(10) Likewise, although the benefits discussed in this study are most evident for

the youth leaders in this program, I suggest that a wide array of teens might

benefit from similar efforts (JEPi97).

(11) Secondly, because the entropy considerations at the limit of T. is not impor-

tant, the molecular field theory will become very easy and we can consider the in-

ternal energy of the system as free energy (JEPhi1).

(12) We expect the dilute manganese electron spins to follow the iron electron

spins through exchange interaction so that determining the 54Mn nuclear orien-

tation axes will define the axis of magnetization for the crystal (JEPhi1).

In order to conclude or to show the results, Persian writers used plural im with

reporting show verbs like neshan midahim (we show, demonstrate, reveal), khahim

dasht and be...miresim (we have identified). In example 13, the writer used im at-

tached to the verb be...miresim (we have to diminish his personal sense of authority).

Show verbs, in Charles’s words (2006a: 326), allow “the writer to give credit to other

researchers and to use their work in the cumulative construction of knowledge”.

(13) �� ���� ���� ����� �� ����� � ��� �� ����

Ba sade sazie bishtar be rabeteye zir miresim (By making the relation more sim-

plified, we have the following relation) (JPPhi4)

3.2.5. The author as fully committed claim maker

This function represents the highest degree of authorial presence of a writer per-

formed with the use of first person singular pronouns. It also demonstrates some

form of ownership for the author’s claims expressed in the text. As Hyland (2001:

207) points out, “self-mention is a powerful rhetorical strategy for emphasizing a

writer’s contribution”. Martín Martín (2003) believes that by using this function,

writers perceive themselves as competent researchers who have the right and abil-

ity to attribute new ideas to themselves, thus avoiding expressions that mitigate

their position as sole conductors of their study. 

This function was found only in English Education RAs where singular pronouns

were accompanied by reporting argue verbs like argue, assert, contend, derive, find,

and reason introduced by Francis et al. (1996), which are concerned with writing

and other forms of communication (as cited in Charles 2006b: 502). In applying

these verbs, writers make overt statements of their position, thereby demonstrating



their commitment to their research and constructing a stance appropriate to a pro-

fession (Hyland 2002), as in the following instance:

(14) Using the same logic, i reasoned that generalized comparisons would have

more impact than personalized comparisons ..... (JEPi3). 

In the above example, an Education writer uses this function to make his claim

self-centred using I without being afraid of being criticized or rejected by other com-

munity members, while no such function is found in Physics. The abstract and sub-

jective features of knowledge in Education lead the authors towards making strong

and authoritative claims. In Physics, however, data are very objective, measurable,

and concrete; therefore authors usually reject making outright claims.

3.2.6. The author as innovator 

This function had the lowest frequency in both disciplines, and authors apply it

whenever they endeavour to introduce new definitions, strategies, and methods of

doing things. By offering an innovation, the writer may highlight identity and com-

petency in the research and receive more admiration from discourse members or

readers. Pronouns conveying this function co-occurred with verbs like introduce, de-

fine, as shown in 15.  There were just two cases of this function occurring in English

Education and three cases in Physics RAis.

(15) In this paper, we will introduce the principle of the techniques involved in

the system, the performance of the system, and some applications of the system to

different cell measurements (JEPhi42).

Possible cross-linguistic differences for each function and within each discipline

were calculated, as displayed in Table 7. The value of chi-square for all but two

functions of the author as innovator in both disciplines and the author as fully com-

mitted claim maker in Physics were less than the critical value at the significance

level of p<0.05, implying that, in Physics, all functions except the above two were
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Physics                                         English     Persian          X!               df       Sig  

The author as describer …  
The author as an experiment ... 
The author as opinion … 
The author as cautious … 
The author as fully ... 
The author as an innovator  
Education 
The author as describer …  
The author as an experiment ... 
The author as opinion … 
The author as cautious … 
The author as fully ... 
The author as an innovator 

101 
  21 
    8 
  36 
    0 
    3 
 
283 
  68 
  13 
  89 
  22 
    2 

25 
  7 
  0 
12 
  0 
  0 
 
33 
  0 
  0 
  2 
  0 
  0 

45.84 
  7 
  4 
12 
  0 
  1.5 
 
197.78 
  34 
    6.5 
  41.58 
  11 
    1 

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

0.000 
0.000 
0.045 
0.31 
1 
0.22 
 
0.000 
0.000 
0.010 
0.000 
0.0009 
0.31 

 Table 7. Chi-square of pragmatic functions of exclusive pronouns across English and Persian



used differently in English and Persian, and in Education statistical measures re-

vealed differences between all the functions save for the author as innovator across

the two languages.

Cross-disciplinary differences were also determined by applying the chi-square

test. As Table 8 indicates, the values of chi-square for all functions but the author

as innovator and the author as opinion holder were higher than the critical value,

verifying greater diversities and disciplinary tendencies. 

Table 8. Chi-square of pragmatic functions of exclusive pronouns across disciplines

3.3. Pragmatic functions of inclusive personal pronouns

In what follows, the functions of inclusive personal pronouns across the two dis-

ciplines and languages are presented in Tables 9 and 10 and the description of each

function comes in order.
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 Functions                                      Physics    Education     X!            df        Sig  

The author as describer …  
The author as an experiment ...  
The author as opinion … 
The author as cautious … 
The author as fully ... 
The author as an innovator                               

126 
  28 
    8 
  48 
    0 
    3 

316 
  68 
  13 
  91 
  22 
   2 

81.66 
16.66 
  1.18 
13.3 
11 
  0.2 

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

0.000 
0.000 
0.27 
0.000 
0.000 
0.65 

    We                     Our                Us                   Totals 
f      (%)             f      (%)         f       (%)          f        (%) 

Physics 
We-indefinite                                  2    11.11         1        5.55       0       0              3     16.66 
We-writer and others                      5    27.77         6      33.33       4     22.22       15      83.33  
We-writer and participants             0      0              0        0            0       0              0        0 
Education  
We-indefinite                                11     10.18      18      16.66       2       1.85      31      28.70     
We-writer and others                    43     39.81      19      17.59     12     11.11      74      68.51 
We-writer and participants             1       0.92        2        1.85       0       0             3        2.77 

 Table 9. Functions of inclusive first person pronouns in English RAis

Function 
 
 

                     Physics              
    

                  Education 
   Ma                 im           Totals    Ma                  im              Totals     
f     (%)          f     (%)      f    (%)  f       (%)        f       (%)      f     (%) 

We-indefinite                        0       0           0     0         0       0                   4       7.84        3     5.88       7    13.72 
We-writer and others            6     37.5      10   62.5    16   100                 15     29.41      29   56.86     44    86.27 
We-writer and participants   0       0           0     0         0       0                   0       0             0     0            0      0 
    
Totals                                    6                 10              16                           19                    32                 51 

 Table 10. Functions of inclusive first person pronouns in Persian RAis
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3.3.1 Indefinite we

This category is defined as a generic first person plural reference, which includes

people in general. Applying this function, the writer attempts to share general ideas

and attitudes. These plural pronouns can be simply replaced by one or people and

imply that something is common sense or universally accepted. This function was

used more frequently in Education, more particularly in the English RAis, indicat-

ing shared knowledge in relation to those people who share general ideas. In

Physics, indefinite we was exploited only three times in the English RAs whereas

this function of we did not occur in the corresponding Persian data at all (see Tables

9 & 10). The following examples from the Education RAis display the context in

which indefinite we is produced. 

(16) Just as we may feel awkward or even bump into people when walking in a

foreign city, so we may experience unfamiliar classroom interactional genres as

confusing or unnatural (JEPi100).

(17)

Agar bepazirim manzure hameie ulum, fahm, dark, tuzih va tabieen dunyaiee

ast ke ma dar an zendegy mikunim.... (If we accept that the intention of all sci-

ences is the understanding and explaining of the world in which we are living....)

(JPPi13).

3.3.2. We-writer and others

By using inclusive pronouns, writers can more easily persuade readers, interact

with them, and prevent imposing their ideas on them. In the following instances,

plural pronouns of we and ma referred specifically to either the discourse commu-

nity members or the readers or both groups. Results in Table 9 revealed that in the

English samples, the frequency of this function outnumbered the other functions in

both fields. Results, in addition, indicated that Physics writers use this function

much less than do writers in Education. In the Persian samples (Table 10), this cat-

egory was the only function materialized in Physics while, in Education, we-writer

and others and we-indefinite were utilized, with the former being the dominant

function.

In example 18, as we know did not refer to general but to specific knowledge

shared between discourse community members while dar keshvare ma (in our

country), in 19, referred to the shared knowledge of Persian readers about their

country:

(18) As we know, it is either impossible or inappropriate, from practical considera-

tions, to measure all the elements of the state vector (JEPhi20).

(19)

Alave bar in dastavardhaye mutaleate beinulmelaly ke amuzesh va parvaresh

iran niz dar anha musharekat dashte niz haky az vaziate namunasebe amuzeshe
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ulum dar keshvare ma mibashad (In addition, findings of International Studies,

in which the Iranian ministry of education also was involved, show the improper

condition of education in our country) (JPPi97).

3.3.3. We-writer and participants

There were only three instances of this function in English Education RAis,

which testifies to the minor role of this function in both disciplines. To find out

about cross-linguistic differences between inclusive pronouns, the chi-square test

was utilized. Table 11 reveals that, in Physics, the value of chi-square of all func-

tions between English and Persian was less than the critical value at the signifi-

cance level of p<0.05, implying that there was no important cross-linguistic differ-

ence between the use of inclusive pronouns in the introductions of Physics RAs.

However, significant cross-linguistic differences appeared in two inclusive functions

in Education RAs.

Another chi-square test indicated substantial disciplinary differences in the use

of inclusive pronouns. As shown in Table 12, the value of chi-square of the first and

the second categories of inclusive functions was higher than the critical value at the

significance level of p<0.05.
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Physics                                   English   Persian        X!        df       Sig  
 

We-indefinite                        
We-writer and others         
We-writer and participants    
Education 
We-indefinite                         
We-writer and others         
We-writer and participants  

  2 
15 
  0 
 
31 
74 
  3 

  0 
16 
  0 
 
  7 
44 
  0 

 1 
 0.032 
 0 
 
15.14 
7.62 
1.5 

1 
1 
1 
 
1 
1 
1 

0.31 
0.85 
1 
 
0.000 
0.005 
0.22 

 Table 11. Chi-square of pragmatic functions of inclusive pronouns

Functions                                Physics   Education     X!         df         Sig  

We-indefinite                         
We-writer and others         
We-writer and participants    

  2 
31 
  0 

  38 
118 
    3 

32.4 
50.78 
  1.5 

1 
1 
1 

0.000 
0.000 
0.22 

 Table 12. Chi-square of pragmatic functions of inclusive pronouns 
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4. discussion

Persian RAs are distinguished by the complete absence of singular personal pro-

nouns. Writers in these texts are usually shrouded in plural personal pronouns, pas-

sive statements (pishbiny mishavad / it is predicted), (entezar miravad / it is ex-

pected), words referring to the writer as third person (nevisande, negarande / the

writer), (muhaghegh, pajuheshgar / the researcher), or personification statements

(in tahghigh talash mikunad / this research attempts to), so that their responsibil-

ity is diminished. This refusal to mention themselves in the research is likely to in-

crease the appearance of objectivity of their interpretation thereby allowing them to

keep their distance from their claims. Cultural values and viewpoints about the au-

thor’s role in RAs might prevent Iranian writers from applying singular personal

pronouns in their papers. The reluctance to display an authoritative persona among

Asian writers may come from “the culturally and socially constructed view of self,

which makes assertion difficult” (Hyland 2002: 1111) or, as Davoodifard (2008) puts

it, the different expectations set by the local academic community of the writers.

Though not mentioned explicitly in the style sheets of the journals from which we

collected our data, the local community experts implicitly practise hiding agency

and encourage writers to abide by this rhetorical characteristic, a matter that might

also reflect the differences between ISI, as more prestigious and creditable, and non-

ISI, as ranked academically lower, journals (the dichotomy of more prestigious and

less prestigious journals holds true at least in Iran, where ISI papers are usually

top-ranked). However, hiding agency might also reveal the writers’ lack of confi-

dence in the claims they make. 

Generally, the distinctly different tendencies of English writers in the two disci-

plines over personal pronoun use, where authors in Physics use more plural pro-

nouns while writers in Education mostly choose singular pronouns, mark the

rhetorical conventions of soft and hard sciences in academic English. In soft sci-

ences, in order for writers to establish the validity and relevance of their work, it is

important that the identities of the authorities and sources become apparent. In

hard sciences, however, the identities of agents are commonly suppressed, as if

human agency fell outside the process, to emphasize the fact that knowledge is de-

rived from replicable laboratory activities, observations and measurements rather

than from interpretation or discussion (Holmes 2007; Hyland 2001). This way writ-

ers hide themselves behind plural pronouns to heighten their authenticity and open

space for their claims to be accepted and for their papers to be published. 

Self-mention in Physics is merely used to let authors share their knowledge in an

objective manner; however, in Education there is more explicit authorial involvement

in RAs because the criteria of acceptability for interpretation are rather subjective

and there is less control of variables, so it would be necessary for authors to high-

light their identity through their claims in order to be admitted as members of a dis-

course community. Hyland (2008: 15) argues that writers in hard fields seek to dis-

guise both their interpretative responsibilities and rhetorical identities behind

linguistic objectivity to suggest that results would be the same whoever conducted

the research and to manifest the importance of “the phenomena under study, the
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replicability of research activities, and the generality of the findings”. In contrast, the

soft disciplines are more interpretative, and entities are less precisely measurable

and clear-cut. Therefore, scholars in these sciences seem more willing to use pro-

nouns to “project a rhetorical identity based on the attributes of a real person who

expresses a direct personal involvement” (Rowley-Jolivet & Carter-Thomas 2005: 61). 

Cross-disciplinary differences, irrespective of language, were also shown in the

use of exclusive and inclusive pronouns. In Physics, authors mostly apply exclusive

pronouns in their RAs while Education writers prefer using inclusive pronouns,

which can be interpreted in terms of the rhetorical preferences in soft and hard dis-

ciplines. Writers in Physics avoid mentioning themselves explicitly in the study, and

thus they opt for plural pronouns more exclusively to talk about their procedures,

methods, and goals. For Education writers, the condition is the reverse, since they

are inclined to use inclusive pronouns freely to share general ideas, academic

knowledge with general people, community members, and their specific readers to

catch their attention and win their approval. In example 20, the author attempted

to describe the condition during his interaction with his students prior to the study;

however, in example 21, the writer introduced himself as a researcher and, in exam-

ple 22, he revealed his emotions about a book:

(20) However, once a relationship has been developed, the majority of my students

become very comfortable coming to see me on an informal basis (the author as

describer of the event) (JEPi44).

(21) In March 2003, I undertook (the author as describer of the person) the

role of principal researcher for this national project (JEPi61).

(22) I was strongly influenced (the author as describer of the object) by this

book on its publication and was struck 27 years later that ideas in this book still

appeared radical at the International School Psychology Association (ISPA) con-

ference in 2005 (JEPi65).

By using inclusive pronouns Education writers follow the Constructionists’ social

thinking that locates participants’ relationships at the hub of academic writing, as-

suming that every successful text must display its writer’s ability to engage appro-

priately with his or her readers. Inclusive pronouns are one of the devices authors

may use to create a perfect mutual communal interaction with readers who are sup-

posed to bring the same background knowledge. Writers use inclusive pronouns to

make readers feel involved and more receptive to the writers’ claims. This inclusive-

ness then manifests positive politeness by involving the reader as an active and

knowledgeable member of the discourse community. 

Another strategy by which writers can enhance the interactive quality of a text

and engage their readers is through amalgamating plural pronouns with questions

posed by an imaginary readership to hold their attention and involve them in

reading to find an answer. Harwood (2005b: 360) believes that, in such cases, “the

resulting tenor is more self-promotional than inclusive” because the reader will

follow the writer’s intentions and accept his/her claims too conveniently, as in:
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(23) Which goals do we pursue? On one hand, a person is more likely to pursue

a goal that he or she perceives as attainable (JEPi1).

In example 23, the question, addressing readers, piques their curiosity to follow the

writer and read his study carefully to find the answer. Note in the following example

that the pronouns apparently address the audience’s concerns solicitously while with

the help of the cotext, they direct attention to what the writer wishes to focus on:

(24) The presumption is that we continue to see these issues as binary and that

the standard for normality and comparison is White […]. It is time that we look at

the factors contributing to the silence of these individuals and how we can learn

from this silence to effectively recruit and retain more diverse faculties (JEPi78).

In example 24, it seems that plural pronouns make the instances reader-ori-

ented; however, the verbs accompanied by pronouns (see, look, learn) can change the

condition to a writer-oriented one that acts in the direction of the writer’s ambitions,

which makes the reader see things from the writer’s perspective.

Inclusive pronouns can also be seen as negative politeness devices that can “di-

minish the writer responsibility for an imperfect state of affairs. It spreads any cul-

pability for the lack of knowledge across the entire discourse community” (Harwood

2005b: 347-348), as in:

(25) Though each of these routes reflects very different assumptions about the

kind of preparation middle school teachers require, we know little about what

teachers learn depending on the pathway through which they are prepared

(JEPi92).

In example 25, by using inclusive we, the writer distributes his deficiency of

knowledge to the whole community members to protect himself from making direct

claims or objections to others’ claims because making the writer’s presence explicit

in the text might be considered as a face-threatening act (FTA). Moreover, Educa-

tion writers are also likely to apply inclusive pronouns to minimize the threat to the

face of the readership when making a criticism. This is done to ensure that the

threat to the audience is not so great as to prevent the writer’s claims from being

taken into consideration and ratified. FTA was introduced by Brown & Levinson

(1987: 70) as an act that inherently damages the face of the addressee or the

speaker by acting in opposition to the wants and desires of the other. By being po-

lite to the readers, authors may respect them and involve them in the processes of

formulating the problem, describing the rationale for the study, and convincing the

readers that the study is worth doing. 

5. conclusion

This study explored how personal pronouns help writers in Physics and Educa-

tion position themselves in their papers as well as how they perceive their relation-

ship with readers and the disciplines across Persian and English. Quantitative
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analysis showed that the frequency of personal pronoun use varies considerably and

writers’ choice of the presence of singular or plural personal pronouns or their non-

presence in RAs might vary in different disciplines and cultures. Therefore, the way

that writers report their research results is shaped by their native language back-

ground and their local discourse community (Davoodifard 2008; Hyland 2002).

The results revealed that the existing differences might be related to the rhetori-

cal conventions of hard and soft disciplines. In English Physics RAs, writers attempt

to be more objective and meticulous in making clear claims. They use fewer personal

pronouns and usually conceal their agency behind plural pronouns and play down

their own claims and arguments to keep themselves immune from the criticism of

discourse community members or other readers. However, Education writers in Eng-

lish prefer singular pronouns to make their identity stand out in order to prove

themselves as discourse members who have something new and unique to say and

propose. In contrast, no singular pronouns are used in the Persian sample texts. 

Contrastive studies of this type can be helpful to novice academics who wish to

publish their works and therefore need to know the rhetorical conventions of the ex-

pected discourse community. To achieve this goal, EAP courses are very useful to

teach the different ways writers may use to communicate with their audience as

well as to construct their own identity. Further comparative studies are required to

be administered in other disciplines and languages to provide novice students with

more insights into rhetorical conventions of personal pronouns in a wider linguistic

and disciplinary context. Moreover, it might be useful to examine other sections of

RAs, including abstract, method, discussion, and results, across different cultures in

forthcoming studies.
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1. introduction

Knowledge claims (henceforth KCs) are the most direct way by which academics
underline their contribution to the disciplinary debate. According to Hunston “a
knowledge claim is an item in a research article which the writer puts forward to be
added to the sum of knowledge agreed upon by the community of that discipline’’
(Hunston 1993: 133, my italics). This ‘addition’ is accomplished only if the KC is ac-
cepted by the rest of the community members. Indeed, in recent approaches to the
study of academic discourse, knowledge is seen as the result of a process of social con-
struction based on the attainment of agreement among the members of a particular
discipline. From this perspective, one of the major goals of academics is the attempt
at generating consensus about the truth-value of their KCs, a purpose that requires
making careful rhetorical and linguistic choices. These choices may be seen as reflect-
ing the beliefs of scholars as to what effective and persuasive academic writing is. 

The view of a correlation between the writing output of scholars and the expecta-
tions of the specific academic community to which they belong is supported by re-
cent research suggesting that social interaction in academic writing varies according
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Abstract

In recent years there has been an increasing interest in the interpersonal nature of aca-
demic writing. Research has shown that academic texts are sites for interaction where
writers acknowledge, establish and negotiate social relationships in order to engage read-
ers in a dialogic construction of knowledge. This paper investigates how interpersonality
is manifested in academic writing through knowledge claims. Knowledge claims represent
the most direct way by which academics underline their contribution to the scholarly de-
bate (Hunston 1993). In this paper I take a contrastive approach to analyse how know-
ledge claims are formulated in a corpus of 30 linguistics research article Introductions
written in English by Anglo-American scholars and 30 Introductions in the same genre
and discipline written in Italian by Italian academics. While recognizing the methodologi-
cal difficulty in identifying knowledge claims (Dahl 2008), this paper attempts to describe
them in terms of the configuration of claim sequences and their linguistic realizations.
The results suggest that there are differences in the two language communities, especially
in terms of the frequency of occurrence of claims, as in Italian linguistics RA Introductions
the practice of anticipating research outcomes tends to be rather sporadic.
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to the disciplinary (Hyland 2000; Becher & Trowler 2001; Hyland & Bondi 2006)
and the linguistic community (Mauranen 1993; Vassileva 2000). 

Despite the importance of claim-making for producing new knowledge and the
likely predisposition of this practice to vary across linguistic communities, KCs have
been studied relatively little from a cross-cultural perspective (see Salager-Meyer &
Zambrano (2001) for a study of conflicting KCs in English and French medical dis-
course; Fløttum et al. (2006) for a study of “final results” in linguistics articles in
English, French and Norwegian). However, given the increasing importance for
scholars to be able to operate not only in their local academic context but also inter-
nationally, contrastive studies seem particularly welcome as they may contribute to
raise scholars’ awareness of variations in linguistic and rhetorical proclivities in dif-
ferent academic settings.

This paper focuses on Research Article (RA) Introductions in English and Italian
in the field of linguistics. The purpose is to identify aspects in the formulation of
KCs that point to possible distinctive writing expectations in the Italian and the
Anglo-American academic communities in the discipline of linguistics. 

The choice to look for KCs in RA Introductions was made for two main reasons.
First, the Introduction has been recognized as an appropriate section for presenting
new knowledge (Bloor & Bloor 1993; Fløttum et al. 2006; Dahl 2008). Second, the Intro-
duction was considered as a more reliable tertium comparationis (Connor & Moreno
2005) for cross-cultural research than other sections or the whole RA. In most cases, in
my corpus no clear Introduction-Method-Result-Discussion-Conclusion sequence was
found, the corpus including a variety of research papers and not only experimental RAs. 

2. defining and identifying knowledge claims

As Bloor & Bloor (1993: 156) admit, “what constitutes a knowledge claim is not en-
tirely clear [as] not all truth-conditional propositions could be described as knowledge
claims”. Dahl (2008: 1187) seems to suggest that recognizing KCs means distinguish-
ing between previous and new knowledge, since the former “needs to be activated in
order for the claim to be recognised and then assessed as such by other members of the
discipline”. However, the question arises as to how such a distinction can be made in
practice by the analyst who is not an expert in the field. Bloor & Bloor’s (1993) taxon-
omy of what does not count as a KC seems more operational. They exclude from KCs
well-established truths and purely descriptive propositions not presented as research
findings concerning real-world states, research processes and methodology.

Bearing Dahl’s definition and Bloor & Bloor’s taxonomy in mind, I analysed my
corpus and tried to define the criteria I used to recognize KCs. I considered as KCs
truth-conditional propositions averred by writers (i.e. not attributed to other re-
searchers) that stemmed from the research presented in the paper. I believe that the
explicit mention of the author as originator of claims and of the research presented
in the paper as opposed to research presented elsewhere makes the recognition of
KCs more effective than by simply referring to the idea of ‘new’ knowledge. Indeed,
most often KCs are introduced by a range of lexico-grammatical structures (e.g. per-
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sonal and impersonal authorial references) that refer to the paper’s author or the
findings (see section 4). In addition, by considering statements referring to the “re-
search presented in the paper” as a whole and not to “research findings” only, it is
possible to count as KCs assertions that concern the model or the methodology
adopted, which, as Bloor & Bloor (1993: 157) recognize, “may well constitute serious
high-level claims that challenge previous established models or methods”.

3. methodology

The corpus for analysis contains 60 single-authored RA Introductions in the dis-
cipline of linguistics, 30 of which are in Italian and 30 in English. The corpus totals
approximately 40,000 words (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Corpus for analysis

In order to select representative journals (10 in Italian and 10 in English), I con-
sulted an expert informant who provided me with a list of some of the most author-
itative Italian journals and also suggested international journals that might be com-
parable. Since Italian journals are less numerous than international journals in
English, the design of the Anglo-American subcorpus was subordinated to the choice
of journals in Italian and was built up with the aim of being as comparable as possi-
ble to the Italian sample (see the Appendix for the list of articles and journals). 

The RAs of the corpus (three articles per journal) were collected randomly. How-
ever, for the sake of comparability, when a multi-authored article was retrieved it
was excluded so as to obtain single-authored articles only.

KCs were identified through a close reading of the texts. Automatic retrieval
methods were excluded because of the difficulty of preselecting a closed class of lex-
ico-grammatical signals of KCs. I classified KCs progressively as they appeared in
the Introduction and I glossed them on the basis of the information provided, such
as new information on the phenomenon under study, the theory adopted or a partic-
ular approach (example 1). 

(1) [KC1 – PHENOMENON] I argue that the more marked an agreement mor-
pheme is in Mordvin, the more likely it is to be syncretic. [KC2 – THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORK] This hypothesis, I show, can be elegantly captured in an Optimal-
ity-Theoretic treatment of syncretism [SL1].1
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1 The notation in square brackets at the end of the example indicates the article from
which the Introduction was taken. Hence “SL1” stands for the first article of the journal
Studia Linguistica.
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4. results and discussion

4.1. Knowledge claims in linguistics RA Introductions in English 

The Anglo-American subcorpus comprises a total of 49 KCs. However, given that
the number of KCs may depend on the type of study, it is probably more useful to
consider the number of Introductions that contain KCs. Out of the 30 texts in Eng-
lish, 20 contain at least one KC. This result suggests that the practice of anticipat-
ing research outcomes in linguistics Introductions in English is desirable but not en-
tirely conventionalized. International readers may well expect an Introduction
without knowledge claims which will be regarded as falling inside the range of ac-
cepted norms. 

In the Anglo-American corpus, KCs are generally presented in a single claim
proposition (37 occurrences), as in example 2: 

(2) [KC1 – PHENOMENON] In the present work I argue that the key factor con-
trolling the direct/inverse opposition and obviation marking (DIO-marking) is lin-
guistic empathy [Lin2].

However, I also found occurrences of KCs (ten instances) stretching over several
sentences. Of these, eight claim sequences were increasingly detailed explanations
of the original KC, as in example 3:

(3) [KC1 – PHENOMENON] In the Indian case, I will argue, both the target ac-
cent and the means of attaining it are contested. [KC1.1 – PHENOMENON] The
conflicts to be found in accent training are reflections of more underlying conflicts.
[KC 1.1.1 – PHENOMENON] These are: (1) differing perceptions of the prestige
accent in India, (2) differing perceptions of international standard English […],
and (3) the beliefs entrenched in business about accents as commodities […]
[WE2].

The remaining two occurrences of claim sequences featured the KC followed by
supporting statements, as in example 4:

(4) [KC2 – PHENOMENON] The proposal is that they do so because of a competi-
tion of derivations. [SUPPORT] In languages where YNQs are standardly an-
swered by a bare finite verb, a subjectless sentence has two derivations. [SUP-
PORT] One is the nullsubject derivation, employing a null pronoun (or deleting a
pronoun) in specIP. [SUPPORT] The other derivation involves movement of the fi-
nite verb to C with deletion of IP. [SUPPORT] In a context forcing polarity focus,
the latter derivation wins. [SUPPORT] However, since the context does not pro-
vide a good antecedent for a deleted IP in (1), the result is ill formed. [SUPPORT]
Thus pronouncing the pronoun is a must [SL3]. 

Finally, another possible pattern, whose regularity is to be verified in a larger cor-
pus (it was attested only twice in my English corpus), consists in the reiteration of KCs.
The KC is first presented in the Introduction as part of the argument and it is restated
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at the end of the Introduction, in the so-called ‘roadmap’ of the article, where the writer
briefly indicates the content of the various sections of the paper, as in example 5:

(5) First, as indicated in the title, [KC1 – PHENOMENON] I argue that the pro-
posed syllabifications (as in 1) fall out from universal markedness constraints –
all of which derive motivation from other languages […]. This article is organized
as follows. […] Section 4 consists of a formal analysis of the syllabification of se-
quences of intervocalic consonants as in (1). In that section [KC1a – PHENOME-
NON] I demonstrate that syllabification can be accomplished given the marked-
ness constraints posited in Section 3 and a language-specific ranking [SL2].   

This analysis of the configuration of claim propositions indicates that most often
KCs are announced rather than explained or discussed, which is not surprising con-
sidering the communicative purpose of Introductions. A study of the body of the RA
would be interesting to investigate how the same KCs are presented in the Results,
or Discussion section. 

As regards the linguistic realizations of KCs, most claim propositions (40 occur-
rences) are introduced by means of “projection” (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004) (ex-
ample 6 in italics). This construction in English is sometimes referred to as a that-
clause (Hyland & Tse 2005):

(6) Here I will once again support a limited capacity hypothesis, but [KC1 – THE-
ORY] I propose that the capacity in question is neither attentional nor intentional
[IJAL3].

The fact that almost 82% of all KCs in the Anglo-American corpus are introduced
by means of a that-clause seems to suggest that this structure is an important lin-
guistic signal of KCs in RA Introductions. This hypothesis is corroborated by Hy-
land & Tse’s (2005) findings on the use of that-clauses in a corpus including pub-
lished research articles in applied linguistics. They found that over 80% of all the
that-clauses that they identified were used by writers to refer to their own research
outcomes. In the Anglo-American linguistics subcorpus, the verbs that are most
commonly associated with that-clauses are argue (12 occurrences), show (nine occur-
rences) and suggest (five occurrences). The preference of the discipline of linguistics
for “discourse acts” (e.g. argue) to present claims, rather than “research acts” (e.g.
find) or “cognitive acts” (e.g. believe), has also been noted for English by Dahl (2008)
and Hyland & Tse (2005). 

The most recurrent subject in combination with verbal predicates is the first per-
son singular pronoun (23 occurrences). This finding is in line with Dahl’s (2008)
study where this typical co-occurrence is also noted. This result is likely to be partly
related to the preference for discourse acts: verbs such as argue generally require an
animate subject. However, the tendency to appear as visible discourse participants
when making KCs also suggests the preference of linguists to take the responsibility
for their outcomes upon themselves rather than concealing it behind impersonal
constructions such as the passive voice (attested 3 times) or abstract rhetors (e.g.
this paper which was attested 14 times).



The KCs that are not presented by means of projection are factual statements
describing the phenomenon under study, the theory adopted or the results obtained
in general. In these instances too, however, it is possible to find direct or indirect
metadiscourse references to the writer or the research presented in the paper (in
italics in example 7):  

(7) [KC2 – PHENOMENON] As will be discussed, the correlation between the pos-
sibility of a null subject in (1) and the form of reply to YNQs is difficult to estab-
lish in some cases, and [KC2.1 – PHENOMENON] clearly does not hold in some
other cases [SL3].

Finally, the few examples not containing any direct or indirect reference to the
writer or the research are statements constituting the claim sequence that follows
the KC proper to clarify or specify it (see example 3 above). 

One of the most investigated aspects of KCs is the phenomenon of hedging, i.e.
strategies to tone down assertions (Myers 1992; Bloor & Bloor 1993; Salager-Meyer
& Zambrano 2001). In my corpus, hedges are rarely employed in association with
KCs and are mainly found in connection with claims related to seemingly controver-
sial topics, as in example 8 (hedge in italics): 

(8) Rather than viewing the issue of third-party recipiency as complicating inves-
tigations of courtroom discourse, [KC1 – APPROACH] I am suggesting that it ex-
pands our notion of ‘participant’ in speech events […] [JS2].

Overall, however, in the Anglo-American subcorpus, most instances of claim
propositions are unhedged, as in: 

(9) [KC2 – PHENOMENON] I shall argue in this article that the initial rise in
zero is triggered by the effect on information structure of modifier-like uses of
epistemic verbs [ELL2].

This result is partly in conflict with Myers’ (1992) findings. Myers noted that
when linguists use the verb show in Introductions, they tend to hedge it (i.e. try to

show). However, the adoption of a self-confident, assertive tone, which I noted in my
subcorpus of linguistics RA Introductions in English, has also been observed by
Dahl (2008) in her study of KCs in the same genre and discipline. One possible ex-
planation might be that in the lapse of time since Myers’ study, the international re-
search and publishing environment has become more competitive. Increased compe-
tition, as has been suggested (Lindeberg 1997), is often reflected in the attempt to
underscore one’s contribution to the academic debate. 

4.2. Knowledge claims in linguistics RA Introductions in Italian

In the Italian subcorpus, out of 30 RA Introductions, only five contain KCs and
the total number of claim propositions is eight. Because of the paucity of data, any
comment on the structures used in Italian to put forward KCs is to be intended as a
hypothesis on language preferences and is subject to further verification.
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Out of a total of eight KCs, I observed six instances formulated as a single claim
proposition. In three of them, the writer presents his/her KCs as potentially conflict-
ing with existing knowledge and uses a cautious tone, e.g. I will try in example 10: 

(10) Vorrei invece mostrare che ci sono buone ragioni per dubitare di questa tesi:
[KC1 – PHENOMENON] cercherò di fare vedere come la dipendenza contestuale
dei nomi propri sia molto più simile a quella delle parole omonime che a quella dei
deittici [LL1].
Instead, I would like to show that there are good reasons to have doubts about that hy-

pothesis: I will try to show that the contextual dependence of proper nouns is much

more similar to that of homonyms than that of deictics.   

The remaining two occurrences of the eight instances of KCs found are claim se-
quences presenting research outcomes in increasing detail (example 11): 

(11) [KC1 – THEORY] È possibile elaborare un modello che soddisfa tali requisiti
adottando una versione stocastica della Teoria dell’Ottimalità (Optimality Theory,
OT). [KC1a – THEORY] Le simulazioni computazionali riportate nelle sezioni che
seguono […], hanno anche lo scopo più ampio di illustrare la possibilità reale di
un sincretismo epistemologico tra la teoria formale della sintassi, lo studio degli
universali funzionali nella lingua e l’elaborazione di modelli computazionali […].
[KC1a.1 – THEORY] Senza voler annullare o ridurre le differenze tra le visioni
del linguaggio a cui questi paradigmi di ricerca si ispirano, è possibile infatti am-
pliarne gli aspetti di convergenza esaltando cosi le potenzialità che possono de-
rivare da una loro maggiore integrazione [SSL3].
[KC1 – THEORY] It is possible to devise a model that meets those requirements by

adopting a stocastic version of Optimality Theory. [KC1a – THEORY] The compu-

tational simulations reported in the following sections […] also have the more gen-

eral aim to illustrate the real possibility of an epistemological syncretism among

the formal theory of syntax, the study of language universal functions and the elab-

oration of computational models […]. [KC1a.1 – THEORY] Without cancelling or

reducing differences in the views of language offered by those paradigms, it is pos-

sible to expand the convergence among them thus enhancing the potentials which

might derive from a greater interaction.   

In example 11, it is possible to note that KC1a.1, which is a comment on KC1a (a
reiteration of KC1), includes a ‘dialogue’ with the readers aimed at anticipating pos-
sible criticism and misunderstandings arising from the writer’s claims. Given these
configurations of KCs in my Italian corpus (see also example 10), it appears that
when KCs are anticipated, Italian writers tend to do so by problematizing issues
and using impersonal and hedged constructions. 

As regards linguistic realizations of KCs in Italian, here too projection is the
most recurrent construction (four occurrences). In addition, three times out of four,
projection is associated with first person references, as in example 12:

(12) [KC1 – PHENOMENON] In questo contributo intendo dimostrare che […]
[SGI1].
In this paper I aim to demonstrate that […].  



Because most Introductions in Italian do not contain KCs, it is interesting to try
to understand in what way those texts are different from the English ones. The
most frequent type of Introduction in Italian (15 out of 30) only features ‘preview’
sentences informing readers about the aims of the paper, but not anticipating re-
sults, as in example 13:

(13) In tal senso, seguendo un approccio descrittivo, verificheremo sino a che
punto il costrutto in esame abbia compiuto questo percorso di grammaticaliz-
zazione […] [RID1].
In that sense, by taking a descriptive approach, we will verify to what extent the

construct under analysis has accomplished that grammaticalization process […].

I also found Introductions presenting claims that could not be considered as high-
level KCs because they were truth-conditional statements based on the literature or
the reiteration of well-known positions to the specialist audience, as in example 14:

(14) Alla base di queste due diverse formulazioni lessicali del concetto di “vero/-
ità” stanno evidentemente due concettualizzazioni diverse, ma non conflittuali e
anzi coerenti tra di loro […] [SLL1].
Clearly, at the basis of these two different lexical formulations of the concept of

“true/truth” there are two different conceptualizations, which, however, are not

conflicting, but consistent with each other […].

Finally, three Introductions seem to start in media res as if the first section were
not an Introduction proper. For instance, example 15 is the opening sentence of the
article [SdLI2], which is about the history of the word ‘Afro-American’ in Italian. As
can be seen, no background to the study is provided nor any justification for the re-
search. The writer starts right from the analysis, which is based on the consultation
of several documents and dictionaries:

(15) La prima occorrenza nell’italiano scritto dell’aggettivo afro-americano

potrebbe essere individuata in una lettera inviata il 21 gennaio 1895 da Louis
Casabona […] ad Arcangelo Ghisleri a Cremona: la data precede di circa quar-
ant’anni quella indicata dal GRADIT, dallo Zingarelli e dal GDLI [SdLI2].
The first occurrence of the adjective Afro-American in written Italian could be

traced back to a letter sent the 21st January 1895 by Louis Casabona […] to Ar-

cangelo Ghisleri in Cremona: the letter dates back approximately forty years before

the date indicated by GRADIT, Zingarelli and GDLI.

5. comparison between the two data sets and concluding remarks

The most notable result obtained from the analysis of KCs in English and Italian
linguistics RA Introductions is that while Anglo-American scholars are inclined to
present their main KCs in the Introduction and to do so in a rather direct, assertive
tone, Italian linguists prefer not to anticipate KCs and, if they introduce them, writ-
ers tend to problematize issues and to adopt hedging devices. Due to the pilot na-
ture of this study, no definitive interpretations of this result can be provided. One
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hypothesis to be verified in further research is that Italian linguists perceive the ac-
tivity of putting forward claims in the Introduction as a marked choice that needs to
be mitigated so as not to seem stylistically and pragmatically inadequate. 

The findings also raise some questions on the actual comparability of linguistics
RA Introductions in English and Italian and the sampling technique. In this study,
I assumed that the opening sections of RAs in English and Italian were equivalent
texts and I did not distinguish between introductory sections explicitly titled “Intro-
duction” and those with topic titles or no title. It is therefore possible that the texts
that I collected are not exactly the same type of 'object' despite occupying the open-
ing position in linguistics RAs in both languages. It would therefore be interesting
to further investigate linguistics introductory sections in English and Italian from a
genre analysis perspective to verify whether significant divergent features can be
found other than KCs. A stratified ad hoc sampling technique (Moreno 2008) in
place of a random collection of texts would help in the attempt at describing other
distinguishing features, as subcorpora could be built consisting of articles with the
same superstructure (e.g. articles conforming to the Introduction-Procedure-Discus-
sion configuration vs articles in which topic section titles are used). It should be
pointed out, however, that when comparing languages that have unequal chances of
being employed for the same purposes, it may be difficult to collect maximally com-
parable corpora consisting of a large number of texts so as to provide statistically
significant results. The scarcity of maximally comparable texts, however, would be
itself an interesting datum to examine, especially considering the current globalized
context of knowledge construction and dissemination in which peripheral forms of
knowledge risk being eroded by dominant epistemologies (Ammon 2001). 

Finally, the issue of the interference of “confounding factors” (Moreno 2008) that
may affect results, such as the superstructure of RAs, may also be addressed by
using ethnographic methods such as interviews with Italian linguists. There are as-
pects that potentially affect the written output of academics and that may be diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to control through sampling. Among these are variables such
as age, writing expertise, international writing habits (e.g. whether the writer uses
English, how often and in association with what genres). Using interviews, it would
be possible to investigate the relationship between the formulation of KCs and indi-
vidual factors that potentially influence the output of scholars even if they belong to
the same writing culture.
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Appendix. research articles in the corpus

A.1. Anglo-American subcorpus

[L1] Janke V. 2008. Control without a subject. Lingua 118/1: 82-118.

[L2] Tomalin M. 2007. Reconsidering recursion in syntactic theory. Lingua 117/10: 1784-
1800.

[L3] Wallage P. 2008. Jespersen’s cycle in Middle English: parametric variation and
grammatical competition. Lingua 118/5: 643-674.

[SL1] Aranovic R. 2007. Optimizing verbal agreement in Mordvin. Studia Linguistica

61/3: 185-211.

[SL2] Hall T.A. 2006. English syllabification as the interaction of markedness con-
straints. Studia Linguistica 60/1: 1-33.

[SL3] Holmberg A. 2007. Null subjects and polarity focus. Studia Linguistica 61/3: 212-
236.

[JL1] Arnold D. 2007. Non-restrictive relatives are not orphans. Journal of Linguistics

43/2: 271-309.

[JL2] Baerman M. 2007. Morphological reversals. Journal of Linguistics 43/1: 33-61.

[JL3] Samvelian P. 2007. A (phrasal) affix analysis of the Persian Ezafe. Journal of Lin-

guistics 43/3: 605-645.
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1. introduction

Since his 2007 presidential election campaign, Barack Obama has proved to be

the creator of a ‘grassroots’ movement, which has politically won him American pop-

ulist support. Olive (2008: 6) clearly articulates this aspect: “Enough Americans

were hungry for a new vision of America that on its strength alone Obama built the

biggest grassroots political movement in U.S. history in 2007-08.” Indeed, Obama

has been trying to channel a similar kind of politics into the Muslim world. This has

been partially achieved by a number of rhetorical devices. Olster (2009: 1) explains

that “Obama impressed Muslims with his humility and respect and they were

thrilled by his citing of Quranic verses.” 

In his speech in Cairo University on 4 June 2009, Obama was particularly con-

cerned with staging a new reconciliatory discourse that could pluralize both the US

and worldwide Muslims after his predecessor George W. Bush Jr., whose tenure was

The PlurAlisT ConTexT Model in
obAMA’s CAiro sPeeCh: A rheToriCAl

seMioTiC-CogniTive APProACh

Amir H. Y. Salama

Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to excavate the subjective Context Model that President Barack

Obama has semiotically drawn upon in his Cairo speech on 4 June 2009. Towards this

end, I employ a theoretical and methodical triadic model: 1) van Dijk’s (2008, 2009a,

2009b) socio-cognitive approach, 2) the semiotic approach developed by Ferdinand de

Saussure (1916/1983) and Charles Peirce (1931-1958), and 3) the rhetorical principle of

“amplification” (Weaver 1971; Perelman 1982). In the present study, this composite ap-

proach operates at the level of discourse and text meaning, where I investigate the

macropropositional content of the speech and its bearings on the pragmatic (political

and religious) significations of linguistic signs in the speech (e.g. ISRAELIS, PALES-

TINIANS, MUSLIMS, KORAN); and the rhetorical effect of these linguistic signs as re-

alized in the thematic amplification of certain topics, which are addressed by Obama in

the same speech. There are three main findings in this study. First, both the global and

local meanings associated with the linguistic signs and sign-complexes, used by Obama

in the Cairo speech, are motivated and controlled by a Pluralist Context Model that

brings together the US and Islam. Second, the semiotic structure of Obama’s Cairo

speech is rhetorically oriented towards amplifying topics that pluralize both Americans

and Muslims worldwide. Third, there is great potential for developing an integrated

rhetorical semiotic-cognitive approach that offers new insights in analysing political dis-

course.
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characterized by a political conflict between the two forces and thus perpetuated a

long history of tension between the two worlds of Islam and the West.   

The present study addresses the following overarching question: What is the

subjective Context Model that Obama has semiotically drawn upon in his Cairo

speech on 4 June 2009? The answer to this question can be an important clue to the

subjective mental representations that pragmatically control the semiosis – “the ac-

tion of signs, the activities of representing or interpreting” (Lidov 1999: 15) – and

that rhetorically forge persuasiveness in Obama’s Cairo speech. The semiosis in the

speech can be analysed by synergizing the semiotic approach towards the linguistic

sign (Saussure 1916/1983; Peirce 1931-1958) and the socio-cognitive approach,

which has been introduced and developed in discourse studies by van Dijk since

1984 (van Dijk 1984, 1987, 1991, 1993, 1995, 1998, 2005, 2007, 2008, 2009a, 2009b).

Apropos persuasiveness, it can be detected by incorporating the rhetorical principle

of “amplification” as part of the foregoing synergetic approach, where linguistic

signs are emphatically and prominently contextualized in the macropropositional

content of the whole speech (see Subsection 2.2 below).  

Indeed, Windt (1990) has paid special attention to the political rhetoric of the

presidents of the United States, particularly insofar as the interface between politi-

cal thought and political action is concerned: “Political rhetoric creates the arena of

political reality within which political thought and action take place. Among the

politicians who seek to erect this linguistic colosseum, none is more powerful than

the president of the United States” (Windt 1990: 1). One can gather from Windt’s

argument that both political cognitions and political actions are the outcome of po-

litical rhetoric. It is thus the persuasive element that mobilizes political discourse

towards the achievement of certain political goals; a point that will shortly be han-

dled in Subsection 2.3 below.   

Here is the overall structure of the paper.  First, in Section 2, I set out the theo-

retical framework used in this study in terms of three strands: a) arguing for the

possibility of integrating semiotic and cognitive approaches (Subsection 2.1), b) ex-

pounding on the macropropositional content that contextualizes the pragmatic signi-

fications of linguistic signs (i.e. words) in text (Subsection 2.2), and c) elaborating on

the rhetorical principle of “amplification” as an essential part of the semiotic-cogni-

tive approach in this study (Subsection 2.3). Second, in Section 3, I sketch out the

research methodology with a focus on the research data and the procedure corre-

sponding to the theoretical framework. Third, in Section 4, I conduct the analysis of

the data. Finally, in Section 5, I conclude by summarizing the main findings in the

study and future research.                        

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Towards a semiotic-cognitive approach

“Language,” writes Saussure (1916/1983: 15), “is a system of signs that express

ideas.” Saussure, being one of the founding fathers of semiotics, conceived of a sci-

ence which he termed “semiology”; it “studies the role of signs as part of social life”
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and it “would investigate the nature of signs and laws governing them” (ibid.; ital-

ics in original). This form of structuralist semiotics, where the social dimension of

the sign is discarded or at best marginalized, has been implicitly critiqued in criti-

cal linguistics: “an enquiry into the relations between signs, meanings and the so-

cial and historical conditions which govern the semiotic structure of discourse”

(Fowler 1991: 5). In this sense, given the Saussurean (ibid.) assumption that lin-

guistic signs “are not abstractions”, they can be critically examined in text by pin-

ning down their social and historical conditions, which have partially constituted

the common sense of these signs via the “habitualization [and officialization] of

meaning” (Fowler 1996a: 46).

However, it should be mentioned that here I deliberately avoid Saussure’s well-

known dyadic model of the sign as a combination of the “signifier” and the “signi-

fied”, not least because this model reduces the signifier-signified relation to being a

mere arbitrary bond. This necessitates the study of how the semiotic structure of

discourse is governed; and it is possible at this point to entertain Voloshinov’s (1973:

9) generalization that “[e]verything ideological possesses semiotic value.” 

Linguistic signs (i.e. words) can be ideologically predicated on fixed political and/or

religious meanings in discourse. Also, they are used (and perhaps made) to tell some

aspect of truth and thus hide another. The Italian semiotician Umberto Eco has been

preoccupied with the interrelation between signs and truth. This is clear from Eco’s

(1976: 7) definition of sign: “A sign is everything which can be taken as significantly

substituting for something else. This something else does not necessarily have to exist

or to actually be somewhere at the moment in which a sign stands for it.” As such, the

nature of signs is highly subjective, in that they are readily open to multiple interpre-

tations that are made by different discourse communities. 

Here I am particularly interested in the different readings coming out of dis-

course practice, which refers to “the activity of reading a text, and making a coher-

ent understanding of it in line with the context (for example, reading purpose, spa-

tial location, background knowledge, the nature of the participants)” (O’Halloran

2003: 10). In fact, a semiotic perspective towards the symbolic nature of words could

reveal the underlying pragmatic significations carried over by the lexis associated

with a discourse practice as defined above. “Semiotics”, Carravetta (1998: 24) main-

tains, “studies all cultural processes as processes of communication.” Therefore, ac-

cording to him (ibid.), “each of these processes would seem to be permitted by an un-

derlying system of signification.”

In the present semiotic-cognitive model of word meanings, such an underlying

system of signification is pragmatic in the Peircean (1931-1958) sense of “semiotics”:

how (and not what) signs (and certainly words) mean to the perception of the inter-

preter:

A sign … [in the form of representamen] is something which stands to some-

body for something in some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is,

creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more devel-

oped sign. That sign which it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign. The

sign stands for something, its object. It stands for that object, not in all respects,
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but in reference to a sort of idea, which I have sometimes called the ground of the

representamen (Peirce 1938-58, 2.228, cited in Chandler 2007: 29).

One useful study that applies Peirce’s triadic model of the sign is offered by

Bazzi (2009). In this study, she explains how the political sign of “Hezbollah” is sub-

ject to different interpretations across the opposing discursive representations of the

Arab-Israeli conflict in the news. Bazzi illustrates the semiotic activity of “Hezbol-

lah”, using the semiotic triangle based on Peirce’s model: a) the Representamen is

the word-form “Hezbollah”, b) the Interpretant (or sense) is “freedom fighters vs.

terrorists”, and c) the Object (or referent) is “legitimate organization vs. militant

group” (Bazzi 2009: 19f). Based on this analysis, Bazzi (ibid.: 20) has reached the

conclusion that “Peirce’s representation of the action of the sign is fundamental to

our understanding of the subjective and cognitive dimensions of context, since the

political sign can only make sense and be relevant when it is shared between the

sign producer and the interpreter of the sign.” 

In this way, the activity of the linguistic sign – be it political, religious, or other-

wise – is part and parcel of what van Dijk terms “Pragmatic Context Models”: “spe-

cific mental models of subjective representations (definitions) of the relevant proper-

ties of communicative situations, controlling discourse processing and adapting

discourse to the social environment so that it is situationally appropriate” (van Dijk

2009b: 65). These (semantic) mental models are in turn defined by van Dijk (ibid.)

as “the subjective representations of the events and situations observed, partici-

pated in or referred to by discourse.”  At the socio-cognitive level, the representa-

men-interpretant activity of the sign can trigger desired or undesired conceptual im-

ages that bear relevance to the communicative situation as well as to the discourse

participants. A good example is the word ‘democracy’ as a political sign. “The mean-

ing of the word democracy,” Chilton (2004: 48) argues, “is not waiting to be discov-

ered in some objective realm; it is in the mind, or rather the interacting minds, of

people in particular times and places.”

However, it would be more analytically revealing if a linguistic sign (e.g. the

word democracy) is investigated in its contexts (i.e. respectively, at discourse and

text levels). This is what can be collectively termed as the contextualization of lin-

guistic signs (see Subsection 2.2). Also, it would be equally analytically revealing if

the rhetorical dimension of the contextualizing linguistic signs has been incorpo-

rated as part of the semiotic structure of political discourse (see Subsection 2.3).   

2.2. Macropropositions and signification: contextualizing linguistic signs   

From a semiotic perspective, words, viewed as linguistic signs, have two comple-

mentary aspects: ‘value’ and ‘signification’ (Hodge & Kress 1988: 16-18). According to

Hodge & Kress (1988: 16), whilst the aspect of ‘value’ refers to a place in the language

structure, whose natural environment is text as the material product of discourse,

‘signification’ amounts to “a relation of reference, existing outside language.” It can be

said, then, that the aspect of linguistic-sign ‘signification’ goes beyond the textual to-

wards the discursive (see the distinction between discourse and text below).  

Thus, a linguistic sign has significations which are pragmatic in nature, born out
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of different discourse practices; in this way, one and the same linguistic sign (say,

the word Islam) may well derive different significations from opposing discourses

(e.g. anti- and pro-Islamic). It is those different significations of the linguistic sign

that contribute to the reader being “discursively equipped, prior to the encounter

with the text” (Fowler 1996b: 7). Hence the emergence of what O’Halloran (2003:

20) describes as “text bias”: “a form of semantic-syntactic manipulation which only

has the potential to manipulate at the discourse (I) level.”1

The contextualization of linguistic signs (or words), I argue, can be systemati-

cally achieved by virtue of the potential correspondence between signification and

macropropositions. Such a contextualization aspect can be a significant clue to the

pragmatic significations underlying the linguistic signs used in political discourse

and its material instantiations of texts. This necessitates a distinction between dis-

course and text:

Discourse is not a product; it is a process. To analyse it we need to look at both

the text itself and the interaction and context that the text is embedded in. A text

is part of the process of discourse and it is pointless to study it in isolation. It is

the product of a meaning-producer (encoder) and a resource for a meaning-inter-

preter (decoder) (Talbot 2007: 10).

As mentioned earlier in Subsection 2.2, unlike the aspect of linguistic-sign value,

the aspect of signification lies outside language structure, or text as a material prod-

uct; rather, it is discursive in nature. Thus, given the above-mentioned distinction be-

tween discourse and text, signification can cognitively operate as a specific mental

model of subjective representations that underlies the value-aspect of the linguistic

sign and that renders the text (or parts of it) biased. That is, signification can be an

essential part of a pragmatic Context Model that controls discourse processing and

adapts discourse to the social environment towards the (rhetorical) fulfilment of an

overall communicative purpose (see van Dijk 2009b: 65 in Subsection 2.1). 

However, the fulfilment of a communicative purpose entails coherence, or what

de Beaugrande & Dressler (1981: 4) describe as “continuity of senses”, whereby “the

configuration of CONCEPTS and RELATIONS which underlie the surface text” are

“mutually accessible and relevant.” Should the cognitive construct of coherence fail

to obtain, a text will cease to be a sensically continuous communicative event. It

seems then that the notion of coherence is not strictly textual; rather, it is the result

of representations in the minds of text recipients. There must be a cognitive basis

for such mental representations.

Van Dijk (1980: 200) demonstrates that “the local analysis of discourse and ac-

tion” (i.e. “microstructures”) is not enough “without an additional account of global

organizational principles of sequences of sentences and actions.” Towards this end,

1 In another position of this publication, O’Halloran (2003: 12) distinguishes two kinds
of discourse. Discourse (1) refers to “the coherent understanding the reader makes from a
text”; this kind of discourse includes “how the values of the reader, the reading context and
so on affect the reading of the text in the production of coherence.” Discourse (2), according
to O’Halloran (2003), is the Foucauldian version of discourse, which refers to “the way in
which knowledge is organised, talked about and acted upon in different institutions.”



van Dijk (1980: 201) offers a cognitive analysis of “macrostructures”, drawing upon

what he terms “the cognitive sets of a language user or participant”, viz. “knowledge

and beliefs”, “wants, wishes, preferences, interests, tasks, purposes, attitudes, val-

ues, and norms.” Van Dijk (ibid.: 201) reached an important conclusion: “it is plausi-

ble to assume that if a language user has specific interests or tasks, the information

of topics during comprehension of discourse may be different from that of other indi-

viduals with a different cognitive set.” Actually, throughout the different publica-

tions by van Dijk, there has always been a systematic correlation between the “se-

mantic macrostructures” of global discourse meanings and the microstructures of

local text meanings (van Dijk 1977, 1980, 1995, 2009b; van Dijk & Kintsch 1983). 

The present study attends to the same systematic correlation, where there is a

shift from the (semantic) macrostructure of “macropropositions” to the significations

of linguistic signs used in text. The former aspect is concerned with “what discourses

are (globally) about; they are mostly intentional and consciously controlled by the

speaker; they embody the (subjectively) most important information of a discourse,

express the overall ‘content’ of mental models of events” (van Dijk 2009b: 68). Thus

the socio-cognitive model of “macropropositions”, which has been detailed in van Dijk

& Kintsch (1983), conveniently opens up the analytic possibility of all textual propo-

sitions being potentially distilled into one macroproposition. As such, at least in the-

ory, macropropositions – in their capacity as discourse macrostructures – can act as

a socio-cognitive environment wherein the religious or political significations of a lin-

guistic sign are embedded as “global meanings that are consciously controlled by the

speaker [as well as the audience]”; and further are constituted as part of the subjec-

tively prominent information of a discourse in a way that expresses “the overall ‘con-

tent’ of mental models of [discourse] events” (van Dijk 2009b: 68). 

However, such “mental models of events” cannot be secured without the persua-

sive dimension of discourse, which is negotiated between text producers and their

audiences. Hence, the rhetorical aspect cannot be dismissed as irrelevant in the

present theoretical framework. This aspect is the focus of Subsection 2.3 below.

2.3. The rhetoric of amplification    

Rhetoric, in Aristotle’s classic definition, is “an ability to observe in each case the

possible means of persuasion” (Ars Rhetorica I.2.1355b 25-26). It is hardly surprising

that the rhetorical and the political are dialectically inseparable. “The notion of rheto-

ric”, Wetherell argues (2001: 17), “comes from ancient studies of political oratory”

after all. However, Wetherell continues to argue, rhetoric has a certain “modern reso-

nance”, suggesting that “discourse is often functional” (Potter & Wetherell 1987,

cited in Wetherell 2001: 17, emphasis in original). This may lead us into the service-

able concept of “rhetorical discourse”, probably first introduced by Bitzer (1999: 217),

where the pragmatics of the rhetorical situation renders discourse argumentative in

essence, with the express purpose of persuading or dissuading an Other. 

As such, the contextualization of linguistic signs in the semiotic structure of dis-

course, which reflects a Context Model that is appealing to some audience, is part

and parcel of “rhetorical discourse”. This is particularly so should certain topics be
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thematically amplified. Repeating, restating, aggregating and accentuating certain

linguistic signs that are propositionally prominent in a given political discourse

would definitely contribute to what Weaver (1971) refers to as “amplification” in tra-

ditional rhetoric. According to him, rhetoric is “an art of emphasis” (Weaver 1971:

173). Nevertheless, the fact remains that emphasis could itself be a means of per-

suasion. Also, Jasinski (2001) argues that the rhetorical principle of “amplification”

generally denotes “the various linguistic and discursive devices such as repetition,

restatement, aggregation […]” (Perelman 1982, cited in Jasinski 2001: 12).

The present rhetorical dimension of amplification should, then, be an ideological

component of political discourse; it is pervasive in the emphatic language that is

controlled by a Context Model that is based on the political cognition of the text pro-

ducer, who peculiarly holds his or her own political beliefs and histories. Speaking

of politicians in general, and presidents in particular, Windt (1990: 4) argues that

they “define issues within the context of their political beliefs, traditions, circum-

stances, past, history, and political affiliations.” However, it should be noted that an

essential part of this ideological context is the text producer’s knowledge of the au-

dience’s political cognitions, which do shape the ideal Context Model, and thus moti-

vate the semiotic structure – lexical, syntactic, or pragmatic – of political discourse.

This may explain why certain linguistic signs are more thematically prominent than

many absent others in one text. 

3. Methodology

3.1. Data

In this study, the data I use for my analysis is the web-based script of Obama’s

speech which was delivered in Cairo University on 4 June 2009. The speech can be

found online: http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2009/jun/04/barack-obama-keynote-

speech-egypt. 

The rationale for selecting this particular speech is twofold. First, there is a

unique compatibility between the subject matter of the speech and the geopolitical

context in which it was delivered (see Section 4). The speech addresses the possibil-

ity of a new beginning between the US and Muslims around the world; it was delib-

erately delivered in Egypt as an Arab Muslim-majority country which has been his-

torically recognized as the heart of the Arab-Muslim world, and furthermore has

long had a political role in most of the Arab-Muslim states. Second, Obama’s Cairo

speech has achieved a high degree of what Teubert (2007: 80) calls “textual rele-

vance”, i.e. the speech has left a good deal of traces in the subsequent texts in inter-

national and Arab media discourse.   

3.2. Procedure: macropropositional analysis

The methodological procedure followed in this study corresponds neatly with the

theoretical framework proposed in Section 2. I analyse the macrostructure of

Obama’s Cairo speech. I shall set out with the specification of the macropropositions



(i.e. major themes and topics) that constitute the discourse global meanings of

Obama’s speech. Thereafter, I shall analyse the designated macropropositions of the

speech and their discursive role in the contextualization of the relevant linguistic

signs, and their rhetoric of amplification, as used by Obama in his Cairo speech.

This can contribute to revealing the religious and/or political significations of such

linguistic signs in the speech, as well as their potential rhetorical effect on the ad-

dressees, be they Muslims or non-Muslims. 

4. Analysis 

Following the discourse-analytic tradition of van Dijk, I shall begin by analysing

the semantic macrostructures of Obama’s Cairo speech as reflected in the macro-

propositional content of the speech. Indeed, this analysis has a close bearing on the

political and religious significations of Obama’s use of certain frequent linguistic

signs and their amplified rhetorical effect. This should take us back to the potential

correlation between the significations of linguistic sign (its referential meaning(s)

outside text) on the one hand and van Dijk’s (1983, 1995, 2009b) conception of

“macropropositions” (see Subsection 2.2) as well as Weaver’s (1971) and Perelman’s

(1982) rhetorical principle of “amplification” (see Subsection 2.3) on the other. 

Obama’s Cairo speech can be said to revolve around six macropropositions

whereby we can explain the significations of linguistic signs or the historical, politi-

cal and religious meanings that are encoded into some of these linguistic signs, but

are beyond the textual boundaries of the speech: 

M1: Obama expressing respect for the city of Cairo and the two institutions of

Al-Azhar and Cairo University in Egypt.

M2: There is a present tension between the United States and Muslims, with

historical forces.  

M3: Obama seeking, and explaining how to stage, a new beginning between

the United States and Muslims around the world.

M4: Islam and America are inseparable.  

M5: There are (seven) issues that human beings have to confront.

M6: Obama inviting Muslims and non-Muslims to find a human common

ground.

The first macroproposition is a summation of the opening paragraph in the

speech, where Obama shows reverence to the city of Cairo and the two institutions

of Al-Azhar and Cairo University in Egypt. That is to say, Obama explicitly marks

out the socio-spatial context of his speech, with a particular semiotic focus on the

global geopolitical context of the country of Egypt and the city of Cairo as well as

the local academic context of the Islamic institution of Al-Azhar and the secular

University of Cairo. This can be diagrammatically shown in Figure 1 below:
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Figure 1. The socio-spatial context of Obama’s Cairo speech 

Here, as a rhetorical means of persuading his immediate audience, i.e. Egyp-

tians, Obama amplifies certain historical significations that have long been encoded

into the linguistic signs of CAIRO UNIVERSITY, AL-AZHAR, and EGYPT. Taken

together, the socio-political significations of CAIRO UNIVERSITY and EGYPT are

especially relevant to the major theme of Obama’s Cairo speech. Cairo University

has been regarded as an intellectual secular force in the politically radical change of

Egypt from a monarchy to a republican state since the revolution of May 1952. It

was then that the University of Cairo was exploited as an “Ideological State Appa-

ratus” (Althusser 1971) via which the socialist ideology was promulgated in the

Egyptian society by the Nasserite military regime. Furthermore, the sign EGYPT is

associated with certain mythical meanings that have arisen out of the Nasserite na-

tionalistic discourse, where Egypt has always been represented as the “heart of the

Arab world”, the “elder sister of all Arab countries”, and so forth. Thus, the signifi-

cation of this sign coheres with the core theme of Obama’s Cairo speech, that is,

seeking a new beginning between the United States and Muslims around the world

(as stated in M3 above). 

Also, the sign CAIRO UNIVERSITY has its own institutional significations,

which Obama was probably aware of at the time he delivered his speech. By taking

place in Cairo University, the speech has an institutional legitimacy and authority.

As typical of Oriental-Arab culture, the University has had a prestigious social posi-

tion as the natural habitat of the academic think tank in society. After all, this aca-

demic setting presents Obama as if he were an expert University Professor who

teaches a far less sophisticated audience of students, who should in turn take his

lecture-like message in absolute confidence without contesting such a quasi-acade-

mic source of information. AL-AZHAR has also its own special religious significa-

tions as the oldest Islamic institution of Arabic literature and Sunni Islamic learn-

ing in the world; it has symbolic meanings of teaching and learning Islamic law or
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Shari’ah. Thus, speaking of educational practice, Al-Azhar and Cairo University

represent the religious and the secular, respectively. This kind of juxtaposition is

controlled by a Pluralist Context Model that would appeal to both Islamists and sec-

ularists inside (and probably outside) contemporary Egypt. 

Paragraphs 2, 3 and 4 are summarized into M2: there is a present tension be-

tween the United States and Muslims, with historical forces. This is the part where

Obama faced one historical tension head-on. Socio-politically sensitive issues have

been raised and clashing significations have been stirred up. Obama starts from the

present US-Muslim tension, which goes back in history to a macrocosmic politico-re-

ligious conflict between the West and Islam. And, with the US imposing involve-

ment, this conflict has been made more complex. “Relations”, Saikal (2000: 164)

wrote, “between the Muslim world and the Christian West, led by the United

States, are complex and multidimensional.” Probably, this has led Obama to bring

in his speech the sign-complex SEPTEMBER 11 2001; the sign has had spatio-tem-

poral significations of a time of hatred between the US and Islam – two ideologically

opposed worlds on religious and political grounds. For example, there are the Chris-

tian world vs. the Muslim world and the largely pro-Israel world vs. the vehemently

anti-Israel world. Upon this dichotomy, a chain of connotations were explicitized by

Obama in the form of evaluative signs: “HATRED rather than PEACE … CON-

FLICT rather than the CO-OPERATION that can help …” (Paragraph 4; my em-

phasis). At this point, Obama just diagnosed the present US-Muslim tension –

again, by persuasively amplifying its relevance to the present-moment crisis holding

between the two parties – and traced its historical roots, without setting any pre-

scription for reforms. The latter aspect is the essence of M3: Obama seeking, and ex-

plaining how to stage, a new beginning between the United States and Muslims

around the world.

Paragraphs 5-8 are distilled into M3 in a way that reflects Obama’s conscious

rhetoric of emphasizing the importance of pluralism, which is based on a reconcilia-

tory discourse. Not only does Obama “seek a new beginning between the United

States and Muslims around the world”, but he also offers a rather skeletal frame-

work for achieving this goal. Indeed, the peak of Obama’s reconciliatory discourse is

captured in the categorical statement “America and Islam are not exclusive” (Para-

graph 5), wherein the binary-opposite significations holding between AMERICA and

ISLAM are explicitly negated or, more accurately, mystified. The conscious rhetoric

of pluralism is even more emphatic in Obama’s construction of his own personal

narrative: “I am a Christian, but my father came from a Kenyan family that in-

cludes generations of Muslims” (Paragraph 7). Here, it is a religious kind of plural-

ism; the two signs CHRISTIAN and MUSLIMS have a signification of religious co-

existence, which is an essential part of M3: “the how of staging a new beginning

between the [Christian] US and the Muslims around the world.” 

One important semiotic feature that has emerged out of the Pluralist Context

Model of Obama’s Cairo speech is the explicit intertextual reference to the Holy

Book of Muslims (the Koran): “As the Holy Koran tells us: ‘Be conscious of God and

speak always the truth’. That I will try to do – to speak the truth as best I can […]”
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(Paragraph 6). This should be viewed as a continuation of religious pluralism: it is

the Christian voice of Obama that identifies with the Islamic voice of the monotheis-

tic God (Allah) by (both) sharing the same propositional content “to tell the truth”.

Thus, viewed as a linguistic sign, the word TRUTH has a mixed Christian-Islamic

signification, which coheres back to the same kind of religious signification of co-ex-

istence rhetorically emphasized by CHRISTIAN and MUSLIMS. Moreover, proceed-

ing with M3, Obama resorts to the discursive strategy of raising the pathos of his

predominantly Muslim audience by falling back on the glorious history – Obama

being a history student himself – of Islam and Muslim communities:

Extract 1:

As a student of history, I also know civilization’s debt to Islam. It was Islam – at

places like al-Azhar University – that carried the light of learning through so

many centuries, paving the way for Europe’s Renaissance and Enlightenment. It

was innovation in Muslim communities that developed the order of algebra; our

magnetic compass and tools of navigation; our mastery of pens and printing; our

understanding of how disease spreads and how it can be healed (Paragraph 8). 

As the quote above shows, Obama sets up his reconciliatory discourse by draw-

ing on new significations of the signs ISLAM and MUSLIM, viz. historical significa-

tions, at some point in this history of ancient Islamic civilization, when science and

knowledge had been imported into the then-underdeveloped Europe. Notably, these

historical significations strongly suggest the presence of opposite significations of

the same linguistic signs ISLAM and MUSLIM at the time of Obama uttering such

signs: now Europe (and the US) is scientifically and epistemologically far more de-

veloped than current Muslim communities. As such, these present and absent signi-

fications hark back to M3, where it is of historical necessity for both the US and

world Muslims to seek a new beginning towards a pluralistic atmosphere. 

Paragraphs 9-17 can be summated into M4: Islam and America are inseparable.

The overall macropropositional content of these paragraphs may best be described

as a meticulously elaborated conclusion of M3: Obama seeking, and explaining how

to stage, a new beginning between the United States and Muslims around the

world. It is at this point of the speech that Obama constructs himself as a go-be-

tween for the US and Muslims worldwide. Again, Obama keeps reiterating histori-

cal significations that have been reconstructed throughout narratives; this can be

clear in Obama’s statement “Islam has always been a part of America’s story” (Para-

graph 9). Interestingly, here the signification of ISLAM historically shades into that

of AMERICA, which is a good example of the rhetorical amplification of the poten-

tially harmonious unity between Muslims and Americans. This has been instanti-

ated in the sign-complex MUSLIM-AMERICAN: “And when the first Muslim-Amer-

ican was recently elected to Congress, he took the oath to defend our constitution”

(Paragraph 9). Strikingly, the political signification of this sign-complex is derived

from the propositional content of ‘X being elected to the American Congress’, where

the identity of X is an amalgam of Islam and America. This fits well in the content

of M4, which emphasizes the inseparability of Islam and America.  
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Much the same political signification has been subtly assigned to the sign-com-

plex BARACK HUSSEIN OBAMA on the rhetorical grounds of emphatically ex-

plaining Obama’s diverse ethnicity. Obama has consciously referred to his name,

“an African-American with the name Barack Hussein Obama could be elected presi-

dent” (Paragraph 12), with a view to persuading his ethnically diverse audiences of

his pluralistic message. Let us capture the signification of this sign-complex by sub-

jecting it to the Peircean triadic model discussed earlier (Subsection 2.1) and see

how far it is contextualized in M4: 

Figure 2. The semiotic triangle of the sign-complex BARACK HUSSEIN OBAMA in

Obama’s Cairo speech

The semiotic model applied to the sign-complex BARACK HUSSEIN OBAMA

above may help us enter the mind of both Obama and his predominantly Muslim

audience in Cairo. The signification of this sign-complex rests on three elements.

First, ‘the representamen’ as the form of the sign as encountered in the text, that

is, the name uttered by Obama in his speech. Second, the ‘interpretant’ or what

Obama wants his audience to understand, and thus, what is lying there in his (po-

litical) mind at the time of uttering the ‘representamen’; this is obviously the in-

terpretation of the sign (BARACK HUSSEIN OBAMA) as being an American-Arab

name. It is at this level of the interpretant of the sign that Obama draws on one

important cognitive set of his audience: the background knowledge that Hussein is

an Arab Islamic name; Hussein is the name of one of the grandchildren of the

Muslims’ Prophet (Muhammad). Thus, the middle name of Obama, Hussein, is

consciously mentioned in his speech, so that certain Arab-Islamic (desired) images

may be triggered. Third, the ‘object’ is the referent that the name Barack Hussein

Obama stands for; that is, bringing together the typically American name Barack

Obama and the typically Arab-Islamic name Hussein in a way that enhances the

co-existence of Muslims and Americans. Hence the inseparability of Islam and

America, or M4.  

It should be repeated here that this signification of the sign-complex (BARACK

HUSSEIN OBAMA) is motivated and determined by the Pluralist Context Model

that Obama has been trying to convey to his audience all through his Cairo speech.

Note, also, how Obama has rhetorically amplified this personal issue of his diversely
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ethnic background for the sake of achieving the political action of bringing together

ethnically heterogeneous addressees.

It is the same Pluralist Context Model of Obama’s speech that drives him to

mention the important religious signs of MOSQUE, MOSQUES and HIJAB (Para-

graph 13). Here, the partial reiteration of MOSQUE serves the rhetorical purpose of

emphasizing Obama’s familiarity with Islamic culture. Indeed, so cognitively en-

trenched in the mind of Muslims are these signs that they have become more or less

iconic representations; that is, in the eyes of Muslims these signs – be they semioti-

cally written, spoken or viewed – are inherently Islamic. By mentioning them,

Obama does politically capitalize on their strongly positive iconic significations out-

side his speech; he is aware of their sacred mental representations in the minds of

Muslims; so influential is their cognitive impact on a Muslim audience that it

should bring Obama closer to the hearts and minds of the members of this audience,

especially in a pluralist context of this sort. Within such a context, Obama has cate-

gorically stated: “So let there be no doubt: Islam is part of America” (Paragraph 14).

There is yet another sign-complex mentioned by Obama, viz. OUR COMMON HU-

MANITY (Paragraph 15). The ultimate signification of this sign-complex can be said

to be inclusiveness, which unifies Muslims and Americans against “the shared chal-

lenges” they together face. 

Furthermore, Obama has exploited the diverse significations of the sign-com-

plexes FINANCIAL SYSTEM, NEW FLU and NUCLEAR WEAPON and their re-

spective economic, medical and military discourses: 

Extract 2:

For we have learned from recent experience that when a financial system weak-

ens in one country, prosperity is hurt everywhere. When a new flu infects one

human being, all are at risk. When one nation pursues a nuclear weapon, the

risk of nuclear attack rises for all nations (Paragraph 16; my emphasis).

Diverse as these sign-complex significations are, they seem to bear one and the

same discourse function of what I can call the pluralistic inclusiveness of the world

(part of which are Muslims and Americans). This discourse function has been

rhetorically enabled by the grammatical parallelism pervading extract 2 above:

‘When x happens, y happens’. The grammatical parallelism is packaged in a deter-

ministic sequential order, which is based on the hypotactic clause-complex struc-

ture: one clause (dependent clause) is logically dependent on the other (independent

clause). Such a grammatical structure persuasively appeals to Obama’s emphatic

meanings of unity and wholeness as opposed to fragmentation and partisanship.

Note also that Obama expresses an eternal universal truth in the simple-present

tense of both dependent and independent clauses. Remember that the same Plural-

ist Context Model motivates Obama’s grammar-based consequential deterministic

view that the world is one and can never be divided into parts, even in the presence

of different religions, ethnicities or tongues. 

The most exhaustive and complex macroproposition is M5: there are (seven) is-

sues that human beings have to confront. It ranges over 50 paragraphs (Paragraphs
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18-68). At this point, the most important linguistic sign is ISSUES. It has a seman-

tically generic nature. Nouns of this sort are subsumed under the category of ‘gen-

eral nouns’ which have “generalized reference within the major nouns classes, those

such as ‘human noun’, ‘place nouns’, ‘fact nouns’ and the like” (Halliday & Hasan

1976: 274). Here, the noun ISSUES is a “fact noun” that has a generalized cat-

aphoric (i.e. forward) reference to all the issues specified by Obama across the fol-

lowing relevant paragraphs. Also, importantly, this noun has what Halliday &

Hasan (1976: 276) argue to be an “interpersonal function”, viz. reflecting the

speaker’s attitude of ‘familiarity’ towards certain topics. This is true of Obama’s use

of the linguistic sign ISSUES, which suggests his familiarity with – if not certainty

about – the kind of issues he addresses in his speech. According to M5, he commits

humans to confronting seven issues that are relevant to the Context Model he con-

sciously wants to convey. Also, as will shortly be demonstrated, these ISSUES

should be semantically oriented towards certain event models; or events and situa-

tions that Obama has discursively observed and referred to based on a Pluralist

Context Model.

As such, I shall restrict my analysis to the significations of the “issues” referred

to by Obama and their contextualization into the macropropositional content of M5.

One interesting observation here is that Obama arranges these issues in terms of

their thematic significance within his proposed semantic event model, which is in

turn governed by the pragmatic Context Model underlying the Cairo speech –

Obama’s subjective interest in pluralism. Not surprisingly, then, the first issue

raised by Obama is VIOLENT EXTREMISM (Paragraphs 19-28). Obama reckons

this issue to be a major hindrance to the Pluralist Context Model he wishes to put

across to different audience members. One topically relevant statement made by

Obama in this regard is the following: “In Ankara, I made clear that America is not

– and never will be – at war with Islam” (Paragraph 20). The statement is rhetori-

cally amplified as a definitive commitment that Obama makes for the good of both

America and Muslims, bearing in mind the horrible images concomitant with the

linguistic sign WAR. 

Obama’s event model of VIOLENT EXTREMISM is semantically related to three

subtopics, which are instantiated by three linguistic signs: AFGHANISTAN and

PAKISTAN on the one hand (Paragraphs 21-24) and IRAQ on the other (Para-

graphs 25-28). Let us take each in turn. 

The significations of AFGHANISTAN and PAKISTAN are topically inseparable

from those of VIOLENT EXTREMISM in Obama’s speech: “al-Qaida killed nearly

3,000 people on that day” / “al-Qaida chose to ruthlessly murder these people.” Un-

derstandably, the event model triggered here is 9/11 with all its cognitively repul-

sive images. However, since Obama is aware of other competing unfavourable Con-

text Models that morally disapprove of the US military presence in Afghanistan, he

has discursively made what Currie (2007: 29) refers to as “rhetorical prolepsis” (i.e.

pre-empting anticipated objections by articulating them): “Make no mistake: we do

not want to keep our troops in Afghanistan” (Paragraph 22). The rhetorical prolep-

sis reflects Obama’s cognitive anticipation of objections to the current existence of
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US troops in Afghanistan. Perhaps the same discursive strategy of rhetorical prolep-

sis would have been useless had Obama delivered the same speech to, for example,

an Israeli audience who possesses different cognitive sets. Furthermore, such a

rhetorical strategy is based on Obama’s discursive device of stating the unsaid,

which is normally (re-)produced amongst the commons off the political stage. Again,

this is to secure Obama’s persuasiveness as a politician who is quite aware of the

political cognitions of the Other.    

Also, in an attempt to downplay those potentially unfavourable Context Models,

Obama has made an explicit intertextual reference to the Koran: “The Holy Koran

teaches that whoever killed an innocent, it is as if he has killed all mankind; and

whoever saves a person, it is as if he has saved all mankind” (Paragraph 23). The

intertextuality sets apart al-Qaida members, who are reported by Obama to be

“murderers of innocent victims”, from the US troops who (according to him) have

come to Afghanistan and Pakistan as saviours. No doubt, by so doing, Obama at-

tempts to attach new significations to the signs AFGHANISTAN and PAKISTAN:

rather than their being cognitively conceived of as victims of the military atrocities

of American troops, they are constructed as being blessed with the US military pro-

tection against terrorist VIOLENT EXTREMISM. In fact, Obama has secured the

establishment of these new significations of AFGHANISTAN and PAKISTAN by

tempering the negative associations of the American military therein: “We also

know that military power is not going to solve the problems in Afghanistan and

Pakistan” (Paragraph 24). 

Now, let us discuss Obama’s second subtopic IRAQ and its typical event model.

Of course, an essential component of this event model is SADDAM HUSSEIN (Para-

graph 25), whose significations of “tyranny”, “dictatorship”, “mass destruction

weapons”, etc. have served a great deal as an excuse for the current existence of US

troops in Iraq. Another essential component of the present event model is the situa-

tional context of IRAQIS, IRAQ’S SOVEREIGNTY and ELECTED GOVERNMENT

referred to by Obama (Paragraph 26). The significations of these three signs or sign-

complexes are relevant to M5, where the issues to be confronted by human beings

cannot be separated from the moral code of human rights and political independ-

ence. In his speech, Obama has capitalized on these significations in order to create

a rationally undisputed ethos via which all different groups – Muslims, Americans,

or otherwise – would respect and appreciate his public-spirited initiative: a) Amer-

ica should “leave Iraq to Iraqis”, b) “Iraq’s sovereignty is its own”, and c) “we will

honour our agreement with Iraq’s democratically elected government” (Paragraph

26). 

The second issue in M5 broached by Obama is contextually related by a semantic

event model that is predicated on the Middle-East political conflict and instantiated

by three linguistic signs: ISRAELIS, PALESTINIANS and ARAB WORLD (Para-

graphs 29-41). What is crucial about the significations of these signs is that they are

politically sensitive to different group members, e.g. Arab Muslims, Arab Chris-

tians, Americans and Israelis. Controlled by a Pluralist Context Model, Obama’s ac-

count of the (sub)topics related to the Middle-East situation is highly cautious.
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Obama’s point of departure seems to be mischievously offensive to the Arab audi-

ence: “America’s strong bonds with Israel are well known” (Paragraph 30). This may

explain why he has immediately resorted to the pathos-raising narrative about “the

Jewish people” who “were persecuted for centuries,” and the “antisemitism in Eu-

rope” which “culminated in an unprecedented Holocaust” (Paragraph 31). Striking

an ideological balance, Obama has also had recourse to a parallel pathos-raising

narrative: “it is also undeniable that the Palestinian people – Muslims and Chris-

tians – have suffered in pursuit of a homeland” (Paragraph 32). 

It is precisely for the sake of maintaining ideologically balanced representations

of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that Obama gave an account of these historical

narratives. Even the seemingly biased ordering of the two narratives, where the suf-

fering of the Jewish people came first, has been disguised by the chronological order

forced by external historical factors – the inevitable ordering of the two events in

history. Thereafter, Obama has made explicit the historical commonality between

the two peoples (Israelis and Palestinians): “For decades, there has been a stale-

mate: two peoples with legitimate aspirations, each with a painful history that

makes compromise elusive” (Paragraph 33). In fact, such narratives can be said to

be a type of “historical folklore” referred to by Robertson (1995: 73): “Historical folk-

lore can strike a chord in collective memory that will resonate for many genera-

tions.” On a rhetorical level, then, these historical-folklore narratives have helped

Obama achieve one of the important “maxims of moving” tackled by Nash (1989:

50); that is, “empathetic matter”: “If a speaker [in this case, Obama] or writer is to

move an audience [in this case, Israelis and Palestinians], the theme must be capa-

ble of evoking feelings into which the audience can readily enter [in this context, the

respective histories of the two peoples].” 

Interestingly, such a maxim of moving secures the rhetorical principle of “ampli-

fication” par excellence, as it simply restates the political crises of the addressed

peoples in a touching, and probably poignant, manner. This should persuasively

construct an appealing image of Obama as an expert historian who can manage the

present crises however chronic they may seem to be.    

Actually, such a discursive point in the speech evinces the Pluralist Context

Model that has generated Obama’s ideological balance of mentioning relevant

favourable narratives about both Israelis and Palestinians. One of the clearest lin-

guistic instantiations generated by such a Context Model in the speech runs thus:

“That is in Israel’s interest, Palestine’s interest, America’s interest, and the world’s

interest.” 

Continuing with the same ideologically balanced tone, Obama began to propose

the responsibilities that each party to the Arab-Israeli conflict must shoulder: 1)

“Palestinians must abandon violence” (Paragraph 35) / “Now is the time for Pales-

tinians to focus on what they can build” (Paragraph 36); 2) “Israelis must acknow-

ledge that just as Israel’s right to exist cannot be denied, neither can Palestine’s”

(Paragraph 37) / “Israel must also live up to its obligations to ensure that Palestini-

ans can live, and work, and develop their society” (Paragraph 38); 3) “Finally, the

Arab states must recognize that the Arab Peace Initiative was an important begin-
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ning, but not the end of their responsibilities” (Paragraph 39). In this connection,

the significations associated with PALESTINIANS, ISRAELIS and ARAB WORLD

are based on the media stereotypes perpetuated about the belligerent sides. First,

the Palestinians are constructed as typically indulging in acts of violence against Is-

raelis; second, the Israelis are constructed as  denying the right of Palestinians to

exist; third, the Arab states are constructed as  being  in a constant struggle for de-

manding the rights of Palestinians. Indeed, here the pluralism that Obama seeks,

however ideal it may be, can find its way through the minds of audience members,

who are helpless in the face of the military power of the US and Israel that has

been mythically constructed via biased media circles. 

The third issue in M5 raised by Obama in his speech is NUCLEAR WEAPONS

(Paragraphs 42-45). The contextual significations of this sign-complex are based on

Obama’s causal attribution, where he attributes the tension between the United

States and the Islamic Republic of Iran to “the rights and responsibilities of nations

of nuclear weapons”. Here, Obama has consciously raised the topic of the 1979 IS-

LAMIC REVOLUTION as a pointer to the “acts of hostage-taking and violence”

committed by Iran against “US troops and civilians” (Paragraph 43). This is in-

tended to prepare Obama’s audience to accept the proposition that “the nuclear-

weapons race in the Middle-East will have its dire consequences for the whole re-

gion” (Paragraph 44). However, the same sign-complex (NUCLEAR WEAPONS) has

distinctly different significations in the propositional content of paragraph 45,

where “[a]ny nation – including Iran – should have the right to peaceful nuclear

power.” Thus, the significations of legitimate nuclear weapons are conditioned by

non-military power; that is, the military form of this (nuclear) power is prohibited

by the US. This blatant exercise of discursive power is grounded in the official ca-

pacity of Obama as the President of the so-called superpower – America. 

The fourth issue in M5 that Obama chooses to tackle in his speech is the protean

notion of DEMOCRACY. Let us go back to Subsection 2.1 where Chilton (2004: 48)

comments on the meaning of the word “democracy” as “not waiting to be discovered

in some objective realm”; rather, according to him, “it is in the mind, or rather the

interacting minds, of people in particular times and places.” Interesting here is the

fact that Obama, drawing on the currently positive connotations of the term in the

Arab mind, takes for granted the significations of DEMOCRACY as being a dream

for all: 

Extract 3:

But I do have an unyielding belief that all people yearn for certain things: the

ability to think, the ability to speak your mind and have a say in how you are gov-

erned; confidence in the rule of law and the equal administration of justice; gov-

ernment that is transparent and doesn’t steal from the people; the freedom to live

as you choose (Paragraph 48).

Notably, drawing upon the same positive connotations of DEMOCRACY, Obama

has ignored the typically Islamic counterpart notion of SHURA, i.e. consultative de-

e s P  A c r o s s  C u l t u r e s  8 -  2 0 1 1



cision-making, which is grounded in the Islamic discourse and textually instanti-

ated in the Koranic text “[…] and consult with them on the matter” (3: 159). 

The fifth issue in M5 discussed by Obama is RELIGIOUS FREEDOM (Para-

graphs 51-56) as a sign-complex whose significations dovetail nicely with Obama’s

Pluralist Context Model, which features Obama’s personal narrative as a way of

substantiating Christian-Muslim co-existence: “I saw it first-hand as a child in In-

donesia, where devout Christians worshipped freely in an overwhelmingly Muslim

country” (Paragraph 52). The same Context Model has led Obama to featuring the

theme of religion- and faith-based co-existence in his speech: “Freedom of religion is

central to the ability of people to live together” (Paragraph 54) and “faith should

bring us together” (Paragraph 56). Of course, Obama’s focus on aspects of religion

and faith can be ascribed to his background knowledge of the generally positive atti-

tudes towards religiosity in the Arab world – Muslims and Christians. 

The sixth issue in M5 is WOMEN’S RIGHTS (Paragraph 57-60), whose pluralis-

tic significations have largely been derived from the two signs of AMERICA and

ISLAM: “the United States will partner with any Muslim-majority country to sup-

port expanded literacy for girls, and to help young women pursue employment

through micro-financing that helps people live their dreams” (Paragraph 60). Thus,

rhetorically, Obama is keen to amplify the theme of bringing Americans and Mus-

lims together towards achieving the liberal ethos of women’s equality and their

right to education. Hardly, if ever, could an audience contest such a liberal view on

educating girls and employing women, except for the extreme radical Muslims (say,

in Afghanistan), to whom Obama pays no discursive heed. 

The last (seventh) issue in M5 handled by Obama is predicated on the sign-com-

plex ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND OPPORTUNITY (Paragraphs 61-68).

Obama has topically dismantled the complexity of this sign by addressing the fol-

lowing themes: 1) developing education by “encouraging more Americans to study in

Muslim communities” and “promising Muslim students with internships in Amer-

ica” (Paragraph 65); 2) developing the economy by deepening “ties between business

leaders, foundations and social entrepreneurs in the United States and Muslim com-

munities around the world” (Paragraph 66); 3) developing science and technology by

America launching “a new fund to support technological development in Muslim-

majority countries” (Paragraph 67). Notably, all the different events and situations

proposed by Obama are again relevant to a Pluralist Context Model that brings to-

gether Americans and Muslims. 

Now, we have come to the last macroproposition in Obama’s speech: M6: Obama

inviting Muslims and non-Muslims to find a human common ground (Paragraphs

69-76). Obama has had a predilection for closing his Cairo speech by calling upon

both Muslims and non-Muslims to “forge new beginning” (Paragraph 69). Here, I

argue that, by juxtaposing the two signs MUSLIMS and NON-MUSLIMS, Obama

targets the dialectical emergence of another sign, viz. HUMANS, whose significa-

tions dictate a particular truth to him: “This truth transcends nations and peoples –

a belief that isn’t new; that isn’t black or white or brown; that isn’t Christian, or

Muslim or Jew” (Paragraph 71). At the end of Obama’s Cairo speech, such a truth
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has been intertextually realized in the form of quotes from the Holy Koran (Para-

graph 73), the Talmud (Paragraph 74) and the Holy Bible (Paragraph 75). These

three intertextual references have been controlled by Obama’s Pluralist Context

Model; it is this Model that has motivated Obama’s multivoiced discourse, which is

instantiated in the intertextual form of his speech. In this speech, Obama cites the

same propositional content from the Koran, the Talmud and the Bible, so that he

can demonstrate that Islam, Judaism and Christianity have had the same message

– peace – viewed as religious pluralism. This message has been explicitized in

Obama’s concluding statement: “The people of the world can live together in peace”

(Paragraph 76).  

5. Conclusion: findings and future research

In conclusion, I would like to elaborate on two main findings in the present

study, one is analytical and the other theoretical; I then propose the prospect for fu-

ture research on the same data, Obama’s Cairo speech. The first finding can be for-

mulated thus: a Pluralist Context Model has pragmatically motivated and con-

trolled the global and local meanings of Obama’s Cairo speech on two integrated

levels of analysis, semiotic and rhetorical. Let us discuss each in turn. 

First, on the semiotic level of analysis, the overall macropropositional content of

the speech has revealed the global discourse meanings associated with the significa-

tions of political and religious signs or sign-complexes: ISRAELIS, PALESTINIANS,

DEMOCRACY, BARACK HUSSEIN OBAMA, MUSLIM, CHRISTIAN, MUSLIM-

AMERICAN, MOSQUES, RELIGIOUS FREEDOM, etc. This form of analysis has

demonstrated that Obama’s conscious selection and organization of the topics and

subtopics were made to pluralize politically and/or religiously heterogeneous social

actors in a way that reflected Obama’s subjective mental representations of the po-

litical and religious co-existence of two socio-historically opposing forces – the US

and Islam. Second, on the rhetorical level of analysis, it has been demonstrated that

Obama’s Cairo speech is oriented towards amplifying certain themes with a view to

persuading his (non-)Muslim audiences of different forms of pluralism, cultural, reli-

gious, economic and political. For example, the following topics have been either re-

peated, restated, aggregated, or at times made to go two or all three ways, across

the whole speech: a) the historical significance of Egypt, Cairo University and Al-

Azhar, b) the non-exclusiveness of America and Islam, c) personal narratives about

Obama’s education, upbringing and ethnicity, and d) scriptural quotes from the

Koran, the Bible and the Talmud as the three major religions worldwide, respec-

tively Islam, Christianity and Judaism.        

The second finding relates to the theoretical and methodological compatibility

potentially holding among three influential approaches: 1) the semiotic approach de-

veloped by Saussure (1916/1983) and Peirce (1931-1958), especially the latter, who

focused on the interpreter of the sign; 2) the socio-cognitive approach developed by

van Dijk across a number of publications that have been predicated on the relations

between mind, discourse and society (van Dijk 1984, 1987, 1993, 1998, 2005, 2008,

e s P  A c r o s s  C u l t u r e s  8 -  2 0 1 1



2009b); and 3) the rhetorical approach instanced by the principle of “amplification”

(Weaver 1971; Perelman 1982). In this study, I propose a rhetorical semiotic-cogni-

tive approach for analysing political discourse, more specifically the genre of presi-

dential speeches, which would normally entail a political rhetoric that “creates the

arena of political reality within which political thought and action take place”

(Windt 1990: 1; also see Section 1 above). This has been empirically shown in the

first-part analysis of the study: the “macropropositions” of the Cairo speech have

contextualized the linguistic signs that Obama has rhetorically amplified beyond

the scope of his speech towards the realms of history, religion, economy and society,

so that he can persuade culturally opposed audiences of the necessity of large-scale

(and, perhaps, global) pluralism. It is this correlation between the “Context Model”

on the one hand and “macropropositions”, alongside their persuasive amplification

of relevant topics, on the other that has explained the interrelation between Obama

as a sign-user in the Cairo speech and his pluralist political mind.   

For future research, employing the same rhetorical semiotic-cognitive approach,

I suggest comparing the Cairo speech with other speeches by Obama that were de-

livered in different geopolitical contexts. This could be revealing of Political-Context-

Model variations across such speeches.      
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1. introduction

Titles came to critical attention during the 1970s (Duchet 1973; Grivel 1973; Hoek

1973, 1981). At that time, concern was centred exclusively on titles of written literary

texts until the emergence of the systematic study of titles under the name of  ‘titol-

ogy’, a term which is a translation of the French ‘titrologie’ (after titre the word for

“title”), first used in this context by Duchet in ‘Eléments de titrologie’. In his seminal

work on titles, Genette (1987: 55) claimed that titles pose problems of definition and

therefore require careful analysis as “the titular apparatus – conceived as such as of

the Renaissance – is an issue of complexity which is not precisely derived from

length”. Genette´s study is a seminal research in which literary titles are not only

considered critically but also subjected to an extensive synchronic and systematic

analysis. Literature can thus be considered to be the discipline which seems to have

kept the first records of the systematic study of titles of written texts.

Designing esP mAteriAl 
for sPAnish-sPeAking scientists:

the cAse of sPeciAlizeD scientific
titles unDer the nominAl-grouP

construction in english 
AnD in sPAnish*

Viviana Soler

Abstract 

This research focuses on highly advanced scientific titles framed within a nominal-group

structure in the light of English for Specific Purposes (ESP). It is well known that ESP

within the context of science helps both non-native researchers report successfully their re-

sults in English in the international disciplinary community and translators to appropri-

ately translate – into English – scientific findings from non-native scientists. This study at-

tempts to show in what way a comparative and contrastive analysis of scientific titles can

be useful to design ESP materials on reading, writing and translating from English into

Spanish and vice versa scientific titles constructed with a nominal group structure. To this

end, the main difficulties this title construction poses in English and Spanish are identi-

fied, compared, contrasted, and analysed, and practical activities on the basis of the results

collected are presented. They are aimed at raising English- and Spanish-speaking scien-

tists and translators’ awareness of the specific uses and pragmatic function of highly spe-

cialized scientific titles having a nominal group structure in the two languages concerned.

* This is an extended version of a paper presented at the III Coloquio Nacional de Investi-
gadores en Estudios del Discurso, Universidad Nacional del Sur, Argentina, on August 4-6, 2005.
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On the other hand, an interest in highly specialized scientific titles in high im-

pact scientific journals written in English can be traced to the beginning of the

1900s (Wilder 1904; Baskerville 1904), i.e. earlier than the observations originally

published in the area of Literature. Nonetheless, while studies on title writing

began to be published earlier in other scientific disciplines (such as Biology) with re-

spect to Literature, it is within the scope of Literature that the first instances of

seminal systematic research on titles were recorded. 

As for scientific titles in particular, at the beginning of the 1990s Swales claimed

that they are an issue in academic genres which has not yet been studied in detail.

Swales´ observation generated a productive response in this respect as thirteen

years later the newly-reformulated term titleology (Baicchi 2003) entered the scene.

The term ‘titleology’ was coined by Baicchi (p.c.) in an attempt not only to spell it

differently from its calque (also a branch of chemistry) but also to connect it more

straightforwardly to the word ‘title’. Titleology has diversified itself through a het-

erogeneous range of fields, one of which is titleology in highly advanced scientific

discourse. The latter is a branch that attempts to cope with the varied range of dif-

ficulties posed by appropriate scientific title writing and reading and appropriate

translation of scientific titles. At present, scientists are not only aware of the pivotal

role of titles in their manuscripts and contributions but also of the need to secure

both accurate and appropriate titles for their studies. Brenner´s (1998: R1) com-

ments seem to be representative of the urgency to treat titles in detail within the

scientific community: 

this is about the most important issue in science, which is the difficult task of

choosing titles for seminars, lectures, scientific papers, books and even the titles

of the journals themselves […] Titles are an area neglected by those who study

the history and sociology of science and I hope that my remarks will stimulate the

growth of an important new research field. Unfortunately, I can’t yet think of a

title for it.

On the other hand, scientific titles are of considerable interest to at least three

different groups, namely i) potential authors of titles (biologists, biochemists, pa-

leontologists, linguists, anthropologists, among many others), ii) researchers on

titles, and iii) bibliographers and librarians. Groups i) and ii) sometimes merge,

as in the case of linguists whose contributions are very useful tools for potential

authors of titles as well as for bibliographers and librarians at the stage of scien-

tific title decision-making and appropriate indexing of written scientific material,

respectively. Furthermore, basic research on titles has proved to be varied from

the point of view of – among others – study designs, size of databases examined,

resulting applications, specific lexico-grammatical issues considered, genres con-

sidered, languages considered, disciplines considered, etc. (Gesuato 2008; see also

references listed in Soler 2011). In contrast, little seems to have been done to

date within the field of applied research on highly advanced scientific titles.

Thus, in an attempt to fill this gap, the present study aims at i) identifying the

main difficulties that reading, writing and translating scientific titles constructed
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with a nominal group (NG) structure pose for the scientific community, particu-

larly for those whose mother tongue is not English; ii) showing in what way a

comparative and contrastive analysis can be useful to design English for Specific

Purposes (ESP) materials on reading, writing and translating this title-type from

Spanish into English (and vice versa); and iii) designing practical activities to

cope with the difficulties described in i). To this end, the main difficulties this

title construction written in English poses to Spanish-speaking scientists were

firstly identified and pedagogical activities were subsequently proposed to deal

with them.  

The present research derives from three previous cross-generic and cross-discipli-

nary studies, the first of which examined the most recurrent title structural con-

structions written in English (Soler 2007) in two different genres, namely research

papers (RP) and review papers (RVP) in two fields: biological sciences (Biochem-

istry, Biology and Medicine) and social sciences (Anthropology, Linguistics and Psy-

chology). The second of these studies followed the same analysis as that of the first

study but on titles written in Spanish (Soler 2009), and the third study, which was

conducted on a database including 1140 titles from English and Spanish, merged re-

sults from the former two and analysed them following a statistical, comparative

and contrastive approach (Soler 2011). The latter revealed the following major find-

ings: i) a prevalence of NG titles in the two genres considered, in all the disciplines

analysed and in the two languages considered; ii) a prevalence of full-sentence title

constructions in RP titles of the biological sciences; iii) a prevalence of RP compound

titles in the social sciences, and more flexibility in Spanish in the use of punctuation

marks for the division of this title type; and iv) statistically significant differences in

length in RP titles in terms of discipline and language. These findings provide tools

to delineate the framework within which applied research on titles can be conducted

to help two main groups, namely, English- and Spanish-speaking scientists, and

translators, to overcome the difficulties resulting from the differences found. The

material analysed and proposed for practical activities in the present work belongs

to the database constructed for the third study conducted on scientific titles in RPs

and RVPs (Soler 2011).

As to the two groups for whom practical activities are herein designed, and in

terms of the conceptual and technical knowledge with which young scientists and

students (particularly at the post-graduate level) are equipped, it is important to

take into account that this group, in particular, seems to be much more advantaged

than translators working in highly advanced scientific translation. This is due to

the fact that disciplinary, conceptual and technical knowledge is a useful non-lin-

guistic tool that does help appropriately understand complex nominal group scien-

tific titles though not necessarily write them appropriately. In contrast, scientific

translators may not be so well-equipped with conceptual and technical knowledge,

in which case they are confronted with difficulties in both decodifying and codifying

complex nominal group scientific titles. Our analysis and the practical activities

herein proposed aim at helping these two groups to cope with the difficulties posed

by NG titles.
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2. general title-related problems in highly advanced scientific dis-
course

In order to address scientists´ linguistic needs independently of their mother

tongue, a comprehensive syllabus must be carefully planned to include title reading

and writing among the topics to be taught. Concomitantly, title analysis must in-

clude a heterogeneous set of variables (such as content and function words, punctu-

ation marks, length, structural constructions, etc.) and their semantic as well as

pragmatic implications must be analysed in detail with the potential readers, writ-

ers and translators. Based on previous research (Soler 2003, 2005), and taking into

account our daily interaction with researchers from the Instituto de Investigaciones

Bioquímicas de Bahía Blanca (INIBIBB), Argentina, who are expected to report re-

sults from their studies in English as well as to read highly advanced scientific lit-

erature written in English, the following general title-related problems could be de-

tected:

a) appropriate title writing evidencing the genre of the type of work done. That

is, at the title writing stage, genre may not be taken into account and therefore the

resulting title may not appropriately fit the specific genre or correctly guide bibliog-

raphers and librarians to index scientific literature;

b) successfully accomplishing both synthesis and accuracy of the information

that titles are expected to provide;

c) correctly decodifying from English and codifying into Spanish NG title con-

structions and vice versa; 

d) correctly decodifying from English and codifying into Spanish (and vice versa)

single title words straightforwardly related to the purpose of the RP or RVP to

which titles belong;

e) correctly assigning word-order patterns to titles whose composition includes

numerous constituents.

3. Difficulties deriving from the differences between scientific ng
titles in english and in spanish 

The reason why highly advanced scientific titles having a NG structure were

chosen in particular for the present study lies in the fact that this title type is the

most recurrent construction in highly advanced scientific discourse in English (Bloor

& Bloor 1997; Haggan 2004; Soler 2007). Concomitantly, previous research has

demonstrated that it is the most recurrent title structure in highly advanced RPs

and RVPs written in English (Gesuato 2008; Soler 2007, 2011) and in Spanish

(Soler 2009).   

The NG structure has been defined as “a rhetorical structure which soon devel-

oped as the prototypical discourse pattern for experimental science” (Halliday &

Martin 1993: 7). NGs have been central to research particularly in the field of Lan-

guage for Specific Purposes (LSP) and in the field of ESP within which – following

above all a lexico-grammatical approach – attention has mainly focused on con-
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stituency (León Pérez 2003; León & Divasson 2006, 2008; Varantola 1993), internal

syntax (Giorgi & Longobardi 1991), and translation (Soler 1994, 2003; Woolley

1997). All in all, and because NGs are useful tools for the linguistic representation

and ordering of entities of the experiential world in some field-specific way, thus al-

lowing us to name observed phenomena (Wignell et al. 1993) in a condensed way,

basic and applied comprehensive research on scientific NG title types is still not

thorough. 

A NG is a structure consisting of a noun or a head and an optional group of

modifiers which could operate as premodifiers and/or postmodifiers. The grammati-

cal category of these inner constituents can vary to the extent that NGs may range

from concise units to long word strings of changeable arrangement (León & Divas-

son 2008). Although this NG pattern applies for English and Spanish, a few but

very important differences between the two languages must be taken into account to

ensure correct title writing, reading and translating from English into Spanish and

from Spanish into English. 

Based on previous research conducted on adjectives (Soler 2002) and on titles in

highly advanced scientific discourse (Soler 2007, 2009, 2011), it can be inferred that

the main difficulties that NG titles written in English pose to Spanish-speaking sci-

entists lie in correct identification and decodification of titles written in English

with a NG construction, appropriate reading of such title-types by Spanish-speaking

scientists and appropriate codification of such titles in Spanish, should the latter be

necessary, particularly in the case of complex and long NG titles, e.g.: 

(1) Prevalence and prognostic value of perfusion defects detected by stress tech-

netium-99m sestamibi myocardial perfusion single-photon emission computed to-

mography in asymptomatic patients with diabetes mellitus and not known coro-

nary artery disease (The Am. J. Cardiol. 90/8: 827-832, 2002). Total number of

words in English:  30

Prevalencia y valor pronóstico de los déficits de perfusión detectados por medio del

estudio de perfusión miocárdica en esfuerzo con tecnecio 99 sestamibi por tomo-

grafía computada por emisión de fotón único en pacientes asintomáticos portadores

de diabetes melitus y sin patología arterial coronaria conocida. Total number of

words in Spanish: 44

(2) Comparison of contrast-enhanced breath-hold and free-breathing respiratory-

gated imaging in three-dimensional magnetic resonance coronary angiography

(The Am. J. Cardiol. 90/7: 725-730, 2002). Total number of words in English: 14

Comparación de imágenes con contraste enriquecido con y sin retención de la res-

piración evidenciadas en angiografía coronaria tridimensional por resonancia

magnética. Total number of words in Spanish: 21.

The two examples above clearly show that due to the “expansive” nature of  NGs

in Spanish, the latter tend to be longer in Spanish than in English. This is not just

a trivial difference between the two languages considered but a key indicative of the

modus operandi of each language in particular. Thus, when a given concept is com-



municated in English by means of a NG construction, this is done by putting mainly

functional words together. In contrast, when the same concept is communicated in

Spanish, this is done by putting functional words together as well, with the differ-

ence that structural words are necessary to join the functional words. This seems to

respond to the fact that English effectively captures concepts synthetically while

Spanish needs to add further linguistic items, such as structural words, to be able to

explain the meaning of the concept that is conveyed by a NG construction. Thus,

English can be thought of as a “concept-synthesizing” language while Spanish can

be thought of as a “concept-expanding” language. Concomitantly, when comparing

the planning of prenominal adjectives in English and postnominal adjectives in

Spanish by speakers of these languages, Brown-Schmidt & Konopka (2008) ob-

served that information is added to the message later in Spanish than in English,

suggesting that both English and Spanish speakers mentally design pre-linguistic

messages in lexically-sized units but tend to add information in terms of length in

Spanish. This is clearly shown by the examples provided above.

In view of this modus operandi, English-speaking scientists are expected to ex-

pand NG titles written in English should such titles be written in Spanish. In con-

trast, Spanish-speaking scientists are expected to synthesize NG titles written in

Spanish should such titles be written in English. The same mechanisms are in-

volved in reading and translating. Thus, young scientists in particular should be

alerted to this so as not to transfer the modus operandi of English to Spanish and

vice versa.

Another important difference between English and Spanish NG titles lies in con-

stituency which, in turn, concerns the grammatical category of modifiers and the

word order pattern in the inner structures of modification. As to the former, in Eng-

lish nouns can operate as either the nucleus of NGs or as modifiers of NGs or as

both. In contrast, nouns in Spanish can, in general, only operate as the nucleus of

NGs while adjectives operate as modifiers. Frequency rates of both nominal and ad-

jectival modification in highly advanced scientific discourse are statistically very

high. Previous research in Biomedicine RPs has, for example, demonstrated that of

the two modification strategies that typify English scientific discourse, adjectival

modification occupies the first place, the rate of occurrence being in the following

order: i) 67.2% in the Discussion section; ii) 58.9% in the Title section and Abstract;

iii) 51.7% in the Introduction section, and iv) 51.4% in the Results section. Nominal

modification in Biomedicine RPs was found to occupy the second place after adjecti-

val modification, the frequency of occurrence being highest in the Introduction and

Results sections (León Pérez 2003). Thus, in view of the high rate of occurrence of

modification structures in highly advanced scientific discourse, particularly when

confronted with NG titles composed of several nouns as in:

(3) Cystic fibrosis transmembrane conductance regulator (CFTR) gene defects

[“defects” = nucleus of the NG] in patients with primary sclerosing cholangitis (J.

Hepatol. 37/2: 192-197, 2002). (The five underlined words are nouns used as modi-

fiers in this NG).
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Spanish-speaking scientists will have problems in correctly decodifying this title

construction, the major difficulty lying in the ability to appropriately differentiate

the nucleus from the modifiers. Practical activities to cope with this difficulty are

suggested below.

Word-order pattern in the inner structures of modification in NG titles could be

another conflicting issue, which includes either premodification or postmodification

or both in English and in Spanish. This, in turn, is related to the position of modi-

fiers, particularly of adjectives which, when used attributively in English, are

mainly prenominal while, under the same conditions, they are postnominal in Span-

ish. Thus, in the example below:

(4) A quantitative [adjectival premodifier] morphometric [adjectival premodifier]

comparative [adjectival premodifier] analysis [nucleus of NG] of the primate tem-

poral lobe  (J. Hum. Evol. 42/5: 505-533, 2002)

the word-order pattern ‘adjectival premodification + nucleus’ in English, becomes

‘nucleus + adjectival postmodification’ in Spanish, i.e.: 

Análisis [nucleus of the NG] cuantitativo [adjectival postmodifier] morfométrico

[adjectival postmodifier] comparativo [adjectival postmodifier] del lóbulo temporal

del primate.

In view of this different adjectival pattern between English and Spanish, when

Spanish-speaking scientists are confronted with a regular attributive adjectival con-

struction in a NG title written in English, they are expected first to identify the nu-

cleus in the construction under consideration and then read to the left of such a nu-

cleus. Interestingly, should such a construction be translated into Spanish,

adjectives will be positioned to the right of the nucleus. In addition, though not as a

general rule, the transfer of certain attributively-used adjectives in Spanish from

postnominal modification to prenominal modification is accompanied with a vari-

ance in the degree of subjectivity of such adjectives to effect specific semantic pur-

poses. Thus, in the title example below:

(5) Surprising results following conditional podocyte inactivation (J. Am. Soc.

Nephrol. 20/10: 2086-2088, 2009)

the adjective ‘surprising’ could be used either prenominally or postnominally in

Spanish with differences in meaning in the two cases. Previous research in this re-

spect has concluded that when used in the canonical and ambiguity-free pattern, i.e.

postnominally, adjectives in Spanish indicate the quality of the noun they modify.

In contrast, when used prenominally the same adjectives do not convey the meaning

of the nouns they modify but a kind of emotional resonance experienced by the

speaker/writer towards such nouns (Baduy & Bompadre 1999). Therefore, in the

Spanish version of (6a) and (6b):



(6a) Resultados [nucleus of NG] + sorprendentes [adjectival postmodifier] posterio-

res a la inactivación podocitaria condicional. 

(6b) Sorprendentes [adjectival premodifier] + resultados [nucleus of NG] posterio-

res a la inactivación podocitaria condicional.

the adjective sorprendente in postnominal position (example 6a), i.e. the regular

word-order pattern in adjectival modification in Spanish, restricts the meaning of

the noun resultados by signalling a property of such a noun in a particular context.

In example (6b) neutrality is altered both structurally by transferring the adjective

sorprendente from a postnominal position to a prenominal position, and semanti-

cally by adding a note of expressiveness to the neutrality that prevails in example

(6a).

Adjective form is another issue that may pose problems because in Spanish ad-

jectives generally vary in form to agree with nouns while there is no adjectival form

variance to agree with nouns in English. Thus, in the examples below

(7) Semantic and phonological influences on picture naming by children and

teenagers (J. Mem. & Lang. 47/2: 229-249, 2002)

(8) Phonetic biases in voice key response time measurements (J. Mem. & Lang.

47/1: 145-171, 2002)

Spanish-speaking scientists with poor writing training in English may therefore

transfer adjectival rules from their mother tongue to English. Nonetheless, of the

difficulties arising from the differences between NG title constructions in English

and Spanish, this appears to be the easiest to deal with by means of mechanical

drill exercises. This is due to the fact that once novice scientists get acquainted with

the grammatical rules from both languages regarding this issue in particular, the

rate of mistakes and misunderstandings is expected to decrease immediately. 

Appropriate decodification of non-verbal forms, particularly those ending in –ing,

may also pose problems for young Spanish-speaking researchers who may misinter-
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pret these forms and associate them with verb tenses (e.g. present/past continuous),

as in:

(9) Effects of different oxidizing agents on neutral amino acid transport systems

in isolated bovine brain microvessels (Neurochem. Int. 41/2: 29-36, 2002)

(10) Individual differences in gains from computer-assisted remedial reading (J.

Exp. Child Psychol. 77/3: 197-235, 2000) 

(11) A comparison of the femoral head and neck trabecular architecture of Galago

and Perodicticus using micro-computed tomography (µCT) (J. Hum. Evol. 43/1:

89-105, 2002). 

The non-verbal forms in the three examples above have in each case a different

grammatical category in English. Furthermore, should these examples be translated

into Spanish, the word-order pattern will be changed except in example (11) in

which the postnominal complement order in English remains the same in Spanish.

In contrast, in examples (9) and (10) there is a change in the word-order pattern as

shown in the table below:

Examples (9) and (10) also clearly show the two different reading strategies that

prevail separately in English and in Spanish, i.e. English-speaking scientists read to

the left of the nucleus of NG titles while Spanish-speaking scientists read to the

right of the nucleus of NG titles. Example (11) illustrates a case in which the read-

ing direction of the nucleus of NGs is the same in English and Spanish, the latter

not always being the case. 

4. Design of esP material for spanish-speaking scientists

In the absence of linguistic applied research centred on the above-listed issues,

and, based on the findings derived from our comparative and contrastive analysis of

NG  titles written in English and in Spanish, the following plan of practical activi-

ties is suggested in an attempt to cope with the difficulties that may arise from

them. 
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4.1. Differentiation between NG title constructions and other title constructions

4.1.a) Say whether the following titles (4.1.c.1; 4.1.c.2; 4.1.c.3; 4.1.c.4) are NG ti-

tles or full-sentence titles;

4.1.b) Turn those which are NG titles into full-sentence titles and vice versa;

4.1.c) Analyse whether semantic differences arise as a result of such conversion

in relation to the genre of the paper to which the titles below belong:

4.1.c.1 Autocrine epidermal growth factor signaling stimulates directionally

persistent mammary epithelial cell migration (J. Cell Biol. 155: 1123-1128,

2001)

4.1.c.2 Intravascular ultrasound evidence of ostial narrowing in nonatherso-

clerotic left main coronary arteries (Am. J. Cardiol. 90: 773-775, 2002)

4.1.c.3 Molecular evidence that the hepatitis C virus replicates in the oral

mucosa (J. Hepatol. 37: 364-369, 2002)

4.1.c.4 Emergent literacy skills and training time uniquely predict variability

in responses to phonemic awareness training in disadvantaged kindergartens

(J. Exp. Child Psychol. 82: 93-115, 2002). 

4.2. Constituency: identification of NG title components

4.2.a) Say whether this title is a NG title or a full-sentence title:

4.2.a.1 Cystic fibrosis transmembrane conductance regulator (CFTR) gene de-

fects in patients with primary sclerosing cholangitis (J. Hepatol. 37/2: 192-

197, 2002).

4.2.b) Choose its equivalent in Spanish from the following suggested alterna-

tives:

4.2.b.1) Fibrosis quística en la transmembrana por déficits genéticos en pa-

cientes con colangitis esclerótica primaria.

4.2.b.2) Alteraciones del gen regulador de conductancia transmembranal de la

fibrosis quística en pacientes con colangitis primaria esclerosante.

4.2.b.3) Regulador de la conductancia de la transmembrana en fibrosis quís-

tica con déficits genéticos en pacientes con colangitis esclerótica primaria.

4.2.c) If the example in 4.2.a.1) above is a NG title, turn it into a full-sentence

title. If it is a full-sentence title, turn it into a NG title and analyse the semantic

implications that may arise as a result of such conversion.

In activity 4.2.b) above, the major difficulty of finding an appropriate equivalent

in Spanish does not necessarily lie in the technical specificity of the nouns and ad-

jectives that form part of each NG title, but in the correct position that each of these

constituents should have. Thus, the following activity can be proposed to deal with

this word-order pattern problem: 

4.3.a) Identify which of the titles below have a NG construction:

4.3.a.1 Intravascular ultrasound evidence of ostial narrowing in nonathero-

clerotic left main coronary arteries. (The  Am. J. Cardiol. 90: 773-775, 2002)
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4.3.a.2 Autocrine epidermal growth factor signaling stimulates directionally

persistent mammary epithelial cell migration. (J. Cell Biol. 155: 1123-1128,

2001). 

4.3.b) Translate them into Spanish;

4.3.c) Corroborate whether or not your translation corresponds to that in the spe-

cific literature and analyse both the similarities and differences between the

English version and the Spanish version;

4.3.d) Decide whether the selected titles belong to a RP or to a RVP and discuss

whether or not there is a relationship between the title construction and the

genre of the titles selected. 

Interestingly, the modifiers “directionally” and “persistent” in the inner NG “di-

rectionally persistent mammary epithelial cell migration” of the example in 4.3.a.2

pose a challenging polysemy problem in the whole constituent which cannot be lin-

guistically solved unless technical specificity is provided by experts in the field. The

following are thus possible equivalents in Spanish, each of which with different

meanings: 

a) migración direccionalmente persistente de células epiteliales mamarias

b) migración de células epiteliales mamarias direccionalmente persistentes

c) señalización del factor de crecimiento autocrino epidérmico que estimula direc-

cionalmente la migración persistente de células epiteliales mamarias.

Antollini (p.c.) confirmed that cell migrations are persistently directional. Thus,

the original order of modifiers in this NG title in English should have been: “Au-

tocrine epidermal growth factor signaling stimulates persistently directional

mammary epithelial cell migration”, whose equivalent in Spanish is: “La señali-

zación del factor de crecimiento autocrino epidérmico estimula la migración persis-

tentemente direccional de células epiteliales mamarias”. This adds a further diffi-

culty to the above-listed problems as it is demonstrated that published scientific

texts may contain mistakes which may lead to misinterpretations.  

5. conclusions

Rutherford (1987) claims that the innate linguistic competence of students of any

foreign language includes two basic types of knowledge, namely, “the what” and “the

how”. The former is an unconscious type of competence concerning the system and

function of their mother tongue. The “how” – following Rutherford (1987) – concerns

the ability to transfer reading and writing strategies from their mother tongue to a

foreign language. He insists on the fact that language learners already have a broad

knowledge of language of both a specific and a universal kind to build on and calls

the language learning process “an interaction of the universal with the specific”

(ibid.: 14). He consequently sees grammatical consciousness-raising as a means of

opening the learner’s path from the known to the unknown, in other words, from in-

nate linguistic competence to foreign language competence. This is – very briefly –
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what is known as linguistic consciousness-raising. Thus extra work by English- and

Spanish-speaking scientists towards linguistic consciousness-raising will greatly

help them to be able to codify NG titles appropriately within the conventions of the

scientific community discourse.

On the other hand, and due to the relevance of scientific titles as facilitators of

the access to texts of any genre-type, it is imperative to insist on the need to study

titles with the same rigour as that of studies on other sections of highly-advanced

scientific texts. The practical activities proposed in the present study are flexible as

they admit a varied range of title reading, writing and translation work combining

both referential and affective instruction, both being pivotal ingredients to internal-

ize the code of the scientific community discourse. This, in turn, may be highly ben-

eficial for members of a scientific community as, if properly guided, they learn about

the system of a foreign language following a procedure whereby title grammatical

issues are systematically related with title meaning and genre types.
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1. introduction: the situation in 2004

In order to highlight the shift of focus described above, it is necessary to outline
briefly the situation of legal drafting and the Plain language movement up to 2004.
Put at its simplest, the main objective of the Plain language movement in the legal
sphere has been to modernize legal language, especially prescriptive texts such as
laws or contracts. This entails doing away with those elements of ‘legalese’ that
make legal English appear old-fashioned, convoluted, and hard for non-experts to
understand. Plain language proposals for legal documents include:

LegAL engLish And PLAin LAnguAge:
An uPdAte

Christopher Williams

Abstract

Seven years have passed since ‘Legal English and Plain Language: an introduction’
(Williams 2004) was published. Since then several changes have occurred in the field of
legal drafting in English-speaking countries and institutions which move in the direc-
tion of the proposals endorsed by the Plain language movement. In this paper I attempt
to outline and contextualize some of the major changes that have taken place since
2004.
Probably the most striking transformation over the last few years in the English-speaking
world has come about in the United Kingdom, particularly in Edinburgh and Westmin-
ster. In 2004 the newly-established Scottish Parliament had not yet broached the question
of modernizing the drafting style of its laws. But that was shortly to come. Likewise in
Westminster in 2004, with the exception of the Tax Law Rewrite Project (Williams 2007),
there was little to indicate that the drafting of legislation was to undergo the major
changes that have taken place recently. A number of areas of legal language have also
been modernized in the United States in the past few years, though the impact of Plain
language on legislative drafting has been less incisive when compared to the UK.
My main conclusion is that, if we observe the question of legal drafting and Plain lan-
guage in the English-speaking world as a whole, there has been a shift of focus since
2004. Not long ago I spoke of a “North-South divide” (Williams 2006: 239), with innova-
tion coming largely from the southern hemisphere (especially Australia and New
Zealand) whilst the northern hemisphere – particularly the US and the UK – appeared
to be more resistant to change. Today my perception is rather different: I would be more
inclined to distinguish between national drafting bodies as ‘innovators’ and interna-
tional drafting bodies as ‘conservatives’. The changes in drafting style that have oc-
curred recently in the UK and, to some extent, in the US would not appear to have been
matched in those international bodies where English is one of the official languages, no-
tably the United Nations and the European Union. I briefly analyse why international
bodies may be less inclined than national bodies to change their drafting styles.
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• eliminating archaic and Latin expressions
• removing all unnecessary words
• ensuring the text can be understood by someone ‘of average intelligence’
• including a ‘purposive’ clause at the start of the text
• reducing the use of the passive
• reducing nominalization1

• replacing shall with must or the semi-modal is/are to construction (as in
There is to be a body corporate) or the present simple

• ensuring the text is gender-neutral.

Over the centuries, the Common law rationale has favoured a particularly con-
servative style of drafting (Crystal & Davy 1969; Mattila 2006; Mellinkoff 1963;
Tiersma 1999; Williams 2005). The impact of Plain language on legal language in
the English-speaking world has been widely documented elsewhere (e.g. Tiersma
1999; Kimble 2000; Williams 2005; Asprey 2010). Beginning in the US in the 1970s,
the movement soon spread to Canada and the UK, but it was in Australia and New
Zealand that the proposals for restyling legislative texts were first accepted by the
Offices of Parliamentary Counsel as early as the late 1980s. Canada and post-
apartheid South Africa also implemented changes in the way some (though not all)
of the English versions of their laws were drafted. But in the US, despite early suc-
cesses, progress was generally slow, and in the UK there were few signs of a will-
ingness to change. One exception was the setting up in the mid-1990s of the Tax
Law Rewrite Project whose assignment was to rewrite the 6000 pages of British tax
laws in a more modern style. Furthermore, the UK Civil Procedure Rules 1998,
which came into force in 1999, were written in Plain language and constituted an
attempt to streamline civil litigation (Asprey 2010: 79), while the 1999 Unfair
Terms in Consumer Contracts regulations require “plain and intelligible” language
to be used in drafting such contracts.

Meanwhile, in international bodies where English was one of the official lan-
guages, there appeared to be little interest in moving towards a more modern draft-
ing style, despite the activism in the European Union of the ‘Fight the Fog’ cam-
paign from the late 1990s. As one of the champions of that campaign, Emma
Wagner (2010: 4), points out:

The major EU enlargement was a fantastic achievement for democracy and for
Europe, but it brought two problems for drafting in the Commission: the contin-
ued rise of bad English as the Commission’s lingua franca, and the massive influx
of new staff who naturally adopted the prevailing in-house style, rather than try-
ing to reform it.

For example, the English version of the European Constitution of 2004 bore
many of the hallmarks of a traditional style of drafting such as the inclusion of the

1 Reducing nominalization means, for example, favouring verb phrases rather than
noun phrases, such as in exercising the right instead of in the exercise of the right so as to
reduce the number of words and make the sentence less abstract.
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adverbials hereinafter or therein and the massive use of the modal auxiliary shall

(Williams & Milizia 2008: 2220-2222). As I have pointed out elsewhere (Williams
2010), such legalese adverbials and shall still feature regularly in certain types of
contracts even today: I will return to this point later.

This, then, was the situation as I saw it in 2004: Australia and New Zealand had
already modernized their drafting style several years earlier, and in their websites
the Australia Government Office of Parliamentary Counsel (2011) and the New
Zealand Parliamentary Counsel Office (2009)  were already openly endorsing the
principles of Plain language, or “clear drafting” as the latter defined it. Moreover,
South Africa had even chosen to write its Constitution in 1996 (it came into force a
year later) according to the precepts of Plain language (Williams 2009a). On the
contrary, with the partial exception of Canada, in the northern hemisphere most
legislation was still drafted along traditional lines. Not only the US and the UK but
also the United Nations and the European Union seemed to be equally impervious
towards any call to change their drafting style. Hence my perception of a “North-
South divide”. 

Not all legal professionals or academics are entirely persuaded that adopting
Plain language in drafting legislative texts has always been beneficial. For example,
in relation to Australian legislation, Barnes (2010: 706) concludes that “the goals of
a great number of members of the plain English movement, including those of the
Law Reform Commission of Victoria2, are misleading” when it comes to interpreting
legislative meaning. However, taken as a whole, the changes implemented to date
in the English-speaking world have generally been perceived – both by the general
public and by legal professionals – as an improvement with respect to the old style
of drafting. 

2. Changes since 2004

Over the last few years a number of discernible changes have occurred in terms
of the modernization of legislative drafting, particularly in the United Kingdom,
firstly in Edinburgh and then in Westminster. I shall examine the two cases in
question before going on to consider the United States.

2.1. Changes in legislative drafting techniques in Edinburgh

Part of the ‘devolution package’ introduced by Tony Blair’s Labour government
in 1998 was that Scotland should be granted its own Parliament, and the Scottish
Parliament began making its own laws from 1999. It was not long before the Office
of the Scottish Parliamentary Counsel started debating the need to modernize its
drafting style. Following lengthy discussions in 2005 an online booklet Plain Lan-

guage and Legislation was published (Office of the Scottish Parliamentary Counsel

2 The Victorian Law Reform Commission report called Plain English and the Law was
published in 1987 and was one of the major catalysts for Plain language and the law in
Australia (Asprey 2010: 68).
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2006), and this shortly led to a noticeable (at least to legal professionals) transfor-
mation in the way many of Scotland’s laws were now drafted (Williams 2007,
2009b). For example, there was a sharp drop in the frequency of legalese terms such
as said or forthwith, and also in the frequency of shall (Williams 2007: 112-115). 

The fact that the Office of the Scottish Parliamentary Counsel and the Scottish
Subordinate Legislation Committee had decided only a few years after the Scottish
Parliament had been set up to reform the language of legal drafting, whereas the
rest of the UK appeared to be less committed to such reform, seemed to me an ele-
ment of “distinctiveness of Scottish legal culture at work with respect to that of
England, Wales or Northern Ireland” (Williams 2009b: 308). However, I warned
(ibid.: 309)  against “oversimplifying the distinction between a ‘conservative’ legal
establishment in Westminster as opposed to a more ‘innovative’ one in Edinburgh”,
citing the case of the Renton Committee which had been set up in 1973 with the
mandate of finding ways to renew Westminster’s drafting style. 

As it turned out, major changes were just about to take place in Westminster.

2.2. Changes in legislative drafting techniques in Westminster

The Renton Committee of 1973 was to make a number of suggestions in its Re-
port about how to modernize legal drafting, but they were ignored, despite the
praise the Committee received in Parliament at the time. The topic was largely
dropped for a further 20 years or more until the Conservative government instituted
Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs Tax Law Rewrite Project which became opera-
tive from 1997 (Williams 2007: 104-109; HM Revenue & Customs 2010), in line with
similar tax law rewriting projects that had been set up in Australia and New
Zealand a few years earlier. The British project – initially scheduled to complete its
task within five years – lasted for 13 years, with the last of the eight pieces of re-
drafted tax legislation coming into force in 2010. The Office of the Scottish Parlia-
mentary Counsel (2006) made explicit reference to the Tax Law Rewrite Project as
one of the models on which it intended to base its restyled drafting techniques, but
the modern drafting principles that the Project applied to tax laws were not initially
expected to be extended to other laws in the UK. However, in 2007-2008 two things
happened. 

Firstly, on 8 March 2007 Jack Straw, leader of the House of Commons, together
with Meg Munn, Minister for Women and Equality, announced in Parliament that
in future all legislation passed by Westminster would be gender-neutral, thus re-
versing a trend that had existed for the best part of 200 years of using only male
pronouns where a reference to men and women was intended. This would bring the
UK in line not only with most other English-speaking countries but also with inter-
national bodies such as the UN and the EU where gender-neutral texts were al-
ready the norm (Williams 2008).

Secondly, the Drafting Techniques Group at the Office of the Parliamentary
Counsel in Westminster produced two highly significant papers, one on the subject
of shall (March 2008), the other on gender-neutral drafting techniques (December
2008). The former devoted a full 24 pages to this controversial modal auxiliary that
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has characterized legal English for centuries, acknowledging (UK Drafting Tech-
niques Group 2008a: 1) that: 

1. Shall can be controversial. Few other words have the potential to evoke such
strong feelings among writers on legal drafting. It has been said that “shall is the
hallmark of traditional legal writing. Whenever lawyers want to express them-
selves in formal style, shall intrudes.” But its supporters can be forthright in its
defence. Thus Craies on Legislation argues that shall “is simply too precious a
commodity to discard in the absence of an obvious modern equivalent, however ar-
chaic it appears.”
2. This difference of opinion is reflected in the practice of the Office. Some recent
Acts use shall freely whilst others avoid it altogether, or perhaps reserve it for
textual amendments to Acts in which it already appears.

The Group went on to examine in considerable detail the various alternatives to
shall – such as must, the is/are to construction, the present simple, and expressions
such as it is the duty of – in a wide range of contexts. In the end it recommended a
more restrictive use of shall than was proposed by the Office of the Scottish Parlia-
mentary Counsel (2006) in Chapter 4 of its booklet on ‘Plain language techniques’,
endorsing the almost total elimination of shall from legislative texts, even in most
cases of textual amendments. Several references are made to the Tax Law Rewrite
Project, as well as to drafting practices in Australia, New Zealand, Scotland and
Canada. 

In the six-page Paper on gender-neutral drafting, the Group analyses the various
techniques available in order to implement the policy outlined in Parliament the
year before. But whereas the position of the Drafting Techniques Group on shall is
fairly clear-cut, even if argued in great detail, its position on gender-neutral draft-
ing is more speculative: “The approaches discussed are not exhaustive and should
not be taken as recommended approaches” (UK Drafting Techniques Group 2008b:
1), and further suggestions are explicitly welcomed. 

However, as late as November 2009 we can find legislative texts such as the
Policing and Crime Act 2009 where shall still recurs frequency, even if the principle
of gender neutrality has been applied (e.g. “at a place where he or she is required to
be”3), though several other texts of the same year are shall-free. It is in 2010 that
the changes really begin to kick in, as I have described in Williams (forthcoming),
with the frequency of shall dwindling to 0.2 occurrences per 1000 words in 2010 as
opposed to 10.6 occurrences just ten years earlier. 

Other changes in line with the proposals of the Plain language movement have
also been implemented such as a marked reduction in the use of the passive. If we
discount intransitive verbs (e.g. be or stay) where there is no choice available be-
tween active and passive voice, and compare the situation in 1980 with that of 2010,
we witness an increase in actives from 46.9% to 74.0%, and hence a corresponding
decrease in passives from 53.1% to 26.0%, a reduction of 50 per cent (ibid.). More-

3 Part 4 Section 35 (3)(c) of Policing and Crime Act 2009.



over, it is worth noting that of the remaining occurrences of the passive in the 2010
texts, there has been a marked shift towards the is/are to construction which now
accounts for some 44 per cent of all cases of passive voice, whereas in 1980 this
function was largely carried out by shall. Here is an illustration of this shift from
shall to is/are to with passives:

(1) If there is more than one personal representative, and their dates of know-
ledge are different, subsection (5)(b) above shall be read as referring to the earli-
est of those dates4.

(2) In subsection (3)(a) the reference to 12 months in England and Wales is to be
read, in relation to an offence committed before the commencement of section
154(1) of the Criminal Justice Act 2003, as a reference to 6 months5.

The recent changes in drafting style that have been implemented in Edinburgh
and Westminster have thus brought the UK in line with the drafting policy adopted
in Australia and New Zealand for well over two decades.

Finally, it should be noted that since 2006 every new law passed in Westminster
and Edinburgh comes with ‘Explanatory Notes’ which do not form part of the Act it-
self but are aimed at assisting readers in understanding it better. 

2.3. The situation in the United States

As was mentioned earlier, the Plain language movement began in the United
States: as early as 1978 President Carter issued an order that “regulations should
be as clear and simple as possible” (cited in Asprey 2010: 66). Yet the adoption of a
more modern drafting style has still not been fully endorsed in the United States,
despite the passing of the Plain Language Act 2010 by the Obama administration
and the restyling of the Federal Rules of Appellate Procedure (1998), Criminal Pro-
cedure (2002), Civil Procedure (2007) and, most recently, the Federal Rules of Evi-
dence (2010). All these court rules have been rewritten according to the precepts of
Plain language “to make the rules clearer, more consistent, and more readable – all
without changing their meaning” (Kimble 2010: 34).

Furthermore, several States have passed laws – some dating back to the 1980s –
requiring that “all residential leases and consumer contracts be written in under-
standable language” (Asprey 2010: 67), following the introduction by the State of
New York of the so-called ‘Sullivan law’ in 1978 (ibid.). It should, however, be ob-
served that the results are not always as spectacular as one might wish, as van
Naerssen (2005) has pointed out in her “forensic test” of a Pennsylvanian contract.

A number of US government departments and agencies use and promote Plain
language these days, in the wake of the decision taken in 1998 by the US Securities
and Exchange Commission to apply the rule that prospective investors must be in-
formed about their securities in Plain language (ibid.: 70-71). In addition, there are

4 Section 11 (7) of Civil Aviation Act 1980.
5 Section 6 (4) of Identity Documents Act 2010.
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organizations such as The Plain Language Action and Information Network
(PLAIN), “a group of federal employees from many different agencies and specialties
who support the use of clear communication in government writing”6 that actively
encourage institutional bodies to implement Plain language laws and initiatives.

Nevertheless, legislative texts on a national level in the US still tend to conform
to a rather traditional style of drafting. Even the US Plain Writing Act of 2010 in-
cludes instances of shall:

(3) Not later than 18 months after the date of enactment of this Act, and annually
thereafter, the head of each agency shall publish on the plain writing section of the
agency’s website a report on agency compliance with the requirements of this Act7.

The same is also true of the Presidential Executive Order of 18 January 2011 which,
after stating that the US regulatory system “must ensure that regulations are accessi-
ble, consistent, written in plain language, and easy to understand”8, lays down that:

(4) Regulations shall be adopted through a process that involves public participa-
tion. To that end, regulations shall be based, to the extent feasible and consistent
with law, on the open exchange of information and perspectives among State,
local, and tribal officials, experts in relevant disciplines, affected stakeholders in
the private sector, and the public as a whole9.

Further on in the Executive Order there is even a case of shall being used in a
definition provision, a trait which tends to indicate a particularly conservative ap-
proach to legal drafting and which, for example, had largely disappeared by 1980 in
the UK in favour of the present simple (even if shall was widely used at that time in
other contexts), as we can see by comparing the two texts below:

(5) For purposes of this order, ‘agency’ shall have the meaning set forth in section
3(b) of Executive Order 1286610.

(6) ‘insane person’ has the meaning given to it by section 1 of the Criminal Justice
Act (Northern Ireland) 1966, and ‘insanity’ shall be construed accordingly11.

In brief, then, while there are many tangible signs that Plain language has made
substantial inroads in the US, particularly as regards its use in court procedures
and in federal government, the ethos of modernizing the legislative drafting style
has still not penetrated the US Establishment to the extent that it has in Australia,

6 http://www.plainlanguage.gov/site/about.cfm (last accessed 30 November 2011).
7 Section 5b of the US Plain Writing Act 2010. At http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/query/D?c111:6:./temp/~c111 hwtsrb:: (last accessed 11 May 2011).
8 Section 1(a) of Executive Order 13563 of January 18, 2011. At http://edocket.access.

gpo.gov/2011/pdf/2011-1385.pdf (last accessed 30 November 2011).
9 Section 2(a) of Executive Order 13563 of January 18, 2011.
10 Section 7(a) of Executive Order 13563 of January 18, 2011.
11 Section 30 of Criminal Appeal (Northern Ireland) Act 1980.



New Zealand or – much more recently – the United Kingdom, despite the passing of
the US Plain Writing Act 2010 and the Executive Order of 18 January 2011.

For reasons of space it is impossible to cover the recent evolution in legal draft-
ing style in all of the English-speaking countries. I have chosen to focus above all on
the United Kingdom because it would seem to be the English-speaking area where
the greatest change in drafting style has occurred in recent years. For a more ex-
haustive view of Plain language and the law around the world, including non-Eng-
lish-speaking countries, see Asprey (2010: 64-89)12.

Before going on to analyse the situation of legal English and Plain language
drafting in international organizations, a few words need to be said about the lan-
guage of contracts in the English-speaking world.

3. the language of contracts in english

Although the principles of Plain language have been adopted, at least in part, by
the majority of English-speaking countries with regard to legislative texts, this is by
no means the case as regards contracts. Of course, there are many notable excep-
tions to this statement. As we have seen in Section 2.3 on the United States, for ex-
ample, consumer contracts and lease agreements must be drafted by law in Plain
language in a number of states. Moreover, some companies take pride in the fact
that their contracts are drafted according to the principles of Plain language. But
the general situation is that contracts still tend to be plagued with old-fashioned
forms of legalese, particularly adverbs such as hereby, therein or whereof. The phe-
nomenon has been widely studied (e.g. Adams 2008; Darmstadter 2008; Williams
2010) and manuals – notably those by Adams (2008) and Darmstadter (2008) – have
been devoted to how to draft contracts in a more modern style. Yet the problem per-
sists, even in this increasingly globalized world where English is becoming ever
more the lingua franca of international business, and where one would imagine the
need for clarity of expression using easily understood, everyday terms would be
paramount. Many corporate lawyers evidently prefer to play safe and use a phrase-
ology that has been accepted by the Common law courts for centuries rather than
run the risk of introducing a more modern way of drafting. 

4. the situation in international bodies: the united nations and the
european union

If the United Kingdom and, to some extent, the United States have shown a
greater readiness to embrace the principles of Plain language in recent years, the
major international institutions where English is one of the official languages would

12 Another country where there is the promise of change (at least in the English version)
in drafting style is Hong Kong after the publication in December 2009 of the paper by the
Law Drafting Division of the Department of Justice on ‘Drafting-related initiatives for im-
proving the quality of legislation’. See http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr09-10/english/panels/ajls/
papers/aj1215cb2-512-4-e.pdf (last accessed 30 November 2011).
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appear to be more resistant to change, except as regards gender neutrality. To the
best of my knowledge the only clear indication that the United Nations favours
Plain language – at least in English – can be found in the ‘Plain Language Version’
of some of its most important Treaties and Conventions. These adaptations of origi-
nal texts into Plain language have long been part of the educational ethos promoted
by the UN which provides résumés – seen from a young person’s perspective – of the
main points contained in UN Treaties and Conventions. The example below con-
tains the Plain language versions of articles 1, 3 and 4 of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights of 1948, followed by the original texts of the three articles:

(7) 1. When children are born, they are free and each should be treated in the
same way. They have reason and conscience and should act towards one another
in a friendly manner.
3. You have the right to live, and to live in freedom and safety.
4. Nobody has the right to treat you as his or her slave and you should not make
anyone your slave13.

Article 1. All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They
are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a
spirit of brotherhood.
Article 3. Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.
Article 4. No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade
shall be prohibited in all their forms14.

On the other hand, as regards drawing up legally binding texts, the situation
would seem to have remained static ever since the UN was set up in 1944. For ex-
ample, occurrences of shall, of syntactic discontinuities, and of long sentences with
complex subordination and coordination – indicators of a more conservative drafting
policy – can still be found today:

Each State Party shall, in accordance with national regulations, separate all clus-
ter munitions under its jurisdiction and control from munitions retained for oper-
ational use and mark them for the purpose of destruction15.

The States Parties shall require that civilians without authorization for the pos-
session of light weapons valid in the State in question who wish to import or ship
in transit, through their respective territories light weapons and their ammuni-
tion in their possession must obtain a visitor’s certificate authorizing temporary
import for the length of their stay or temporary transit16.

13 http://www.un.org/cyberschoolbus/humanrights/resources/plain.asp.
14 http://www.un.org/events/humanrights/2007/hrphotos/declaration%20_eng.pdf (last ac-

cessed 10 December 2011).
15 Article 3(1) of UN Convention on Cluster Munitions 2008. At http://treaties.un.org/

doc/Publication/CTC/26-6.pdf (last accessed 10 December 2011).
16 Article 10(1) UN Central African Convention for the control of small arms and light

weapons, their ammunition and all parts and components that can be used for their manu-
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However, two points should be made. Firstly, even drafters in countries which
promote a Plain language policy sometimes resort to syntactic discontinuities and
long sentences: there may be circumstances where no suitable alternative is avail-
able. Secondly, because of the need in the United Nations to ensure the approval of
legally binding documents by the widest possible number of participating countries,
the language employed in texts drafted in the UN tends to be relatively straightfor-
ward when compared with the more technical style often used by drafters writing
national laws. Most UN texts are therefore relatively easy to understand, even if
the style (at least in the English versions) may sometimes sound a little antiquated.

In the European Union there would appear to be a much greater awareness and
debate than there is in the UN about language problems and the need for ‘Clear
Writing’. On 22 December 1998 the Interinstitutional Agreement was passed pro-
viding common guidelines for the quality of drafting on Community legislation. On
15 March 2010 the Clear Writing Campaign was launched, aimed at all the staff on
the European Commission in an attempt to stamp out what has been termed as
‘Commisionese’ (Strickland 2011: 15). Moreover, the English Style Guide published
by the European Commission Directorate-General for Translation (2011) is con-
stantly being updated. Yet the problems of “bad English” remain, as Wagner (2010:
4) has outlined, and “much still remains to be done” (ibid.). English has rapidly as-
sumed a position of lingua franca among the 23 official languages adopted by the
EU with 95 per cent of Commission drafters writing mainly in English, although
only 13 per cent are of English mother tongue (ibid.). But the drafting style has
changed relatively little since the UK and Ireland entered the European Commu-
nity in 1973; for example, the frequency of shall has remained virtually the same
between 1973 and 2010 (Williams forthcoming), even if it is recognized today as
being a problem word since it is “rarely encountered in everyday speech” (European
Commission Directorate-General for Translation 2011: 34). 

On the other hand, we have witnessed a drop in the frequency of the word that
has been defined by TransLegal as “the archetypal legalism”17: whereas. For exam-
ple, whereas – which means ‘given the fact that’ in its legal sense – used to occur at
the start of each recital, as was once the habit in the English-speaking world (it is
still commonly found in contracts but has disappeared from most legislative texts).
Here is an example taken from 1973:

(8) Whereas, to allow free movement of the aforesaid products, the rules relating
to these trade arrangements applicable in the United Kingdom should, as a gen-
eral rule, be applicable, the United Kingdom and the islands being treated as a
single Member State for the purpose of applying these rules;
Whereas, however, sums charged in these islands for customs duties, charges,
levies or other amounts are not part of the Community budget; whereas Commu-

facture, repair and assembly 2010. At http://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/2010/04/
20100430%2001-12%20PM/xxvi-7.pdf (last accessed 10 December 2011).

17 http://www.translegal.com/drafter/whereas (last accessed 10 December 2011).
TransLegal is a Swedish-based company that has been active in promoting legal English
for non-native speakers.
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nity financing of the common agricultural policy is therefore not applicable;
whereas rules to promote exports should not be applied, the amounts granted by
the Community serving only as a ceiling for the aid which can be granted by the
islands […]18.

But there was a change of policy during the late 1990s so now, where texts con-
tain a preamble, there is just one occurrence of whereas at the start of the first
recital in the list. According to a survey I made recently comparing EU texts over
the period 1973-2010, the frequency of whereas dropped by over 85% from 5.0 occur-
rences per 1000 words in texts in 1973 to 0.7 occurrences per 1000 words in texts
drafted in 2010. However, critics of legalese (e.g. Adams 2008: 388; Asprey 2010:
182-183; Mellinkoff 1963) have long suggested abolishing whereas completely from
legal texts on the grounds that it is archaic and generally serves no functional pur-
pose.

5. Conclusion

I have attempted to show that in recent years there has been greater progress
made in the UK and the US in the direction of Plain language drafting than there
has been in the EU or the UN. However, even in these two international organiza-
tions the issue of Plain language has been raised: in the UN we have seen that it is
sometimes used for didactic purposes, while in the EU there has been widespread
debate about reforming its drafting style, even if results so far have been disap-
pointing.

But we should not be surprised if progress is slower in international bodies
where a number of languages are of equal rank and have legal force. It is much eas-
ier to introduce changes in drafting style in a monolingual situation, as in Australia
or Westminster, or where at most there are only two official languages, as is the
case in Canada, New Zealand, Wales or the Republic of Ireland. In a multilingual
environment it is a far more complex task to modernize the style of just one lan-
guage without this having unforeseeable consequences on some or all of the other
languages.

Finally, a word about contracts. While most legislative drafters in the English-
speaking world today are sensitized to Plain language issues, the same cannot be
said of many corporate lawyers. Given the prevalence of English as the lingua

franca of international trade, it would seem to make sense to find a drafting style
that can be easily understood by all. But a change in that direction appears unlikely
to happen in the near future.

18 Regulation (EEC) No. 706/73 of the Council of 12 March 1973 concerning the Commu-
nity arrangements applicable to the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man for trade in agri-
cultural products. At http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:
31973R0706:EN:HTML (last accessed 11 December 2011).
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