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COMPTES RENDUS / REVIEWS  

 
IAN ROBERTS, Parameter Hierarchies and Universal Grammar, Oxford, Oxford University 

Press, 2019, 730 p. 

 
The author is a Professor of Linguistics at the University of Cambridge, specialising in 

comparative syntax of Celtic, Germanic and Romance languages. The book reviewed hereunder deals 

with morphosyntactic variation in natural languages and its target readership is represented by 

scholars of advanced level in generative syntax. It follows the tradition of Chomsky (1965) and 

Greenberg (1963); the author sets its goal to illustrate how these different approaches interact. The 

viewpoint is cross-linguistic (with a particular focus on the Romance languages) and it also includes 

the author’s novel approach: goal defectiveness – this can be understood as remodelling of the 

Chomskyan (1995) P&P theory. The book may be considered as a response to Newmeyer’s (2005) 

Against a parameter-setting approach to typological variation. It is structured into 8 chapters, 

preceded by acknowledgement and introduction. 

The 1st chapter (Parameters) is a continuation of the Introduction; it introduces the classical 

properties of principles and parameters from a Chomskyian (1995) perspective, in terms of Universal 

Grammar, and also mentions the seminal studies on the syntax of the Romance languages (e.g., 

Kayne 1975, Burzio 1986 and others). This chapter illustrates a new approach to the so-called PLD 

(Primary Linguistic Data) and also the reinterpreted three-factor language design which has its base in 

Chomsky’s earlier work (2005). In this chapter, language design is understood as: (1) underspecification of 

formal features of UG, (2) trigger experience (3) FE (Feature Economy) and IG (Input Generalization). 

In Roberts’ interpretation, parameters are emergent properties of the above-mentioned factors. His work 

differs from the Chomskyian (1995) perspective in the sense that Roberts’ take on parameters is that 

they are not directly predetermined in UG. The chapter is concerned with the classical parameter 

theory as applied to the Romance languages, including variation found with subject clitics, negation 

and participle agreement, and introduces a hierarchy of parameters: macro-, meso-, micro- and 

nanoparameters. It also gives an answer for the following questions: (a) Is the FF specified by UG, 

and (b) is it the same in all languages? Regarding these two questions, the author reflects both on the 

Chomskyian (2001) “one-time selection” (+answer to (a) and (b)), and also on the Biberaurian (2016) 

“emergentist” view (-answer) (p. 59). Regarding the common feature between Merge, θ-roles 

assignment and lexical roots one can observe a BCC1 (Borer-Chomsky Conjecture) approach. 

The 2nd chapter (Word order and the Final-Over-Final Condition) is concerned with word 

order variation, which implies FOFC and Kayne’s (1994) LCA. The author reinterprets the theory 

about the feature ^2 and he also presents a new approach, especially to the head finality, both of which 

are reinterpretations of Biberauer, Holmberg, Roberts (2014). The current FOFC approach is based on 

Chomsky’s (2013) LA (Labelling Algorithm) and on Holmberg’s (2000) earlier work. Roberts 

classifies four types of categories: syncategorematic categories, functional categories, categorizers 

and lexical roots. He also argues that categorial features of FPs (Functional Projection) may be weak 

or strong, similarly to Chomsky’s (2015) weak and strong T feature: the former is characterized by 

Roberts as “labelling by pied-piping”, the latter is “intrinsic labelling” (pp. 158–61). The principal 

idea of Robertsian labelling is that c-selecting functional phrases (T, C, D) are subject to parametric 

 
1 The term was used by Mark Baker (2008), parametric variation is linked to FFs of functional heads. 
2 The feature includes quantificational structure, wh-movement, definiteness, topic, focus – 

these aspects are known in the literature as trigger elements related to movement. 
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variation. In the current chapter, Roberts differentiates 3 types of languages which satisfy in different 

ways the CR. The chapter ends with the first (complex) parameter (p. 182). 

The 3rd chapter (Null subjects) is concerned with the null subject parameter. Starting from 

Barbosa’s (2019) and Elbourne’s (2005) approach, Roberts defines the Person feature related to pro 

and arbitrary pronouns. Roberts extends Barbosa’s (2019) interpretation about the nature of NP 

ellipsis / anaphora in PNSLs (partial null subject languages) and RNSLs (radical null subject 

languages) (pp. 220–33). Barbosa’s theory is relevant because it leads Roberts to reinterpret his 

typology about NSLs. In my opinion, in this chapter the author introduces one of the most important 

aspects of the book: goal defectiveness. The defective goal is combined with the following 

assumptions: “Does T have a D-feature?; Do φ-features incorporate into T?” The author defines and 

compares the basic properties of different kinds of (null) subjects: CNSL (consistent), PNSL (partial), 

RNSL (radical), NNSL (non-null subject), these were previously studied by several authors, but many 

of them are reinterpreted or extended from goal defectiveness. The reader is provided with answers 

for questions which implies high-detailedness, like why pro’s 3rd person antecedent in PNSLs must be 

local, while the contrary holds for CNSL pros (pp. 209-215). The chapter ends with the Person  

φ-parameters, while the SCL (Subject-clitic) is treated in a separate way. 

The 4th chapter (Incorporation) analyses the relation between nouns, determiners and 

polysynthesis. Roberts starts from Longobardi’s (2008) assumptions related to the N-to-D chain. The 

chapter gives an advanced interpretation of (null) pronominal DPs, combined with several variables 

and with interpretable / uninterpretable features. In the previous chapter the defective goal was an 

important term, in the current part the reader will be presented with a possible answer regarding last-

resort movement vs. goal defectiveness related to Person. One might think that the Person feature is 

quite simple, but it has at least 11 properties (p. 309). Roberts explains that strong Person is 

associated with different kinds of NSL mentioned in the 3rd chapter, which is also suggested in 

Longobardi’s earlier works, but Roberts clarifies situations like this “if a language has strong Person, 

it has rich-D” – not only strong Person languages may have rich D; these fine-tuning sequences make 

this chapter valuable. It includes the Person φ-hierarchy (p. 314, 337) and there are many subtle 

aspects illustrated, for example differences between strong Person vs. polysynthetic languages like 

Mohawk, the presence of classifiers in Mandarin which causes a special effect related to N-incorporation, 

both related to Baker’s (1966) MVC (Morphological Visibility Condition), but Roberts adopts his own 

novel approach – goal defectiveness. 

The 5th chapter (Verb-movement) analyses verb-movement; the author follows previous 

syntactic and semantic studies like Cinque (1999), Schifano (2014), among others. Longobardi’s 

(2008) nominal mapping also functions as a base point for Roberts’ approach. The central question is 

concerned with the possibility of the existence of a special feature in the clause which influences the 

relations of the functional heads in the extended verbal projection (TMA), which is strongly linked to 

Roberts’ belief that Person and Tense have deictic properties. The author distinguishes several tense 

types, related to their straightness, so the reader is familiarized with strong, weak and no tense 

languages. The viewpoint is complex, there are many inter-relational aspects which can be linked to 

further variations of the V-movement, especially in V-initial languages. Roberts also extends Roberts 

and Biberaruer’s (2010) theory related to 2 types of special V-initial languages and, in the current book, 

the difference between these 2 categories may be understood as microparametric variation. With respect 

to strong tense, Roberts illustrates the huge variety in Romance V-movement which can be understood 

as a mesoparametric variation. His strong and weak tense interpretation are based on Schifano’s (2014) 

PI (Paradigmatic Instantiation) and on Cinque’s (1999) studies, but just like in the previous chapters goal 

defectiveness is incorporated. The examples are sophisticated, and include languages like Haitian 

Creole, Cape Verdean Creole, and beside these less-studied languages, English auxiliaries, based on 

previous studies like Ross (1969), Harwood (2013), are also further analysed leading to nanoparametric 

differences. The 5th chapter may be very useful for those who are interested in a diachronic analysis of 

English verbal system, especially from Old English to Early Modern English. 

The 6th chapter (Case and alignment) analyses Case in passive constructions as micro- and 

mesoparametric variation, ergative alignment and causal constructions. Studies from Laszakovits 



3 Comptes rendus / Reviews 113 

(2017) and Sheehan (2017) function as a base point for Roberts’ theory. The author distinguishes two 

major differences between active and passive, which imply withholding FF(s) in passive. The 

mainstream questions include: how the IA move over the EA without violating Rizzi’s (1990) 

Relativized Minimality; why the EA is not an intervener between T and the IA? Just like in the 

previous chapters, the examples are sophisticated, and include less studied languages and special 

situations like Jamaican Creole – where the suppression of the Voice φ-features are interchangeable 

or the passive oblique subjects (pp. 440–55). The author also expresses his disagreement of 

Kiparsky’s (2013) 8 generalizations about passives constructions. Related to ergative alignment, he 

slightly modifies Sheehan’s (2017) assumptions. At this point, the reader might ask the question: how 

can ergative alignment be linked to passives? Between these 2, there is an abstract relation, influenced 

by causality. In the causality subsection the author also adopts Sheehan’s theory, whose focus is on 

the Romance languages, by FI (the faire-infinitif). Roberts explains how the ApplP (Applicative 

Phrase) assigns dative to causee. One of the mainstream questions is the ability of ApplP to license or 

not the direct object, which directly affects VoiceP. 

The 7th chapter (Wh-movement and negation) presents interesting situations, for example, 

there are ergative/absolutive languages where there is no distinction between A and A’-movement – 

including Austronesian languages. In relation to this, the author expresses a different opinion 

compared to Alridge’s (2017) theory, he proposes a new interpretation for languages with no 

distinction between A/A’-movement. He analyses English wh-words and proves that they can appear 

on the extended projection (EP): EP(N), EP(A), EP(P) – these are macroparametric variations. One of 

the mainstream aspects of this chapter is his disagreement with Cheng’s (1991) generalizations – 

Clause Typing Hypothesis, which is concerned with the interaction between question particles and 

wh-movement. In relation to negation, Roberts analyses interpretable vs. uninterpretable features of 

negative (concord) languages. The negation parameter also has many fine-tuned questions, like PNeg4: 

“Are all negative indefiniteness iNEG?” (pp. 567). This perspective is also cross-linguistic and there 

are many special situations illustrated, like negative auxiliaries in Uralic languages. 

The 8th chapter (Conclusion: towards a minimalist theory of syntactic variation) summarizes 

the book and presents general conclusions.  

This book is well organized, the perspective is cross-linguistic, the author’s style is 

convincing, the reader is provided with a great number of examples. At several times, the author 

extends his basic parameters due to some special situations. A good example for this is found in the 

7th chapter, where the initial parameter order might be reinterpreted in order to avoid the same 

selection between Italian and Piedmontese. I also appreciate the author’s statement of limitation: 

“what is lacking in the hierarchies is any clear formal aspect of the statement of a given option that 

allows us to immediately tell whether it is a macro-, meso-, or microparameter” (p. 616). However, 

this is not a negative aspect of the book because these parametric variations are described in two 

ways: firstly, by formulas on pp. 75–6, and secondly, by definitions on p. 76, so the reader may revisit 

these aspects. 
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LILIANA IONESCU-RUXĂNDOIU, MIHAELA-VIORICA CONSTANTINESCU, 

GABRIELA STOICA, ŞERBAN HARTULAR (eds), Attitude and Stance in 

Discourse, Newcastle upon Tyne, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2022, 505 p. 

 
This volume is a valuable contribution to the study of discourse from the perspective of a 

group of Romanian and foreign scholars, who initially gathered at the University of Bucharest in the 

fall of 2018 to participate in a workshop with the same title as the book under consideration. 

This resulting volume is divided into six parts, totaling 16 chapters, in addition to an 

Introduction, lists of illustrations, tables and abbreviation, and, at the end, a list of contributors and a 

useful Index of Subjects. 

The Introduction (pp. 1-24), by Liliana Ionescu-Ruxăndoiu, is a true tour de force in 

familiarizing the reader with all the intricacies of the concept of “stance” (or “perspective,” or 

“viewpoint”) and “stancetaking” in the literature of the last decades. From terminological remarks, to 

specific features of existing definitions, to the functions and functioning of stances, to the formal 

aspects of expressing stance, to the negotiation of stance, and to the methodological perspectives on 

stance researching, Ionescu-Ruxăndoiu leaves “no stone unturned” – so to speak – in order to build the 

framework underlying all other contributions in the volume. And all this is done while displaying an 

impressive mastery of the subject and a remarkable clarity in conveying her own ideas on the topic. 

The first part of the book, “Stance Taking in Political and Judicial Discourse” (pp. 25-198), is 

the most extensive, and contains five chapters. The first one, by Daniela Rovenţa-Frumuşani, 

“Stancetaking. Identity and Intersubjectivity”, is a quantitative and qualitative analysis of a number of 

2020 speeches by the President of Romania concerning the COVID crisis. The study, its author states, 

“contributes to contemporary research on stance and identity by highlighting the importance of 

semantic and pragmatic choices as a resource for speakers and as an analytic category for 

researchers” (p. 48). 

The second chapter, by Liliana Hoinărescu, “Epistemic Certainty and Metalinguistics of Truth 

in Political Discourse”, concerns itself with a comparative corpus of British and Romanian 

parliamentary debates. The author analyzes, for both languages involved, epistemic certainty markers 

such as in fact, in reality, in truth, and the like, and indicates “the cognitive, rhetoric, and 

argumentative patters of these markers, as well as some linguistic and cultural similarities and 

differences” (p. 88). 

The third chapter in this section, by Adrian Toader, has the title “Attitudinal Stance in 

Romanian Parliamentary Discourse. The Case of the Colectiv Tragedy”. The author analyzes 23 

excepts from speeches delivered in the Chamber of Deputies between October 2015 and May 2020 on 

the topic of the fire that destroyed the Colectiv nightclub in 2015, ending up in a number of deaths 

and numerous injuries, and galvanizing the public opinion against the corruption and the ineptitude of 

the political class. Toader claims that the members of Parliament “choose to claim responsibility 

through group identity, attempt to distance themselves from political accountability, and claim to 

blame others in the process” (p. 116), all with the ultimate goal of defending their public image badly 

damaged by the events. 

The fourth chapter is titled “Stancetaking in Argumentative Discourse: Strategic Maneuvering 

with Quotations”, and is authored by Anca Gâţă. She sees quotation as “a complex interactional and 

rhetorical phenomenon, disguised in many forms, and occurring not only in conventionalized 

discourse, such as the academic and scientific genres, but also in public and, more specifically, 

political discourse” (p. 142). 

In chapter 5, “The Last Christmas. Stancetaking in the Transcript of Ceauşescu’s Political 

Trial”, Andrea Cristina Ghiţă examines the Romanian dictator’s trial within the theoretical framework 

of Du Bois 2007 stance triangle model, trying “to go beyond the obviousness of the material (the 

dialogue) and to reveal its hidden mechanism (the dialogicity)” (p. 191).  
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The second part of the volume, “Stancetaking in Online Communication” (pp. 169-263) 
contains two chapters. “Political Posts on Social Networks from a Dialogical Perspective”, chapter 6, 
is signed by Stanca Măda and Răzvan Săftoiu; chapter 7, “From Verbal Violence to Argumentation: 
Stancetaking in a Corpus of Newsreader Online Comments”, is by Sorina Ciobanu. Măda and Săftoiu 
analyze a series of internet comments triggered by an initial post by former Bucharest Mayor Firea, 
who was booed when appearing at a public event she has organized. The analysis is conducted from a 
dialogic perspective, and reveals a strong conflict between what listeners expected and the way their 
expectations were met. 

Ciobanu, on the other hand, returns to the Colectiv tragedy, analyzing comments posted on the 
website of the Romanian daily Gândul two days after the event, on the occasion of a news article 
published by a controversial politician. She “paint[s] the picture of a type of discourse characterized 
by ‘stancetaking for the sake of stancetaking’, the predominance of negative evaluations, harsh 
criticism, disagreement, and the speakers’ choice to present themselves as ‘experts,’ conveying 
unquestionable absolute truths” (p. 260). 

Part III, “Stancetaking Devices in Oral Conversation and in Literature” (pp. 265-314), has 
also two chapters. The first one, chapter 8, is signed by Andra Vasilescu, and entitled “Parenthetical 
as Metacognitive Stancetaking Devices”. Unlike other chapters in the book, mostly case studies 
which take as a point of departure some sort of corpora, this excellent contribution is purely 
theoretical, and begins by listing the wide range of structures that have been labelled as parenthetical, 
and continues by reviewing the theoretical frameworks (syntactic, pragmasemantic, and cognitive) in 
which these structures have been analyzed. Vasilescu’s proposal is that parentheticals are 
“metacognitive stancetaking devices”, that is, “indices of planned strategies at which speakers resort 
in order to enhance uptake and mutual understanding with the hearer, by leaving traces in discourse of 
the metacognitive processes that occur in their minds during speech production” (p. 274). She labels 
them as “cognitive devices” and proposes a new classification of parentheticals based on the criterion 
of metainformation import. 

Chapter 9, titled “A Self-Critical Speaker: The Romanian Reformulation Marker Adică  
‘I Mean/Namely’”, belongs to Adriana Costăchescu. She analyzes and classifies a number of 
examples from literature, and she believes that “the mere existence of R[eformulation] M[arker]s 
shows that the minimum effort principle and what we can call the ‘clearer communication’ principle 
are not equal, despite what the current pragmatic theories seem to suggest” (p. 310). In parenthesis, 
this chapter could benefit from a more careful editing in the future (e.g., the Spanish marker is o sea, 
not o sia, and Salvador Pons Bordería should be alphabetized under Pons, not Bordería, since Spanish 
people have two last names). 

Part IV, “Stancetaking in a Diachronic Perspective” (pp. 315-400), contains chapters 10, 11, 
and 12. Melania Roibu and Oana Uţă Bărbulescu sign the first chapter in this part, “Stancetaking in 
the Romanian Interwar Parliamentary Discourse”. They discussed debates delivered by 
representatives from both Power and Opposition following the 1933 strike of a Romanian Railways 
company and the Army intervention a few days later. As one of the book’s editor states, “[t]he 
authors analyse the indexical nature of the stance for the party affiliation of the MPs (members of 
parliament – our note), as reflected in their linguistic and communicative strategic choices” (p. 19).  

Chapter 11, “Stance in the Romanian Humoristic Press”, is authored by Mihaela-Viorica 
Constantinescu. Her data come from a nineteenth century Romanian satiric publication, Nichipercea. 
She claims that the articles in this magazine “show a particular discursive style and a high ideological 
load (maybe more ‘stance-saturated’ than in other types of articles)” (p. 361) and that this high 
ideological load is achieved through lexical choices. 

Chapter 12 is titled “Affective Stancetaking in Correspondence: The Case of Filial-Parental 
Love”. Its author is Gabriela Stoica, who analyses a set of letters written between 1850 and 1854 by a 
Romanian father to his teen-age son, who is studying in Paris. Her purpose is to “delineate the 
discursive markers and mechanisms of the speaker’s affective self-positioning towards the object of 
the evaluation (the ideal social-moral and affective father-son relationship, and the filial-parental 
love) and the interlocutor” (p. 378).  
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Part V (pp. 401-436) is titled “Stancetaking and Intercultural Communication”. Chapter 13 

(the first in this part), “Attitude and Stance in Discourse in a Bilingual Community: The Case of 

Present-Day Sociolinguistic Situation in Catalonia”, has two authors: Lidiya Shamova and Bella 

Bulgarova. As the title suggests, this is an overview of the sociolinguistic situation in that part of 

Spain, unfortunately not based on current bibliography or sources, and using dated concepts such as 

“interference,” which was long ago abandoned in the discipline.  
Chapter 14 is titled “What Japanese Can Say about Politeness in Romanian” and authored by 

Masanori Deguchi. This is an intriguing and interesting contribution insofar as it compares the system 
of polite pronouns in Japanese and Romanian, arguing for “a parallelism between the use of long 
forms in Japanese and the plural agreement in Romanian” (p. 435). More specifically, Deguchi argues 
that dumneavoastră expresses formality while dumneata is encoded for deference; the former is “an 
addressee honorific” while the latter is a “referent honorific” (ibidem). 

The last part in the book is part VI (pp. 437-486), “Stancetaking and Applied Linguistics”. It 
contains two chapters, the first of which (chapter 15) is by Hiromasa Tanaka and is titled “Stance and 
Literacy Development: Japanese Leaners in Lingua Franca English Discourse”. The author collected 
data by videorecording and interviewing at two Project-Based Learning program sites, one in a 
village in Romania and the other one in Japan. Stance, as a social practice, is used as a unit of 
analysis. As Ionescu-Ruxăndoiu mentions, “[t]he author analyses the co-construction of stance by the 
participants, as well as the evolution of stancetaking practices, ranging from distancing to alignment 
and commitment, from a socio-cognitive perspective” (p. 20). 

Chapter 16, the last one in the book, is titled “Stance and Stancetaking in Romanian and 
American School Debates” and is authored by Carmen-Ioana Radu. She uses the transcripts of two 
debates among teenagers, using the Karl Popper format, to analyze explicit stancetaking from all 
participants and highlight cultural differences at the level of discourse between the Romanian and the 
American students. 

To conclude, this book is a great contribution to discourse analysis, and has a number of 
merits that must be highlighted. Overall, I was truly impressed by the authors’ mastery of the 
theoretical concepts and their ability to apply them to relevant and timely chosen topics. Some of 
these topics, such as humor, family love, or literacy development, are clearly universals, and therefore 
of interest to a wide audience. Some others, such as political, judicial, and parliamentary discourse, 
are at the core of current discourse analysis in a variety of languages. And some are rather innovative, 
in the sense that is it less common to see chapters on sociolinguistics, comparative applied linguistics 
or intercultural communication in “typical” collections of articles on stancetaking. Indeed, “[t]here is 
a specific focus –write the editors – of possible applications of some key findings of stance research 
in improving inter-ethnic communication and the teaching of foreign languages, as well as students’ 
communicative abilities” (rear book cover). 

Moreover, one must note the wide variety of corpora used, from political debates to private 
letters, from satiric journalism to trial transcript, from presidential discourses to school debates, and 
from informal oral conversations to numerous data collected in online communication. And also, the 
richness and currency of the references, in particular in the contributions by Romanian scholars, who, 
once again, demonstrate to be on top of their game in this area. 

The chapters in this collection can be inspiring models for the application of several crucial 
discourse analysis concepts (such as stancetaking, for example, but not only) to a wide range of written, 
oral, and digital forms of communication, or, in a number of cases, for nuancing, or advancing, our 
knowledge of the structure of discourse. One excellent example of such type is chapter 8, on parentheticals 
(by Andra Vasilescu), but there are many other examples of similar value which increase the appeal of the 
volume. In general, the way in which the authors are able to apply a variety of analytical procedures and 
methods to their data is remarkable. Indeed, as the editors wrote, “[t]he volume’s approach is mainly 
pragma-rhetoric and interactional, but also interdisciplinary, promoting dialogue between stance researchers 
in different fields” (rear book cover). There is no doubt in my mind that this is a book that should not be 
missing from the academic libraries or investigators’ private collections. 

 

Domnița Dumitrescu 

California State University, Los Angeles 



118 Comptes rendus / Reviews 8 

 

 

STUART PRICE, BEN HARBISHER (eds), Power, Media and the Covid-19 Pandemic. 

Framing Public Discourse, London, Routledge, 2022, 273 p. 

 
Emerging from significant academic contributions in areas pertaining to cultural studies, 

politics, state theory, environmental responsibility, people's rights, journalism, rhetoric and discourse, 

the collective volume Power, Media and the Covid-19 Pandemic. Framing Public Discourse (Taylor 

& Francis, 2021) offers a fresh look at the interplay between many of the social forces that have 

shaped the "Covid narrative" since outbreak to present time. 

In communicative terms,  the broad range of Covid-19 public discourses that this volume 

tackles are viewed as social processes in the public sphere that have institutionally sanctioned 

outcomes in areas of media discourse, political communication and organizational and professional 

settings discourse (Scollon, 1997). The interdisciplinary examination of ‘publicness’, discourse and 

power makes use of a variety of events, acts, and utterances to situate the Covid-19 pandemic in a 

wider, transnational context. Questions such as: ‘How should we interpret the coronavirus's level of 

concern and fear as represented in government choices, public messaging, and social and mainstream 

media?’, ‘Have these responses been proportionate to the underlying risks?’, ‘What is the basis for the 

proliferation of conspiracy theories and "alternative facts"?’,  are all examined against mainstream 

media performance, political messaging and argumentation in critical regions all over the world, 

whether touching upon disruptive UK university management, the existing nexus between the 

pandemic and eugenics in South Africa, or critically examining racism in Brazil and the 

discriminatory practices in the Chinese media. 

The book treats discourse in a Foucauldian sense, as a type of knowledge that is generated, 

mobilized and consumed in power, the underlying tenet being here that through knowledge, power 

(re)creates its own spheres of action. This is partly why the book decidedly reflects a critical analysis 

approach construed on a ruptured relationship existing between formal state/corporate power, on the 

one hand, and the vast majority of the world's population on the other. While the former has sought to 

convince their audiences that general compliance (with lockdown rules, restrictions, etc.) is a prudent 

response to a moral imperative, meanwhile remaining cautious of encouraging other groups to view 

themselves as autonomous social actors endowed with the inalienable right to pass judgment on the 

political/economic elite, the latter is conceptualized by the elite as a 'public' that has been alternately 

characterized as responsive, educated, dependable, or as unmanageable, uneducated, and undependable 

during and after the pandemic. 

Structure-wise, the entire volume consists of five main parts, which are preceded by an 

Introduction and followed by an Index. The Introduction to this volume, belonging to the editors 

Stuart Price and Ben Harbisher, establishes several core issues of public discourse reference to the 

Covid-19 pandemic. The section Political time and pandemic time: states of emergency recaptures the 

moments when nations were placed on lockdown and political elites had to focus on a day-to-day 

crisis management whereas the section on Models of passive citizenship: ‘unregulated’ vs official 

communication presents the public discourse featuring self-control and respect for others as good 

qualities that should, ideally, become ubiquitous. Next, in Elite rhetoric and scientific data: an 

‘autonomous’ public and the political class, the editors tackle pandemic role models within 

authorities’ efforts to calibrate danger levels signaling the parallel appearance of a scientific narrative 

(the publication of virus reproduction rates, hospitalisations, tally of deaths, etc.) that has provided the 

public with a wealth of data but which  has also revealed the limitations of both official government 

wisdom and public health discourse. The section on Economic disasters: Covid-19 and employment 

discusses worldwide struggles to maintain nations’ basic engines of production and distribution while 

The global human cost: infection and mortality presents the limitations of national public healthcare 

systems, crushed by austerity rules and shortages of medical supplies. In addition to the Covid public 

discourse, a series of extreme environmental occurrences (wildfires, climate emergencies, etc.) seem 
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to have influenced public perception (in Beyond the news agenda: transnational catastrophes and 

ideological rupture) and while resuming ‘business as usual’ has become a significant trope in the 

mainstream media, whereas professing care for the 'well-being' of others has become a common 

aspect of political address (in Moving swiftly on? The Covid-19 narrative, ‘wellbeing’, and 

immovable events).  
Another significant issue raised by the pandemic refers and tackled in this introductory part 

refers to how class relations, labour, and political/cultural identity are to evolve in a society 'beyond' 

Covid-19. Further on, in Cumulative disasters, class relations and the ‘world beyond Covid’, the 

editors gauge the extent to which, under the control of vested interests, the post-pandemic state will 

remain one in which nations and people have 'learned to live with' the infection and the 

environmentally harmful activities that generated it. Finally, in the section Conclusion: post-

pandemic reconstruction – citizens, public and formal authority, Price and Harbisher afford a distant 

viewing of several post-pandemic development issues including, but not limited to, the rise of an 

unpredictable oppositional stance concerning the Covid-19 disaster, the reduction and expansion of 

centralized authority and the possibilities of a more ordered social order. To come full circle, the 

Introduction concludes with a brief presentation of each contributing chapter reinforcing once again 

the emphasis of the collective volume on the infodemic that has contributed to the shaping of the 

Covid-19 discourse.  

The collection’s five part structure well illustrates the multi-perspectival Covid-19 narrative. 

Thus, PART I The Pandemic: historical, medical and racial configurations (pp. 1–69) encompasses 

three chapters that touch upon the historical, medical, and racial mappings of the pandemic.  

Graham Murdock’s chapter (Killing fields Pandemics, geopolitics and environmental 

emergency, pp. 3-22) reviews the series of global pandemics that dates all the way back to 1890 and 

contends that one can only completely comprehend the current situation if one considers the damage 

generated by forest clearances and the establishment of new urban settlements that stand for 

preconditions for the emergence of novel pandemics. He argues that global capitalism's current fluxes 

have entwined deforestation, pandemics, global warming, agriculture, and fast food in a tangled web 

and that Covid-19 exemplifies the limitations of market fundamentalism and the necessity of 

substantial state intervention. The current social, health, and environmental problems have created a 

perpetual state of emergency, necessitating a dramatic rebalancing of priorities based on broad public 

intervention and a new ethos of internationalism, shared responsibility, and practical mutuality. The 

key task today facing communication researchers and practitioners, Murdock claims, is to craft the 

language, stories, imagery, and practices that will embed this vision in everyday life, as well as to 

comprehend and provide convincing rationales for practical action. 

The second contribution (Biopolitics, eugenics and the new state racism, pp. 22–55) is 

authored by one of the editors, Ben Harbisher, who analyzes how eugenics was employed as a form 

of social control in the United Kingdom during the coronavirus pandemic. Largely embracing Michel 

Foucault's theories about biopolitics (2010) and approaches to discourse, the chapter discusses the 

origins and meanings of eugenics and compares it to the Covid-19 pandemic. Harbisher notes that the 

mobilization of ideas such as fake news and disinformation (and their analysis) enables critical 

engagement with the ways in which institutions such as the mass media are used to disseminate 

concepts and practices associated with 'normal' behaviour. 

The third and last chapter (The subsumption of racial discrimination The representation of 

Chinese mainstream media of the maltreatment of African nationals in Guangzhou during the Covid-

19 pandemic, pp. 55–69) is authored by Zhou Yang and Na Yuqi and brings to the fore the Chinese 

government's response to the worrisome events in Guangzhou that took place in early April 2020. At 

that time, several African nationals, including entrepreneurs and students, were reportedly denied 

basic necessities like food, evicted from their homes, and denied access to stores and public transit 

while others were pushed into hotel quarantine or home self-isolation. The chapter examines the 

discursive strategies and representations in mainstream Chinese media of this event and shows that 

media coverage of the issue alluded to the mistreatment of Africans in Guangzhou during the 

pandemic but never acknowledged that it was racial discrimination at stake, both institutional and 
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individual. The authors conclude that denial of such discrimination was subsequently attributed to 

miscommunication between governments and public misperception based on insufficient evidence, 

however while the media amplified official views, no voice whatsoever was given in the reports to the 

individuals who were discriminated against.  

PART II Power, Crisis and Repression (pp 69–137) includes three chapters and looks into the 

Covid-19 narrative through yet another lens, that of executive influence and its representations in 

public discourse, switching from the elements of shared responsibility and media's performance from 

PART I to more regional approaches to discourse authority and ideology, discourse power in 

education and to the general and largely discretionary quality of public speech.  

Ben Whitham’s contribution (The cultural politics of crisis in the UK, pp.71–86) uses the 

methodological instruments of critical discourse analysis (CDA) to investigate several elements of the 

political, media, and public debate around the Covid-19 pandemic in the United Kingdom. By taking 

CDA as a methodological resource for analyzing media and mediation (Fairclough 2010), this chapter 

provides a fresh insight into some of the narratives, metaphors, and discursive practices that have 

been used to express the UK's cultural political economy of pandemic response. The chapter's core 

argument is that the cultural politics of austerity and Covid-19 are inextricably linked to the UK's 

broader cultural politics of crisis. Whitham investigates the extent to which statements such as 'we're 

all in this together' may obscure classed, gendered, and racialized structural inequalities in pandemic 

experiences and how war metaphors and the discursive admonitions in austerity of the 'remain calm 

and carry on' type may critically unravel their ideological militarism, contingent citizenship and white 

nationalism thereby excusing or masking the crisis' severe and socially uneven effects. 

Somewhat mirroring the structure of PART 1, the second contribution (5 UK universities 

during Covid-19 Catastrophic management, ‘business continuity’ and education workers, pp. 86–

123) is also authored by one of the editors, Stuart Price, who discusses the operational and discursive 

frameworks used by the senior leadership of British universities while attempting to persuade, entice, 

or compel their workforce and student cohort to return to a ‘Covid-secure’ campus during the 

coronavirus pandemic. The core issue here is why, despite repeated warnings from campus unions 

and health and safety experts, so many organizations took a disciplinary policy, which resulted in 

increasing infection and an eruption of various types of staff and student discontent. Price contends 

that the Covid-19 tragedy serves as a perfect case study in the specific use of a broad discretionary 

power – which practitioners refer to as leadership but which he terms as authoritarian managerialism – a 

kind of control and direction that already exists and replicates itself as an ideological practice in 

hybrid public/private institutions. 

Finally, the last contribution authored by Fernanda Amaral (Covid-19, police brutality and the 

systematic targeting of the black and disadvantaged population in Brazil, pp. 123–137) examines the 

extent to which in Brazil, during the Covid-19 crisis, the government narrative completely overlooked 

the health problem in the favelas and neglected the population's life and safety. The chapter explores 

the official narrative and the mainstream coverage of Covid-19 as well as its ways of shaping into a 

dominant ideological discourse that reinforces the impacts of social invisibility and ‘voice poverty’ in 

favelas and peripheries (Amaral, 2019).  

PART III Journalism, Information and Structures of Argument during Covid-19 (pp.137–191) 

comprises three chapters approaching investigative journalism, fact-checking practices and structured 

distribution of  media information across several regions of the world. 

The first chapter (Just following the science Fact-checking journalism and the Government’s 

lockdown argumentation, pp. 139–159) is authored by Jen Birks, who examines the news media's role 

in public discourse and the UK Government's justification for stalling lockdowns, with a particular 

emphasis on the concept of 'behavioural fatigue' (Mahase, 2020) and the extent to which the 

Government's reasoning was at that time subjected to fact-checking and other forms of interpretive 

journalism. Birks notes that concerns about facts and evidence seem to have centered on the 

dangerous misinformation and disinformation that have circulated in the social media and have fueled 

the conspiracy theories undermining official messages about public hygiene. 
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The next chapter (The burden of responsibility Investigative journalism in South Africa during 

the Covid-19 crisis, pp. 159–175) by Allen Munoriyarwa takes the argument further across the 

journalism and argues that the coronavirus outbreak has acted centrifugally on the South-African 

journalistic field. As a result, journalists have been forced to reconsider and re-evaluate long-held 

assumptions about their practices which include 'journalistic capital,' as measured by their access to 

and use of human sources, and inter- and intra-newsroom collaboration routines. The core tenet is that 

the professional reaction to the pandemic outbreak has particularly reintroduced investigative 

journalism, explanatory health journalism and data-driven reporting to South African newsrooms.  

The last, multi-authored chapter (“It’s just a little flu” Covid, institutional crisis and 

information wars in Brazilian journalism – the Folha de São Paulo newspaper, pp.175–191)  takes 

the case of President Bolsonaro who has railed against Brazilian institutions tasked with the 

responsibility of producing and disseminating knowledge, particularly in the sciences and the media, 

and who has often been accused of supporting a fake news network that used disinformation as a 

political weapon. The argument here is that discourses about accountability, transparency, and 

reliable information as a civil right are dependent in part on traditional journalism as a critical weapon 

against disinformation. 

PART IV British Political Discourse during the Pandemic (pp.191–235) examines critical 

questions of political discourse and discourse analysis across the British culture in encounters that 

present readers with more intriguing, and equally politically pressing, challenges in an increasingly 

globalized and Covid-19 fragmented world. At its core, this section views politics as a power struggle 

between those who want to assert and keep power and others who want to resist it. Alternatively, 

politics is also viewed as a form of collaboration, as the methods and institutions that a society uses to 

reconcile conflicting interests over money, power, and liberty, among other things.The tension 

between these two states is minutely explored within a collection of chapters that combine thematic 

examinations of the public dialogue with strategies of leadership and politics for constructing the 

narrative around the COVID-19 outbreak. 

The first chapter, authored by Sumaya Alnahed (The BBC and Covid-19. The politicisation of 

a pandemic?, pp.193–206), examines a sample of BBC coverage seeking to determine whether 

Government sources framed their response to the pandemic through a particular reliance on wartime 

narratives. The chapter also tries to ascertain whether the infiltration of these narratives into news 

media coverage, particularly the BBC’s, was the result of reliance on official sources, or on other 

significant influences on the BBC’s coverage of Covid-19. In addition to this, based on the survey 

results and interviews of BBC journalists, the author tries to determine some of the influences on their 

journalistic practices and perceptions of the level of accountability in coronavirus coverage. The 

chapter concludes that among these identified influences are the pressures to conform to government 

narratives, journalistic health and safety concerns while having as well as limited access to official sources. 

Taking political public communication to a discourse analysis level, the following chapter 

(How the UK Government ‘turned on a sixpence’ to change its story A discourse analysis of the 

No.10 daily coronavirus news conferences, pp. 206–220) undertakes an analysis of 92 consecutive 

No.10 UK Government daily Press Briefings in order to identify the critical factors that contribute to 

public trust in government communication. Garland shows that, albeit temporary, even populist 

governments, such as that led by Boris Johnson, with a lax attitude toward the existence of objective 

facts, can wisely react to citizens' expectations for impartial public information during times of 

pandemic crisis by shifting to discourses of transparency and the common good.  

In the third chapter of this Part (Mortality, blame avoidance and the state Constructing Boris 

Johnson’s exit strategy, pp.220–235) Leighton Andrews investigates the political and media 

discourses in the United Kingdom. According to him, while successful public health outcomes have 

historically relied on a concerted effort to implement active health control measures and reshape 

societal behavioral norms, in the case of the UK Government in 2020, a narrative of individual 

personal responsibility has emerged - as a neoliberal discourse and mode of governmentality – despite 

the fact, or perhaps precisely because, blame avoidance strategies have dominated the Covid-19 crisis 

discourse. 
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PART V Homelessness and Dispossession during the Pandemic (pp.235–262) is the final 

section of the volume that includes two chapters which complete the journey of the Covid-19 

divergent discourses and actions that expose the deficiencies and failures of housing policy in 

England and all throughout Europe. This section addresses supportive housing interventions and 

holds that along with increased access to quality medical services, social factors of health (such as 

housing itself, community features, and built environment) do have an effect on health outcomes. 

Practice implications and sustained efforts to reduce long-term homelessness at all levels can 

maximize initiatives to develop healthy communities. 

Richardson’s chapter (Has homeless rough sleeping in the UK and Europe been solved in the 

wake of the Covid-19 pandemic?, pp. 237–249) takes Fairclough’s (1992, 1995) content analysis as a 

methodological model and examines UK press accounts (during a four-month period following the 

start of lockdown) by placing great emphasis on news and agency reporting from nine European 

towns that are part of the World Habitat3 End Street Homelessness Campaign). The author examines 

how rough sleeping has been reframed in public and media discourse in the aftermath of the Covid-19 

outbreak. Richardson finds the story of the Covid-19-induced response to rough sleeping to be a 

complex contradiction and concludes that, among other things, the Covid-19 pandemic has ultimately 

exposed housing difficulties and a profound socio-economic inequality. 

The last chapter (Leper Islands Coronavirus and the homeless ‘other’, pp. 249–262) is 

authored by Simon Stevens who extends the theme by examining the discourses around the homeless 

in the United Kingdom prior to, during, and after the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic. The 

chapter begins by studying how their vulnerability to the virus was communicated by Covid-19 

Government Press Conferences, which emphasized the urgent need for rough sleepers to be housed. 

The analysis  of the UK Government’s public comments at press conferences reveals that while 

homelessness has received an occasional ‘special mention’, it has not been portrayed in the same way 

as individuals clinically at danger from coronavirus. 

Overall, the collection remains a confident transnational reading of the Covid-19 discourse as 

well as of the established, ‘politically driven’ structures generating forms of public address, the 

relative discernability and impacts of social players, the impact of media discourses on message 

configuration and delivery and, to no lesser an extent, of the observable behaviours of individuals and 

groups attempting to survive in crisis circumstances. 
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