RECENZE - BOOK REVIEW

Nadine Thielemann & Daniel Weiss (eds.): Remedies against the Pandemic: How
Politicians Communicate Crisis Management. Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2023.
vi+301 pp. Discourse Approaches to Politics, Society and Culture 102.

This collection — volume 102 in the John Benjamins series Discourse Approaches to
Politics, Society and Culture — adds ten case studies to the growing literature on political
communication during the Covid-19 pandemic. Readers attracted by the empirical ob-
jects of individual chapters will find plenty to stimulate their interest. Readers expecting
something more from an edited book, however, will probably be disappointed that the
volume largely fails to constitute a coherent knowledge object. It fails, that is, either to
convincingly demonstrate how ‘pandemic communication’ and ‘crisis management’ are
special kinds of enunciative situations that stand out from ‘normal times’, or to show us
how events of 202021 amplified some general features of political communication.

The book’s title is slightly misleading, in fact, since the communication in question is
less the transmission of public health messages and more the accounting, justifying and
reputation-managing discourse of political leaders. Many of the case studies are as much
about the management of communication ‘crises’ (from the perspective of politicians)
as they are about the use of communication tools and strategies to manage a health and
social crisis. That being said, the pandemic is an ideal setting in which to study discourse
and argumentation during an episode whose exceptional nature placed a high exigence
on persuasive force and, as time went by, gave an increasingly polemical tone to public
discourse. But while this book contains several interesting studies, it is let down by weak
integration (the editors neglect to provide a proper synthesis of the cumulative findings
and only three chapters cross-reference other chapters), a woefully inadequate index
(see below) and a general lack of care and attention on the part of authors, editors and
the series editors. To give just one example of the many errors and inconsistencies that
could have been picked up by more effective proof-reading: SARS-CoV-2 is not “com-
monly known as” Covid-19, as stated at the start of Holze’s chapter. Both are scientific
terms denoting different things (the virus and the disease), as correctly stated elsewhere
in the book (e.g., Callegari’s chapter).

A book (a printed one, at least) is not searchable, and thus not really fully usable, with-
out a good index, and this book is handicapped by a particularly poor one. It is inconsist-
ent: the names of some political leaders whose speeches are examined are included, but
others are not, for example. It is incomplete: entries such as ‘narrative’ and ‘speech act’
omit many occurrences of these terms in the book, and the term ‘pandemic’, bizarrely,
points only to Musolff’s chapter. And it is selective, omitting key terms like repetition,
pronoun, affect, logos/pathos/ethos, imperative, populism, epistemology, marketing or
propaganda. The book also lacks another standard paratextual component for edited col-
lections: the ‘note on contributors’ where biographical information would be provided.
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The editorial introduction does little more than present the themes, methods and chief
findings of individual chapters in list-like fashion, prefaced by a “sketch [of] key con-
cepts of crisis communication from the field of communication studies” (p. 3) which
occupies less than two pages and is essentially reliant on two sources. Thielemann and
Weiss claim that the studies collectively constitute a multimodal perspective on pandem-
ic communication (p. 5), but the multimodality is skin-deep, essentially a matter of data
selection. None of the studies grasps multimodality as a genuinely multi-perspectival
analytical repertoire, setting up a perspective interplay between two or more ways of
investigating discursive phenomena. Reading the introduction is not aided by the fact
that it refers to chapters by number, although the chapters are not numbered either in the
Table of Contents or the chapter headings. It would also have been useful to learn how
the book came about.

Rygg’s chapter presents a thematic and linguistic analysis of key speeches by three
Scandinavian Prime Ministers in 2020. Unfortunately, by studying only the transcripts
of their speeches, she reduces their modal richness, which is problematic when studying
emotions. Why, for example, is ‘do it to avoid the situation that we see in other Europe-
an countries’ classified as an appeal to reason and not an appeal to emotion (p. 30)?
A multi-modal description of how each such appeal was made could have helped differ-
entiate. The chapter opens some interesting themes, such as the way all three leaders
spoke about seasonal change during the pandemic (p. 32—-33). Unfortunately, not enough
context is provided to tell how these utterances constituted appeals: was it just an emo-
tional signifier to invoke national celebrations, the end of summertime and Christmas,
or was something else going on? Stuart Albert’s work in organisational communication,
for example, identifies temporal signature as a crucial aspect of crisis communication
(Albert & Bell 2002). References to seasonal change might thus have been temporal mark-
ers designed to give events a sense of direction and duration and thereby shape public
expectations about when to expect turning points or closure. One of the most difficult
aspects of the Covid-19 pandemic was the unknown duration of the event’s ‘ongoing-
ness’ and the lack of a legible temporal signature that we do find, by contrast, when more
punctual disasters such as floods and earthquakes disrupt our lives.

Berrocal & Salamurovi¢ investigate the presence of different speech acts in a small
corpus of speeches by political leaders in four Central European countries, attempting to
relate speech acts to “tasks of central relevance for successful strategic leadership and
successful crisis communication” (p. 46). Within their typology of tasks (based on a dis-
tinction between sense making and meaning making), it is surprising that speech acts
that relate to decision making and learning seem to have been absent from their corpus.
The authors do not discuss the possible reasons for this. Nor do they fully explain how
certain types of speech act are supposed to carry off each of these tasks: it is not clear
to me, for instance, how appealing and ordering can accomplish either sense making
(defined — more narrowly than the way the term is used in organisation studies — as
information processing for understanding crisis severity) or meaning making (defined
as the provision of definitions of the situation and narrativisation). Surely both these
tasks would be primarily indicated by informatives and assertives, or (given the powers
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of political leaders) by declaratives (e.g., declaring states of emergency themselves) and
expressives (e.g., evaluating what is happening in the country)? The chapter contains
one or two errors in transcription and translation: Czech Prime Minister Andrej Babi$
actually said ‘I want to thank’ (Chci podékovat) not ‘“Thank you’ (p. 55). This might be
an important difference in view of the authors” argument (p. 62) that when the Serbian
President thanked the public in the first person it became a ‘thanks’ on behalf of state
and nation by “metonymic extension”. Babi$’s phrasing would seem to exclude any such
extension.

Callegari’s comparison of speeches by Erna Solberg, Giuseppe Conte, Emmanuel
Macron and Boris Johnson again suffers from over-reliance on transcripts. This results
in some significant errors of interpretation. For example, Conte’s use of the slogan ‘I’'m
staying at home’ is seen as “more effective” than Johnson’s “poetic” and “bombastic”
slogans (‘turn the tide’ and ‘stay alert [...] save lives’). But this overlooks the fact that
the slogan ‘stay at home — protect the NHS — save lives’ was displayed on the front of the
speakers’ podia at every UK government press briefing from 20 March to 9 May 2020.
If Callegari’s analysis had taken visuals into account, then the first 12 of Johnson’s speech-
es thus did feature a slogan very similar to Conte’s.

One of the key points of interest of Mugumya’s study from Uganda is the difficulty
of finding metaphors that work in multilingual contexts. His examples from the Ugan-
dan President’s speeches show how linguistic invention is employed to make scientific
concepts communicable across language barriers. Inventiveness and improvisation, we
learn, are typical traits of President Museveni’s rhetorical style, which gives the chapter
added interest given the neglect in most studies of political communication of “extem-
poraneous discourse”. Mugumya’s analysis demonstrates how the Ugandan President’s
ability to deviate from a prepared text is used to control the definition of the communi-
cation situation. But the chapter meanders between discourse analysis, contextual de-
scription (features of Ugandan society, aspects of the President’s biography) and the
evaluations of a knowledgeable commentator in a way which might seem ‘unscientific’
to some readers. Certainly, it would have benefited from a fuller description of the meth-
ods of analysis used and a stronger justification for and reflection on the ‘transient genre’
that, the author argues, emerged from the repetition of set-piece speeches by a political
leader accompanied passively by members of his Covid-19 taskforce.

Weiss’s chapter gives a lively and informative account of the Belarusian and Russian
leaders’ public communication on vaccination, showing how the arrival of vaccines pro-
duced highly polemic argumentation. But, as with Mugumya’s chapter, I found it diffi-
cult to follow the mix of formal, classificatory linguistic analysis and informal, often
ironic commentary on the (admittedly bizarre) verbal outbursts of the two dictators. In the
section on Belarus, political scientists are quoted for their supporting arguments (with
respect to Weiss’s interpretations), when it would have been more interesting to regard
their comments as interventions in the public discourse on vaccination and analyse their
argumentation on the same terms as that of LukaSenko. The Discussion section, which
introduces new analytical categories (speech acts, high-frequency speech profiles) to
the already extensive repertoire used in the main body of the chapter, is rather opaque
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for readers unfamiliar with Weiss’s previous paper or Gorham’s cited study of Putin’s
language.

Holze’s chapter on Boris Johnson’s communication of failure mobilises three different
analytical approaches — speech acts, argumentative tactics and frames — in a way that
leaves far too much work to the reader to bring them together. Each method is applied
separately, so we get three readings with no attempt to either integrate the findings or
compare the strength of each method. Her understanding of speech acts is extremely
broad (how do superlatives and conditionals constitute speech acts?) and the approach
to coding seems to rely a lot on intuition, since very few of the examples contain any
explicit speech acts in which the speaker actually says what his words are doing. Frus-
tratingly, the author does not report the comparison of keyword frequencies from her
own corpus with the British National Corpus, as promised in the Methodology, so we
learn nothing about the (a)typicality of Johnson’s discursive repertoire compared with
political leaders in non-Covid times.

Kleinke’s chapter explores how different quotation practices in above- and below-
the-line commenting on a newspaper website are used to recontextualise and “reperspec-
tivise” government pandemic communication. Her extensive analysis of what happens
‘above the line’ (the space populated by newspaper columnists critical of the government)
is very effective, although I have doubts whether a random selection from the Guardian’s
comment section was a sensible strategy, given that this section of the newspaper is not
a homogenous genre, with some regular commentators adopting a satirical style, others
a polemical one, while still others try to adopt a more disinterested subjectivity. Differen-
tiating between subtypes might thus have made the analysis more informative. Unfortu-
nately, the question of what happens to quotations in the below-the-line discussion space
is covered only briefly. Three ‘functional patterns’ are identified (quotations as triggers
for evaluative statements, contrasting attitudes towards the commentator’s evaluation,
and negotiation of the meaning of key concepts from policy discourse) but each is only
explored using illustrative examples. I would have particularly welcomed expanded
consideration of this last category of comment, since it has the potential to explore how
audiences ‘disclosed the perlocutionary force’ of government pandemic communication
(p- 202). Here recontextualisation extends to reformulation, where a speaker makes an-
other speaker say something different from what they thought they had said, or uses the
quotation to tell the first speaker what they should or could have said. This dimension
of quotation practices tends to evade analysis unless one analyses the original context
of enunciation (what Kleinke calls Frame 1) and the dialogue between commenters
(Frame 3) with the same detail as Kleinke analyses the situation of quotation (Frame 2).
The strong focus on Frame 2 prevents the chapter from capturing the dynamic sequen-
tial structure and emergent properties of these ‘dialogical networks’ (Nekvapil, Kaderka
& Smith 2023).

Thielemann provides a clear, concise discourse analytical study, even if the claimed
multimodality is once again a little thin. She uses the twin concepts of public diplomacy
and strategic narrative to structure a thematic coding of the Sputnik V Twitter account.
As she points out, the term ‘strategic narrative’, borrowed from international relations
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research, is typical of the overstretched usage of narrative in the social sciences. A better
term for accounts of Russia’s identity, geopolitical worldview and position in the inter-
national arena would be ‘preferred reading’ or ‘recurrent line of argumentation’. Never-
theless, she shows how the Sputnik V vaccine campaign had a ‘genuine’ narrative logic
conforming to the model of a rescue plot in which a multilateralist Russia thwarts the
malicious designs of big pharma and the anti-Russian EU to rescue humankind. She also
shows how this narrative could only succeed by obscuring its false premises (e.g., gloss-
ing over the procedural reasons for the European Medicines Agency’s refusal to fast-track
approval of the Sputnik V vaccine).

What Musolft’s chapter lacks in strictly linguistic analysis, it at least partially makes
up for with a convincing narrative account of how the Trump administration integrated
the pandemic into a war-based metaphorical frame linked to an anti-China conspiracy
theory. Musolff’s account is backed by abundant footnotes referring to media reports of
Trump’s speeches and journalistic reactions to them. Unfortunately, since these notes
are peripheral to the analysis, they do little more than document the existence of a po-
lemic, the structure of which it would have been interesting to explore. Similarly, the
emotionality of what he calls ‘unwarranted conspiracy theories’ is suggested as a driver
or amplifier of their “action-inducing implicatures” (p. 261) without really exploring this
relationship between emotion and deontic power.

Breeze and Gintsburg’s chapter offers a fascinating study of populist discourses which
targeted migrants and minorities as disease threats to the ‘in-group’ in two western and
two non-western societies (Germany, Spain, Lebanon and India). In the Discussion
section, the authors suggest a cultural anthropological explanation for the very different
stances adopted by populists towards public health restrictions and vaccination as the
pandemic progressed, with Germany’s AfD shifting towards a libertarian view on restric-
tions and a neutral stance on vaccination, whereas populist parties in the other countries,
which are marked by a more collectivist culture, asserted the right of ‘local’ people to
be vaccinated first. Vaccination, the authors suggest, “could be likened to a ritual that
brings healing, cleanness, and restores the boundaries between us (the vaccinated) and
them (the diseased)” (p. 295). The chapter seems an odd choice with which to conclude
the collection, since it differs markedly from the others in terms of methodology and
explanatory framework.

Overall, this volume is a poor relation of Musolff, Breeze, Kondo & Vilar-Lluch’s
Pandemic and Crisis Discourse (2022) — which features some of the same contributors
but has a much broader scope — and the special issue of Discourse, Context & Media on
COVID-19 and the Discursive Practices of Political Leadership edited by Jaworska &
Vasquez (2022) — where the benefits of careful curation and robust peer review are plain
to see.
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