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Abstract. Against the background of earlier work on the structures of news
in the press and within the framework of a broader study of the reproduc-
tion racism in various types of discourse, this paper examines some
properties of the British newspaper editorials about the inner city distur-
bances in 1985. Editorials appear to be structured by three major categories:
Definition and Evaluation of the events, and Recommendations or a Mora
about actions to be taken to contain or avoid future ‘riots’. The disturbances
are consistently defined and evaluated as crimina actions of young Afro-
Caribbean males, if not blamed on the whole Black community. Socio-
economic explanations are rejected in the editorials. The other mgjor actor,
viz., the police, on the other hand is represented as the victim, and as the
forces of order that deserve respect and support. The results of the, mostly
argumentative, analysis are further analyzed in terms of an ideological
system of law and order values and a schema for the representation of all
participant groups or institutions organized according to the well-known US
vs. THEM pair.

Media discour se and the reproduction of racism

This paper reports results from ongoing research carried out at the Univer-
sity of Amsterdam into the reproduction of racism in discourse. Earlier
work in this research framework focused on the structures and expression
of
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ethnic prejudice in everyday conversations (van Dijk, 1987a), on ethnic
stereotyping in textbooks (van Dijk, 1987b) and on reporting on minorities
in the press (van Dijk, 1983, 1988b). The present paper deals with one
aspect of the reproduction of racism by the media, viz., the definition and
evaluation of ethnically relevant events in newspaper editorials. Examples
are taken from five British national newspapers, and comprise all editorials
about the ‘riots’ that took place in the early fal of 1985 in Handsworth
(Birmingham), Brixton and Tottenham (London).

On the basis of earlier work, it is assumed that the media play a fun-
damental role in the reproduction of racism in society, e.g., by defining
minorities as problematic, if not as deviant or criminal, and thus by install-
ing or confirming prevailing ethnic stereotypes and prejudices among the
public at large (Hartman and Husband, 1974; Martindale, 1986;
Smitherman-Donaldson and van Dijk, 1988; Wilson and Gutiérrez,
1985). In this way not only positions of power elites, notably of the
government and its sustaining parties, in the ethnic situation are legitimated,
but the media also contribute themselves to the definition of the ethnic
situation through its own discursive strategies, e.g., biased topic choice,
stylistic negativization of minorities and dramatization of ethnic events.
Although the socio-cultural, historical and economic conditions of
newsmaking play an important role in the reproduction of racism by the
press, this paper focuses on the editorials themselves. This analysis takes
place against the background of our earlier work on news structures in the
press (van Dijk, 1985b, 1988a, 1988b).

Discourse analysis, to put it succinctly, distinguishes itself from classical
content analysis by its focus on theoretically specified textual units and
structures, its special interest in underlying semantic structures and subtle
grammatical, stylistic or rhetorical details, and its general emphasis on a
gualitative approach over a more superficial quantitative methodology, also
in view of acritical interpretation of textual structures in the socio-political
and ideological context (for details, see van Dijk, 19853).

Editorialsand the analysis of argumentative ideological discourse

There is at present no explicit theory of editorials (leaders, leading articles)
as a media genre. Unlike news reports they do not seem to have a fixed
schema or ‘superstructure’. Editorials are intended and structured to express
and convey the opinions of the newspaper about recent news events. Since
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editorials are usually written about a single event or issue per day, they
implicitly signal that the newspaper attributes particular social or politica
significance to such an event. Both expressed opinions as well as the
assignment of relevance to events or issues exhibit underlying structures of
the editorials with these underlying, dominant attitudes and ideol ogies.

Despite the assumed lack of a conventional schema for press editorials,
statements of opinions in the editorials about the riots may be of three
different kinds. That is, they may be inserted into, or subsumed under, three
functional categories, viz., Definition, Explanation or Evaluation and
Mora. Further empirical research on editorials will have to show whether
these categories are part of a more general, forma schema of editorias.
Thus, firstly, opinion statements may define the situation, that is, give a
summarizing description of ‘What happened’. This information focuses on
the present (or very recent past). Secondly, opinion statements may explain
the situation, that is, account for causes of events and reasons of action:
Why did it happen? These statements are often about past events and
circumstances, or about a more general current context. Thirdly, many
editorials feature a category of Prediction or Recommendation, which we
may subsume under the broader category of a Conclusion or Moral, and
which focuses on the future: What will happen?, or What should be done?

To make main opinions, that is, ‘positions’, defensible and acceptable,
these opinions must be supported. Like other discourse types, therefore,
editorials exhibit argumentative structures and strategies. Besides well-
known overall argumentative schemata, we also witness the use of many of
the strategic moves that have been analyzed in 2000 years of rhetoric, such
as the use of irony, metaphors, comparisons, understatements and overstate-
ments, contrasts, etc. Also, stylistic aspects of lexical style and syntactic
forms are part of such an anaysis. Such a structuralist account, however,
must be complemented with a more dynamic, strategic analysis, in which
argumentation is studied in terms of dialogical interaction with real or
constructed opponents. That is, editorializing as a form of complex verbal
action, is also goal-oriented, viz., to persuade the reading public. Since this
cognitive and social goal is distant and complex, subgoas are realized
through several argumentative moves, such as making own positions
plausible or by making other positions untenable. This allows us to study
the argumentation process at least partly through an analysis of these textual
moves (for details on this analysis of argumentation, see van Eemeren,
Grootendorst and Kruiger, 1984).

The possible effect on the public in this case can be speculated about
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only in terms of assumed shared interpretative frameworks of the reading
public of the British press in the mid-1980s. That is, ultimately, a sound
anaysis of argumentation should also be embedded in a socio-cultural and
political framework. Positions defended by the press are not personal
opinions, but manifestations of more complex, socialy shared and
dominant ideological frameworks that embody institutional relationships
and power. The argumentation of editorials is not only addressed to the
reading public as a whole, but also to the social and political €lites. This
explains why editorials do not merely formulate opinions to be conveyed to
the public, but also attack, defend or give advice to the authorities. The role
of editorials in the reproduction of the ethnic consensus is inherently tied to
such a broader framework, of which only fragments can be discussed here.

Within this larger socio-cultural framework, editorials and their per-
suasive functions aso have an important cognitive dimension, both in their
production, and in their reception by the public. Thus, during comprehen-
sion, they are strategically decoded, interpreted and represented in memory
(see van Dijk and Kintsch, 1983; for details of this comprehension process).
Besides a textual representation of the editorial, readers form a so-called
‘model of the situation’, in our case of the disorders and their causes and
consequences. Due to shared socia cognitions of the readers, e.g. about
minorities, but also induced by specific textual properties, these models
may well be ‘biased’. These biased models may in turn confirm or create
more abstract, group-based social attitudes, and hence prejudices about
minorities (van Dijk, 1984, 1987a). At the same time, editorials express or
indirectly signal the underlying models and attitudes of the editor(s). Hence,
systematic analysis of editorials allows an indirect view of the ideologica
frameworks that support the definitions and explanations of the ethnic
situation expressed in the editorial.

In order to avoid highly technical terminology and theoretical details, the
anaysis will be reatively informal. Also, space limitations do not allow
detalled study of the argumentative structures and strategies of each
editoria, an analysis which would fill many hundreds of pages. Therefore,
this study will focus on the overal positions of the newspapers, namely as an
expression of their underlying ideological framework. Despite oc-
casional references to interpretation processes, shared meanings and
ideol ogies, we do not discuss the detailed cognitive processes of comprehen-
sion and representation of the readers. The newspapers selected for our
analysis are the Times, Daily Telegraph, Daily Mail, Sun and the Guardian.
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The‘riots’ of 1985

The editorials analyzed here are about the particularly dramatic events, viz.,
the ‘riots’ in Handsworth (Birmingham), Brixton (London) and Tottenham
(London) that took place in the early fall of 1985. These and other cities and
areas, had been the prominent scene of earlier ‘riots’ in 1981, events which
fundamentally influenced the ethnic situation and its public perception in
Great Britain (Benyon, 1984). News reports about these earlier riots
established the dominant interpretative framework for the understanding of
both socia disturbances and the special role of its main actors, viz., ethnic
minorities, particularly young male Black West-Indians, on the one hand,
and the police and other state institutions, on the other hand. In this
dominant definition, Blacks were predominantly evaluated as violent and
criminal, whereas the inner-cities and especially the Black communities
were similarly associated with serious problems (Murdock, 1984).

This interpretation framework was solidly in place when new distur-
bances broke out in the poor inner city areas of Birmingham and London in
September and October 1985. Hundreds of youths clashed with police,
someTimes during several nights. Fires destroyed many buildings, shops
were looted, and many people, both police officers and rioters, were
injured. As was the case in the 1981 Brixton disturbances, these violent
clashes were typically sparked by, someTimes insignificant, incidents in
which police officers stopped, arrested or searched a black youth.

In the poor inner-city area of Handsworth in Birmingham, riots broke out
on September 9, after a policing incident which is someTimes associated
with the local drugs scene. In the fires set in a shopping street, two Asian
men died, an event that most of the right-wing press interpreted both as an
act of murder and as an example of an alleged interracial war between Afro-
Caribbeans and Asians.

In Brixton, a the end of the same month, on September 28, a police
officer shot a Black woman, Mrs. Groce, a mother of 6 children, during a
search in her home for her son, who was suspected of an offence. The
woman was wounded in the shoulder and the spine, so that she had to be
hospitalized in a serious condition. Mostly Black youths reacted furiously,
initially also to the rumor that she was killed. Friends and relatives of the
Black woman marched to the local police station, and later violent distur-
bances took place that left burnt cars, looted shops and many wounded.

Finally, on October 7, another police raid on the house of a Black family
in Tottenham (London) resulted in the death of the mother of ayoung man
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sought by the police for an alleged traffic offence. The woman, Mrs.
Garrett, died of a heart attack which her family assumed to be precipitated
by the tension caused by the police search. Again, relatives, friends and
others marched to the police station to protest against the police raid and the
death of the woman. At the same time, tension was building up in a well-
known local settlement, the Broadwater Farm, in which also many Black
and (other) immigrants were living. Broadwater Farm had been the scene of
frequent earlier disputes and disturbances, and its Black youths were
variously accused by the police and the popular press of violence or drug
abuse, on the one hand, and praised for promoting experiments in com-
munity relations, on the other hand. The same evening and the next day,
serious disturbances took place on the roads surrounding the Broadwater
Farm, in which alarge police force fought groups of youths throwing petrol
bombs. During these battles, one policeman, Sergeant Blakelock, was
stabbed in the ssomach and died. As was the case in the other incidents,
hundreds of, mostly but not only, Black youths were arrested (for details
about these events, see Gifford, 1986).

We see that these incidents, like those that sparked the earlier distur-
bances in Brixton four years earlier, have a similar structure. They take
place in poor inner city areas, where unemployment among the
predominantly Caribbean and Indian communities is high and other serious
social problems prevail. We shall see that these miserable social conditions
are an important background in the argumentation structure of the
editorials.

Policing of these poor neighborhoods, especialy by white police officers
some of whom are seen as racists by segments of the Black community,
may often take the form of what is often interpreted as subtle or more
blatant harassment, for instance in stop and search tactics or frequent false
arrests. Incidents between Black youths and police officers are therefore
frequent. After the serious incidents of 1981, the police tended to establish
better relationships with the Black communities, and agreed to less in-
timidating policing tactics and more dialogues with community repre-
sentatives. Lord Scarman, commissioned to make an inquiry into the 1981
riots in Brixton, had particularly pleaded for such forms of ‘community
policing’. His report also plays a prominent role in the present editorials
(Scarman, 1981).
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Theeditorials

Each of the events of 1985 briefly described above gave rise to one or two
editorials, both in the quality press and in the tabloids, appearing one or two
days after the riots. Typically and as may be expected, the editorias in the
guality press are much longer and much more complex. The typical Times
editoria has three columns of 50 lines, and may run up to approximately
750 words, whereas the Guardian has a similar but more variable length,
distributed in one or two columns. Mail and Telegraph editorials fall in
between, and are usually somewhat shorter (about 400 words on average).
Sun editorials, headlined by the phrase “The Sun Says’, are mostly rather
brief (100-200 words). Editorials are marked as such by a fixed position in
the paper, by the newspapers logo, and by relatively broad column size
(about three inches, except in the Times which has two inch columns). None
of the editorials is signed or datelined and al have a brief headline, often
summarizing one main opinion.

There is an interesting regularity in the distribution of the editorials. That
is, most newspapers have two editorials about the first riot, the one in
Handsworth, namely on September 11 and 13 (the Guardian a third one on
September 18), then one about Brixton on September 30, one about Totten-
ham on October 8, and finally one or two on the political aftermath, such as
the declarations of Black leader Bernie Grant, and the Tory and Labour
conferences during which the riots were discussed, on October 10 and after.
In other words, there is an agreement about the importance of the events,
and about the relevance of a leading comment on them in these cases. Of
course, this is not surprising for social disorders of this scale, but the
agreement in number, frequency and publication date of the editorials
reveals something about common news values and routines in reporting
social unrest.

Defining the situation

The answer to the question what happened is of course given primarily in
the news reports of the respective newspapers. However, in order to
evaluate and explain them, editorials often summarize or recapitulate the
events, select relevant dimensions or focus on specific actions or actors.
That is, they briefly define or redefine the situation. However, summariza-
tion, selection, and focusing presuppose ideologically framed opinions,
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which are part of the editor’s cognitive model of the situation. That is, what
is summarized about the situation in an editorial reveals something about
the contents and hierarchical structure of the cognitive model about the
riots, for instance, what is important information in the model, and what is
not. Also, more than in news reports (especially in the quality press), the
description of events in editorials is not restrained by criteria of assumed
‘objectivity’. That is, the facts may be described in evaluative terms,
thereby allowing the editor to express an opinion about the events.

The primary definition of the disorders in all newspapers is straightfor-
ward. An “orgy” of murder, fights with the police, arson, looting, destruc-
tion, petrol bombs, bricks, and barricades are the actions and props of this
well-known script of violent urban disturbances. Implicitly or explicitly,
this type of disorder is qualified as “criminal” by most editorials. The right-
wing press adds that there is evidence of “vicious” or “malicious’
premeditation, despite the spontaneous reactions to the incidents that
sparked the riots, thereby enhancing the criminal and conspirational nature
of the rampage. Some newspapers go beyond such accounts of criminal
fact, and see the riots as the “collapse of civil order” (Times about Brixton),
or as a “direct challenge to the rule of law” (Sun about Handsworth). In
other words, not only a crime has been committed, but the foundations of
order are threatened. In more contemporary parlance, the Sun typically
defines the events as aform of “terror”.

The protagonists in these clashes are well-known from reports about the
1981 disturbances. Rampaging crowds are systematically described as
“mobs”, thereby enhancing the irrationality of the crime. Otherwise, the
participants are characterized as “hooligans”, “thugs”, and similar evalua-
tive descriptions of the same style register. No newspaper leaves any doubts
about the identity of the main perpetrators of the crime: male, Afro-Carib-
bean youths. The Guardian adds that also whites were involved, a fact
ignored by other editorials. Some editorials also introduce the well-known
‘outside agitators’.

New is the death of Asian shopkeepers in Handsworth, aso prominently
mentioned and redefined as “murder”, which transforms the disorder into a
“murderous riot” for most of the right-wing press. The sympathy for the
Asian victims was more pronounced than when they were the victims of
racist attacks by young fascists during the same period. Rather, the clash
between West and East Indians is seen, in other news reports, as evidence
of aracia war, if not of Black racism. This is a well-known strategy of
transfer in the general dissimulation and denial of white racism in the right-
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wing press.

Besided the Black villains and the Asian victims, there is finaly the
police, “society’s Guardians, who behaved with courage and determination”
(Sun, Sept. 11), variously described as heroes and as victims. Especially
when a policeman is killed, in the Tottenham riot, the victim interpretation
becomes prominent: “Police constable Keith Blakelock was deliberately
and savagely hacked to death when he was trying to defend firemen from
the mob” (Mail, Oct. 8) or “brutally stabbed to death” (Sun, Oct. 8).

Finally, there are the two Black women shot by the police in Brixton and
Tottenham. They are only casually mentioned, namely as the objects of a
tragic accident, an “error” (Times), which was the result of “flawed judge-
ment” (Mail, or whose death was probably her own fault: “Mrs Cynthia
Jarrett died of a heart attack. She was grossy overweight and had other
medical problems” (Sun). Hence the accusation of police “killing, provoca-
tion and brutality” is resolutely rejected in the Sun. Only the Guardian
gives amore personal description of the woman.

We see that the selective summary of the events is hardly ambiguous in
most editorials, and leaves little room for other interpretations, for instance
in terms of protests, rage, resistance, or other descriptions that would
recognize more charitable motives of young Black people. Even when a
Black woman dies, the reaction of the crowd as a form of “vengeance” is
rejected by the Sun. The dominant reading of the events, thus, remains
within the framework of law and order: violence, destruction, crime,
lawlessness, anarchy, and terror.

Explanation

The explanations of the events fill most of the editorials. Primed by public
debates about the 1981 riots, the respective positions are clear. Either the
riots are primarily evaluated as crimes, or they are evauated and partly
excused as disturbances or protests that are motivated by socia
“deprivation”. All editorials agree that at least the Handsworth riot was
probably no more than a (premeditated) crime, for some only understan-
dable in light of the Liverpool drugs scene. For the Telegraph, indeed,
Handsworth is the first British “drug riot”, presumably provoked to al-
leviate tough police actions against hard drug dealers. Brixton and Totten-
ham need some more explanation, since in these cases two women were
shot, which would allow an explanation in terms of spontaneous anger or of
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justified violence against police provocation and harassment, as was also
the case in the Brixton riot of 1981, according to Lord Scarman’s explana-
tion of the situation.

Most editorials do at least briefly mention the facts of socia deprivation,
of the inner cities in general, and of the Black community, in particular:
Bad housing, unemployment, lacking services and education, and dis-
crimination. Since “we know that aready”, all newspapers, except the
Guardian, rgiect a broad, Scarman style inquiry. In the right-wing press, the
social situation is mentioned only in order to reject it as a necessary or
sufficient cause of the riots. This central position is defended with the
standard argument (and fallacy) that most other poor people don’t riot to
express their grievances. Similarly, the shooting incidents are rejected as an
acceptable reason of protest by the routine phrase “No excuses”’. The law
and order reading of the riots is consequent: A crime is a crime, and socia
explanations are either irrelevant or no valid excuses. This is important,
since as we shall see below, this also means that no concerted actions need
to be taken to aleviate the problems of the inner city: Not the government
is at fault, or the police, but the Black community itself. While recognizing
the criminal nature of the disorders, only the Guardian, especialy after
Brixton and Tottenham, emphasizes the socia backgrounds of theriots.

Within this overall framework of explanation and argumentation, there
are of course variations and nuances. The main position must be backed up
with credible arguments, such as ‘facts’ and ‘figures’. Handsworth is easy.
The Telegraph summarizes the various arguments as the right-wing press
has them: It can’t be poverty, because most other poor people are law-
abiding citizens. It can’t be police harassment, because this area was well-
known for its soft community policing. And it can’t be the government,
because they just got 20 million pounds of aid. So, it is lawlessness, greed,
drugs, or other problems associated with the Black community. This is
Hurd’s position. The same is true, mutatis mutandis, for the other riots.
Interestingly, the ‘criminal’ explanation is hardly an explanation at al. It
evauates the events, and the only explanation would be in terms of inherent
criminal tendencies of the actors, viz., the Black youths. Such a position is
of course difficult to maintain explicitly, because of its obvious racist
implications, so the editorials suggest it only indirectly, e.g., when they
speak of “endemic petty crime” and especially drug abuse in the Black
community.

In order to further support the ‘criminal’ explanation of the riots, a safe
and expedient strategy is to attack the other position, viz., the social






