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THE RELEVANCE OF TOPICAL ANALYSIS 
 

In this chapter we pay specific attention to the subjects and topics in news 

reports about ethnic minorities in the British Press, and give a summary of 

results from a study of subjects and topics in the Dutch Press. This topical 

analysis at the same time serves as a more or less informal overview of 

the contents of the Press portrayal of ethnic relations in the second part of 

1985, which is needed to provide some background to the more detailed 

analyses of the following chapters. That is, we first try to answer the 

simple question ‘What does the Press write, or not write, about racial or 

ethnic affairs - and why?’, and then will proceed to answer the question 

‘How does the Press write about this issue - and why?’ 

Topics are an important aspect of news reports and crucial in an 

analysis of ethnic affairs reporting. Besides their prominent discursive 

functions, topics reflect many dimensions of the psychology and 

sociology of news. They represent what news-makers construe to be the 

most important information about a news event. The selection and textual 

prominence of topics result from routines of news-making and embody 

criteria of journalistic decisions about the newsworthiness of events. 

Therefore, topics also manifest complex networks of professional, social 

and cultural ideologies (van Dijk, 1988a, 1988b). When such topics are 

about ethnic minority groups, they also express and reproduce the 

concerns and the agenda of the prevailing ethnic consensus of the white 

majority. 

Before we proceed to an analysis of the topicalization of ethnic affairs 

in the Press, we give a brief informal introduction to the theory of topics 

because it explains why they are so important in news reports and why 

they may have such a decisive impact on the readers. 
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Semantic macro-structures 
 

To understand the notion and the role of topics of discourse, we may use 

the familiar image of the pyramid when describing the structure of 

information in news reports. The bottom of the pyramid consists of the 

complex and detailed information expressed by the respective words and 

sentences of the text, whereas the topics represent the higher levels of the 

pyramid. In a news report the top of the pyramid is usually expressed by 

the headline and the lead. In this way, only a few topics ‘at the top’ may 

summarize large amounts of information ‘at the bottom’. 

In more theoretical terms, topics are defined as semantic macro-

structures (van Dijk, 1972, 1977, 1980). These global, overall meaning 

structures of a text consist of a hierarchically arranged set of macro-

propositions, which are derived from the meanings (propositions) of the 

sentences of the text by way of macro-rules. These rules reduce the 

complex information of the text to its essential gist. For instance, if we 

have a story with a sequence of propositions such as ‘I went to the 

station’, ‘I bought a ticket’, ‘I walked to the platform’, ‘I waited for the 

train...’, we may reduce this sequence by ‘summarizing’ it with a single 

macroproposition, for instance, ‘I took the train to...’. Newspapers do this 

all the time, and typically express such summarizing propositions in their 

headlines and leads. Each of these summarizing macro-propositions is 

what we call a topic. The overall meaning of a text consists of a hierarchy 

of such topics, because each series of topics may in turn be summarized 

again at a higher level: the topic of my train journey may be a sub-topic of 

a story about my vacation in France, for instance. To avoid unnecessary 

jargon, we henceforth simply use the term ‘topic’ (and sometimes 

‘theme’) when we refer to macro-propositions derived from a text, and 

‘topical (or ‘thematic’) structure’ when we refer to its semantic macro-

structure. 

Unlike topics in everyday storytelling, topics in news reports are 

usually not expressed in a continuous way. It is not the chronology of the 

events, but rather their importance, relevance, or newsworthiness that 

organize news reports. Therefore, what we find is that of each episode of 

the story the most important, topical, information will be given first, and 

then later in the text the details ‘covered’ by that topic. That is, topics in 

news discourse are delivered ‘in instalments’. In other words, and using 

the image of the pyramid again, the way the information of a news report 

is actually realized in a text is from top to bottom: we first encounter, or 

read all high level topics, and then, further down in the text, more specific 

topics and sub-topics until we arrive at the detailed level of the bottom of 

the pyramid. 
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Since topics summarize complex information, they have very 

important functions in communication. Thus, because they represent the 

most important or relevant information, they are routinely used to make 

a summary or abstract of a text. They are also crucial in cognitive 

information processing, and allow readers to better organize, store and 

recall textual information in memory. Experimental research has 

repeatedly shown that topics are usually the best recalled information of 

a text (van Dijk and Kintsch, 1983). 

The construction of topics by journalists and readers requires large 

amounts of world knowledge. In order to derive the topic ‘I took the 

train to ...’ in the example given above, we must know a lot about 

travelling by train, that is, we must have a ‘train-travel’ script (for 

details about such knowledge scripts, see Schank and Abelson,1977). 

Many of the topics we thus derive during newspaper reading make use 

of such scripts, for instance, about civil war, immigration, or riots. 

For our analysis of news reports about ethnic affairs in particular, it 

should be stressed that the formation of topics is subjective: what for 

one journalist or reader is the most relevant or important information of 

a text, may not be so for others. Similarly, different readers may also 

give at least slightly different summaries of the same news story. This 

means that the headlines and leads of news reports are not objective 

summaries of the report, but necessarily biased by specific beliefs, 

attitudes, and ideologies. As we have seen in the last chapter, topics 

expressed in headlines may be seen as subjective ‘definitions of the 

situation’. 

Also, some topics may have a higher hierarchical position in the 

topical structure than others, and this position can also be manipulated. 

For instance, it may happen that a lower level topic is `upgraded' and 

even expressed in the headline, as we shall shortly illustrate in a 

concrete example. Since newspaper readers use headlines and leads to 

guide their process of comprehension of the news report, such biased 

topical structures may also influence the ways the readers interpret the 

text - and how they interpret the world. For instance, information about 

the social backgrounds of the urban disturbances in the British inner 

cities in 1985 may thus be downgraded in the conservative Press, 

whereas the criminal aspects of the ‘riots’ may be upgraded. If readers 

have no alternative sources of knowledge, it will be difficult for them to 

construct a different topical structure. This means that the topics as 

presented by the Press are also the ones that are most likely to be later 

recalled and used by the readers. 




