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As citizens of developed countries we are under constant media influence. The media can in many cases 

choose if and more importantly how a phenomenon is to be presented to the public. Criminal matters 

and the actions of the police have almost always received large spatial attention in the media. The 

police’s perspective is often given much priority and weight, and while the police never intend to 

misguide the public, one must take into consideration that they operate under certain circumstances, 

hence their perspective of crime is influenced and somewhat biased. The written media, i.e. the press, is 

favorably examined through textual analysis but considering media influence on a society this textual 

analysis must be put in a wider perspective. This makes a discourse analysis of the critical kind well 

suited in researching the police in media. The aim of this paper is to establish, by using aspects of the 

theory of discourse analysis as presented by Teun van Dijk and Norman Fairclough, how (and to some 

extent with what purpose) the press presents the actions of the police. According to my findings, the 

police are ambiguously portrayed in the press in both Sweden and America. A trend I have identified is 

that while the Swedish newspapers focus on a more positive portrayal of the police and their actions, 

the newspapers in the United States are more prone to focus on negative aspects of policing. The 

ambiguity within the police discourse can be attributed to the newspapers somewhat disparate agendas. 

The ways in which they do correspond should be understood not through generalizations but through 

analyzing ideologies in a critical and open-minded manner. 
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Introduction 
My interest in researching the police discourse in media, and more specifically the 

press, is of double descent. One side is somewhat naturally due to my studies in the 

field of social and cultural studies which has brought about an interest for the method 

of text analysis as well as the topic of media influence. Another aspect is my future 

aspirations to go into law enforcement myself as I will soon start my attendance at the 

Swedish National Police Academy and therefore have an interest in the organisation 

itself in Sweden. The United States is a major influence to Sweden and its policing 

tactics are often critized but nevertheless usually set the standards of many countries. 

This essay thus discusses the medial representation of the law enforcement in Sweden 

and the United States in a comparative way.  

 

As citizens of developed countries we are today under constant media influence. The 

media can in many cases choose if and more importantly how a phenomenon is to be 

presented to the public. The actions or non-actions of the police are of constant high 

interest to many groups and individuals. The citizens have the right to know how the 

police are managing their job, assigned to them ultimately by the citizens themselves. 

Media provides an important service to the public in reporting and covering the 

actions of the police. The relationship between the public’s perceptions of the police, 

the conditions of the organisation and the operation of it are closely interdependent. 

Whether or not one is pro or anti strong policing it is difficult to argue against a system 

of some kind of police control in order to secure the safety of the citizens. One might 

say it is a necessity to feel safe in order to feel free. The police provide this security 

through its control of the citizens. But what about the controllers? Who is watching the 

watchers? Is media fulfilling its purpose of educating the citizens? And can media be 

trusted as an objective source of information? The obvious answer is no, but this needs 

to be elaborated. Do media have an agenda of itself? If so, what might that consist of? 

Lately police organisations have given greater attention to secure good representation 

in the media and they themselves train police officers to become public relations 

agents, who present the media with information directly from the police organisations’ 

perspective. The public relation agent has the purpose of acting as a link between the 

police organisation and the citizens. This is an attempt to reduce the media to a 

communicational link, rather than an independent source of sometimes negatively 

biased information. 

 

Today media is such a powerful force in societies it is a huge field of analysis itself. 

And when certain government institutions try to control the media, there is bound to 

be ambiguity in the representations. As previously stated, a society or culture is 

substantially affected by its media. In analyzing a society it is reasonable to study what 

is said publically, by whom and maybe most importantly to ask why – with what 
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agenda, or due to what powers of influence? Also, one should give thought to what is 

kept in silence and why this might be. In addition to this I personally wish to achieve 

a better insight in the relations between the police and the community.  

During the four years I spent at Linköping University and more specifically at the 

Programme for Social and Cultural Studies, a lot of focus has been put on critical 

thinking and reflexivity. While any topic in my opinion can gain from a critical 

perspective, the consensus among scholars today is that media in particular should be 

critically examined. Being a major intellectual and practical shaping force of society, 

media sometimes hugely impact individuals as well as society. The written media, i.e. 

the press, is favorably examined through textual analysis but considering media 

influence on a society (and as discussed later, it being shaped by society) this textual 

analysis must be put in a wider perspective. This makes a discourse analysis of the 

critical kind especially well suited in researching the police in media. And this 

particular study begins to, in a small way to fill the void of analysis of police discourse 

in the press contrasted with media research. 

 

Aim of Study and Research Questions 
The aim of this paper is to establish, by using aspects of the theory of discourse 

analysis as presented by Teun van Dijk and Norman Fairclough, how (and to some 

extent with what purpose) the press presents the actions of the police.  

 

The study is comparative between Sweden and the United States with the aim to 

achieve a greater span of knowledge of police discourse and it draws theoretical 

support from the field of media research. I will try to answer the following research 

questions;  

• How are the police portrayed in the press?  

• Is there a trend in the portrayal presented to the public?  

• Are there any significant differences between the countries in these 

presentations?  

 

These research questions in furtherance aim to investigate whether or not medial 

representation (of the police, in each country) may be a factor of strained police-

community relations in one, both or none of the countries. The presumption that there 

is a presence of police disrespect as a result of bad police-community relations is 

based on personal experience and this is discussed when the historical overview and 

previous research is presented. The somewhat wide focus is also the reason the study 

is executed the way it is, much thought has been put into previous research and in 

establishing a historical context to the police in media, all with the aim of grasping, to 
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a larger extent, society’s view on the police, not only medias’. The media, written 

press, is the expression mode though, at focus in this study. 
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Definition 
I will discuss the implications of using “police” in the keyword search in the section on 

empirical material. I do however feel the need for a definition at this point of the word 

“police”. Looking up the word in the yahoo thesaurus this is the definition one is 

given: 

 

Police (noun)  
The governmental department charged with the regulation and control of the affairs of 

a community, now chiefly the department established to maintain order, enforce the 

law, and prevent and detect crime. A body of persons making up such a department 

trained in methods of law enforcement and crime prevention and detection and 

authorized to maintain the peace, safety, and order of the community. Also called 

police force. (used with a pl. verb) Police officers considered as a group. Regulation 

and control of the affairs of a community, especially with respect to maintenance of 

order, law, health, morals, safety, and other matters affecting the public welfare.1 The 

italics aim to illustrate the theoretical objective of the police in the back of my head in 

performing this research. 

 

Disposition 
I start this essay with a historical description of both the police-media relations in 

Sweden and the United States and previous studies thereof, leading up to the present. 

I then discuss the theory and method of discourse analysis and its application. The 

study carries on investigating the police through critical discourse analysis and media 

discourse research. The theoretical linkage of this study is based on the ideas of social 

constructionism. The results of the study and analysis are further discussed in relation 

to the theories presented and other research.  

 

The essay is structured so that each country is presented separately and with 

somewhat differing focus. In the case of the historical context this applies far more in 

the section of the United States as there is a greater need for a historical overview. The 

section of previous research in Sweden has more of a modern touch as the 

concentration point is more contemporary. I do not feel this jeopardizes the value of 

comparison as I feel an elaborate context, may it be historical or contemporary is 

principal. 

 

                                       
1 http://education.yahoo.com/reference/dictionary/entry/police;_ylt=AmDdRfHIbOLPl2hat.nraAtwCssF, 

Yahoo Education ”police” (2007-05-10) 
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Previous Research 
The relationship between the police and the press in both Sweden and the United 

States is often a bit strained and this has naturally induced research. However, I have 

not come across any previous studies comparing the press coverage of the police in 

Sweden and The United States; hence each country will be covered separately in the 

following section. In neither case have I found any studies of the subject matter 

“police in media” along the lines of discourse analysis. In the following sections the 

text takes a historical perspective rather than a straightforward discussion of previous 

(and perhaps more expected – recent) research. This is done to give a context to the 

relation between the media and the police and is part of the discussion of “with what 

purpose” the media present the police the way it does. 

 

Historical Overview and the Police in Swedish Press  
In Sweden the relationship between the police and the press has been discussed with 

a focus on mass medial influence over individuals’ perception of crime and safety. 

Ester Pollack, in an article from the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention 

(Brottsförebyggande Rådet), says that studies show there is an immediate link between 

the portrayals of crime in the media and the level of fear and feeling of insecurity 

among people.2 Pollack explains that journalism regarding criminal matters and the 

police has almost always received large spatial attention in the media. This she 

attributes to the often used focus in such presentations; the aspects of deviance, 

suitability to dramaturgy and that the stories are often portrayed over time as serials. In 

the same article, Åke Jansson, states that the perspective of the police is given too 

much priority and weight, and that while the police never intend to misguide the 

public, one must take into consideration that they operate under certain circumstances, 

hence their perspective of crime is influenced and somewhat biased. It comes natural 

to the public to trust the media’s presentations of crime, especially if their facts and 

figures claim to be based on statistics from the police.3  

 

In the article “The Riot That Never Happened” (Kravallerna som inte fanns)4 the 

discrepance that sometimes occurs between the media’s and the police’s view is 

discussed. In the case discussed in this article a phone operator at the police head 

office, filling in for the police department’s regular public relations agent, received calls 

                                       
2 Alvant (2006) ”Brottslighet i media synas” online publication, Apropå # 3, 2006, www.bra.se (2007-04-

26) 
3 Alvant (2006) ”Brottslighet i media synas” online publication, Apropå # 3, 2006, www.bra.se (2007-04-

26) 
4 Wallenlind Nuvunga (2006) ”Kravallerna som inte fanns” publication, DIK Forum # 14, 2006  
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from the public about frantic riots and ship-wrecked malls in Angered, Gothenburg. 

The operator, not realizing many of the calls were about the same broken windows, 

assessed the situation to be quite critical and this was also the presentation he gave 

journalists pushing for the story. As this happened right before stop-press there was no 

time to double-check the information and the media, radio and newspapers, published 

the story completely blown out of proportion. While Police Chief Maria Oswaldsson is 

concerned about the public losing their trust in both the police and the media, and 

also the trust lost between these institutions, she emphasizes the need for a open and 

direct communication and stresses the fact that if the police do not talk to the media, 

their perspective will not reach the public at all. A police officer criticizes the media for 

pushing too hard to get a story, saying many of his colleagues have been burned in 

their relationship with journalists and that they now refuse to say anything at all. 

Oswaldsson expresses a belief on the other hand that more is needed to avoid these 

misinterpretations and misunderstandings in the future. She stresses the need for 

distributing a more gradated image of areas such as Hjällbo in Angered. 

Misinformation leads to wrongful conclusions and this is why people are so quick to 

make judgements, she says.5 

 

Historical Overview and the Police in American Press 
Historically there has been a lot of tension between the police and communities in the 

United States. Some scholars claim the first professional police force was brought 

about in the South, through the organisation of Slave Patrols, and as the name suggests 

it consisted of basically all white men who worked together to control the black slave 

population. In the North, organized police was a response to, not simply the problems 

induced by industrialization but rather the elites’ wish to control the “dangerous class”, 

the poor, and by doing so maintain their supremacy. Contrary to popular belief, the 

expansion of the police in the United States was not a response to an increase in 

crime; it was rather the changing view on certain behavior that allowed for more 

actions to be considered crimes.6 The move towards modern policing had a lot to do 

with the reconstitution of city government. The police force at this time was definitely 

politically driven. This was a problem in that that it created a hotbed for corruption 

and corruption there was. The police sponsored the campaign of the mayor who 

appointed them and in turn the police made good money as intermediaries, getting 

paid off by gangsters and prostitutes and handing some of the profit upward.7  

 

                                       
5 Wallenlind Nuvunga (2006) ”Kravallerna som inte fanns” publication, DIK Forum # 14, 2006 
6 Williams (2004) Our Enemies in Blue, Soft Skull Press, p. 75 
7 Williams (2004) Our Enemies in Blue, Soft Skull Press, p. 65 
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In the late 1800’s the new conditions of the South in the wake of the Civil War and in 

the North due to expanding cities and industrialization the informal policing of 

yesterday simply did not cut it anymore. This led to the transformation of the Slave 

Patrols in the South to police forces and in the North a group known as the 

Progressives attempted to create a professional police force.8 In the meantime the 

police had developed in England and these reforms slowly made their way over to the 

States, but with some distinctive modifications. The modern policing of British police 

officer Robert Peele was somewhat adapted by FBI director J. Edgar Hoover who led 

the second wave of American reforms of the police. In the States, the results of 

modern policing were worse than bad with extensive racism in police forces of the 

South, the police engaging in Ku Klux Klan activities, and a militaristic, brutal police 

force emerging in the North. To say the least the citizens did not trust the police 

during the Civil Rights Movement. In the 1960s the police, politicians, and policy 

makers were forced to reassess the state of law enforcement. Academics came rushing 

to study the police in effort to explain their problems. Sociologists, political scientists 

and more began to scrutinize different aspects of policing; everything traditional about 

it was questioned, and among the issues closely examined was the use of deadly 

force. All this and the demands for “professionalism” created a police subculture as the 

officers felt alienated from administrators, the media and the public. It also created 

problematic police-community relations. The newspapers criticized the police for their 

inability to curtail the public disorder such as riots, and the public demanded less 

oppression by the police on the streets. The continued criticism had the effect that 

many police officers saw the media and the public as foes.9 The deteriorating police-

community relations in the wake of the professional model paved the way for the 

problem-oriented policing (POP). Herman Goldstein, initiator of POP argued that 

police should aim to find the solution for the underlying problem that initiated the 

need for police action. POP, studies have found, need to be tailored to each particular 

community because of their unique physical, spatial and cultural characteristics. POP, 

proved effective in most communities still face the challenge of changing the overall 

culture of policing. Altering the face of policing is not easy considering the deeply 

entrenched traditional law enforcement mentality. A big challenge to the sustainability 

of POP is the zero-tolerance policing (ZTP). ZTP’s quick fix to crime has little interest 

in the long-term effects and can be critized for its brutality and high cost.10 The diverse 

history of the police-community relations of the United States forms the foundation 

upon which the relationship between the media and the police stands today. 

 

                                       
8 Dunham & Alpert (2001) Critical Issues in Policing, Waveland Press Inc, p. 29 
9 Dunham & Alpert (2001) Critical Issues in Policing, Waveland Press Inc, p. 31 
10 Dunham & Alpert (2001) Critical Issues in Policing, Waveland Press Inc, p. 539 
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Written as a guide to how the two professions, that is journalism and law enforcement, 

in America can approach each other productively, rather than get in each others way is 

“The Police Meet the Press” by Gerald W. Garner. Garners main point is that both 

professions can gain from recognizing their respective challenges in every day work 

situations.11 Garner stresses the need for Public Information Offices (PIOs) and 

emphasizes the benefits from such a local information center, allowing the public 

access to information about their neighbourhood’s policing strategies as well as 

specific issues. Quite critical in his suggestions Garner points out the possible gains: 

 

 

 

Short of discovering that latent Cronkite or Hemingway in his agency, the average 
police boss will be quite happy to make use of the talents of one or more of his 
people for press relations duties. [...] The task should not be an overly difficult one 
for either police administrator or novice P.I.O. There is nothing truly unusual or 
even unusually difficult about the press relations function.12 

I find this study somewhat insufficient in that it basically puts all the blame for 

historical differences on the police and therefore also expects the police to make the 

effort of change. The press is not held responsible; it is merely doing its job. This tie 

into the following section, a section I intend to apply on the analysis of the material 

from both Sweden and the United States.  

 

Police Theories  
On the matter of police behavior many studies focus on what is usually also the focus 

of the media, namely police misconduct. I feel a short note on this is of importance as 

it gives a context to the phenomenon in the view of scholars and others. There are 

two major theories of the causes of misconduct among police officers; the “Bad 

Apples” theory vs. the theory of “Police Culture”.13 Starting with the bad apples theory, 

the analogy obviously is that a few bad apples can ruin a barrel full of otherwise good 

apples. Applied to the discussion of police misconduct it basically suggests that the 

majority of police misconduct can be isolated to a small number of individuals, so 

called “problem-prone” police officers.14 While it is true that many complaints about 

police misconduct is regarding the same officers I do not think this theory fully 

account for the cause of police misconduct. Hence, let us turn to the theory of police 

culture. In this theory the cause of police misconduct is believed to be rather than a 

                                       
11 Garner (1984) The Police Meet The Press, Charles C Thomas Publisher, p. 61 
12 Garner (1984) The Police Meet The Press, Charles C Thomas Publisher, p. 61-62 
13 Dunham & Alpert (2005) Critical Issues In Policing, Waveland Press, p. 264 
14 Dunham & Alpert (2005) Critical Issues In Policing, Waveland Press, p. 264 
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“few bad seeds”, the informal rules in the police departments and the uncertainty of 

the occupancy that creates an allowance among officers to conduct their official 

business much at their own discretion. This is a complicated issue due to the fact that 

the role of the police often is rather undefined.15 When a police officer do engage in 

misconduct this is often the reason for his or her colleagues covering for them; they 

look after each other since they are all in the same boat. 

 

Given the pervasive violence illustrated by the 1991 beating of Rodney King, “it is 

astonishing that discussions of police brutality so frequently focus on the behavior of 

individual officers”.16 It is hard to see how the police culture could be separated from 

the dominant culture in a society; it logically is a combination of the hegemony in 

society and a subculture of the police. Thus it is likely to assume that the police 

culture in the United States given their history is at least to some extent an institution 

of ethno-racial divisioning and discrimination. Also in Sweden like most countries, the 

dominant culture and views influence organisations and institution the most. 

Empirical Material and Delimitations 
In this study I chose to analyze the media of the press, and more specifically the two 

major and nationwide newspapers of respective country. I did so in an attempt to 

catch a discourse distributed to, and reached by many on a regular basis. The 

newspapers are Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, The New York Times and The 

Washington Post. The reasons for using these particular newspapers are founded on 

the belief that these are newspapers not particularly prone to sensational tabloid news. 

They rely heavily on subscriptions and are overall politically liberal (Svenska 

Dagbladet tip towards a moderate stance), and in the light of the topic, political 

orientation is not at focus here but rather the reliability and reachability of the 

newspapers. 

 

The empirical material is composed of articles from the newspapers presented. In 

order to catch a “common” presentation of the police in the media the articles have 

been gathered through a keyword search of the newspaper articles during 2006 

containing the word police in the headline. My choice to do so is based on a belief 

(personal experience) that headlines in the instant they are read often creates an 

interest or un-interest with the reader based on its condensed “mini story”. Browsing 

through a newspaper is for many people a quick look at the headlines. However, the 

number of hits I got from doing this was far too great to process. Never could all 

articles from that full year have been analysed within this study – nor would it fit my 

choice of method and also not necessarily give another result. Initially several articles 

                                       
15 Dunham & Alpert (2005) Critical Issues In Policing, Waveland Press, p. 264 
16 Williams (2004) Our Enemies in Blue, Soft Skull Press, p. 23 
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from each newspaper were browsed through. When reaching the stage in analysing 

the material that required more in depth analysis, 3-5 articles were chosen from each 

newspaper. In order to pick up on and catch a somewhat informative presentation of 

the police I required the articles to be either of a certain length, or of mayor interest to 

the study, i.e. highly informative. Another criterion was that the article refers to 

domestic and professional policing rather than military policing or policing abroad. I 

choose the fairly neutral keyword search rather than looking at coverage of a specific 

incident. The reason for this is an attempt to avoid situations in which media takes a 

more or less obvious stance when presenting an incident.  

 

Studies have been done of headlines alone and these despite, or rather due to, 

headline’s (need for) shortness can be very informative and a productive discourse 

analysis can very well be performed on such material.17 However, I do not focus on a 

certain headline theme (as in the referred study). I focus on the (more extensive) 

“theme” police discourse. Below is a short presentation of the newspapers used in this 

study. 

 

This study, along the lines of discourse analysis and social constructionism, does not 

intend to claim an “accurate” or “real” exposé on the media’s relationship to the police. 

It rather aims to present a view on representations not always considered by media 

consumers (or the police for that matter). It is not unthinkable that the empirical 

material used for this study, had it been collected in a different way by different 

criterions would give a different result. I feel I can only get around this issue by 

presenting my material, my method and my findings in a clear and consistent manner. 

On that note I will now spell out how I more methodically (with the theoretical 

support of Fairclough) selected my small number of discourse samples out of an 

extensive corpus.  

 

I first scanned the “archive”, that is the field from which my corpus was extracted. In 

order to make a sensible decision of the content and structure of the corpus the 

researcher must have a fairly good apprehension of what is out there.18 I then browsed 

the corpus with the advice of scholars and researchers in similar fields (discourse 

analysis and media research) in order to get insight to the discourse in relation to the 

social practice of scrutiny. Fairclough further advocates a selection strategy of “cruces” 

or “moments of crisis”; in a text this can be exceptional disfluencies or sudden shifts of 

style.19 This is particularly interesting in critical discourse analysis as “moments of 
                                       
17 See Christine Develotte & Elizabeth Rechniewski, Discourse Analysis of Newspaper Headlines: a 

Methodological Framework for Research Into National Representations, Department of French Studies, 

School of European, Asian and Middle Eastern Languages, University of Sydney, Australia 
18 Fairclough(1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 227 
19 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 230 
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crisis” indicates change in process.20 I have looked for this in selecting the headlines 

(articles) and also within the articles. Also, Fairclough advocates a small number of 

discourse samples. My claim is that this small number of discourse samples (articles) 

provides a credible foundation of discourse in the way they are selected. Further in the 

section of the analysis I will emphasize what made me investigate these articles in 

particular and in what ways they can insist on illustrating something beyond the texts 

themselves. This is partly done in relation to the application of the theories of the 

discursive and social practices of the subject matter. Also, the headlines all range from 

at first glance obviously supporting the actions (at hand) of the police to either 

question the legitimacy of their actions or full out criticizing them. 

 

Presentation of the Newspapers 
Dagens Nyheter 
Dagens Nyheter (DN) is the biggest morning newspaper in Sweden. It is distributed 

throughout the country but focuses mainly on Stockholm. Part of the Bonnier 

conglomerate, initially DN claimed to be independent but in the late 1990s changed to 

be independent liberal. It aims to reflect the pluralism of life and society, orientate, 

explain and contribute to value allocations and ultimately to be the most important 

social and democratic venue of Sweden.21 

 
Svenska Dagbladet 
Svenska Dagbladet (SvD) is a large Swedish newspaper, since 1998 own by the 

Norwegian publishing house Schibstedt. It is distributed over the larger part of the 

country. Politically the newspaper calls itself independent moderate. In order to be 

able to compete with Dagens Nyheter, a large governmental subsidy is provided to 

Svenska Dagbladet.22 

 
New York Times 
New York Times (the Times) is a daily American newspaper distributed internationally. 

Own by The New York Times Company it is the largest metropolitan newspaper in the 

United States. It is regarded as a national newspaper of record, meaning that it is 

frequently relied upon as the official and authorative reference for modern events.23 

 
Washington Post 
The Washington Post (the Post) is the largest newspaper in Washington, D.C regarded 

among the leading daily American newspapers. While it does consider itself to be 

more regional than the New York Times, it does print a “National Weekly Edition” 

                                       
20 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 227 
21 Nationalencyklopedin, http://www.ne.se/jsp/search/article.jsp?i_art_id=149470 (2007-04-10) 
22 Nationalencyklopedin, http://www.ne.se/jsp/search/article.jsp?i_art_id=320287 (2007-04-10)  
23 Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ny_times (2007-04-10)  
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combining stories from a week of Post editions. While the sixth largest newspaper in 

the States, its circulation, like that of almost all newspapers has been slipping. 

However, it has one of the highest market penetration rates of any metropolitan news 

daily.24 

 

                                       
24 Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Washington_Post  (2007-04-10) 
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Theory and Method: Social Critique & Discourse Analysis 
Phillips and Winther Jørgensen give a comprehensive overview of the history of critical 

research starting with ideology critique, with roots in Marx. Ideology critique views 

power relations in society as accompanied by a hegemonic language which in a 

systematic way distorts reality. Ideology critique aims to undermine power by 

uncloaking the reality behind ideology. The grounds for critique are the inconsistency 

between people’s perception of how things are, and how things really are. This is 

contradicting the theory of social constructionism (discussed in later sections) as it 

adheres to a classical Marxist conception of society on an economic base, a non-

discursive condition. It also presupposes that there is a truth behind what we think we 

know and also that truth is free of power.25 This does not mean that critical social 

constructionist research is impossible.26 According to Phillips and Winther Jørgensen a 

modified ideology critique, for example Fairclough can prove fruitful. I will come back 

to Fairclough in later sections. 

 

Discourse theory is not just a way of reading and interpreting texts; it is also a theory 

on how language creates and allows for an understanding of the world. Discourse 

analysis, as described by Phillips and Winther Jørgensen has the aim of carrying out:  

critical research, that is to investigate and analyse power relations in society and to 
formulate normative perspectives from which a critique of such relations can be 
made with an eye on the possibilities for social change.27 

The critical discourse analysis approach of Norman Fairclough allows for the 

investigation of change, rendering it less poststructuralistic than some of its related 

approaches. This particular approach is useful in analysing concrete language use, and 

investigating the (re)production as well as the change of discourses.28 

 

Taking its starting point from of the structuralist and poststructuralist linguistic 

philosophy, discourse analysis claim that the access to “reality” is always through 

language. Representations of reality, created through language, are not reflections of a 

pre-existing reality, but contribute to constructing reality. Meanings and representations 

are real but gain meaning only through discourse.29 Theory and method in discourse 

analysis are intertwined and in order to use it researchers must acknowledge its basic 

philosophical premises. While multiperspectival work is encouraged this does not 
                                       
25 Phillips & Winther Jørgensen (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, Sage Publications, p. 

177 
26 Phillips & Winther Jørgensen (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, Sage Publications, p. 

180 
27 Phillips & Winther Jørgensen (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, Sage Publications, p. 2 
28 Phillips & Winther Jørgensen (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, Sage Publications, p. 7 
29 Phillips & Winther Jørgensen (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, Sage Publications, p. 9 
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translate as to a pick and choose kind of situation. For example a discourse analyst 

would have a hard time explaining complete disregard of the theory of social 

constructionism.30  

 

Social Constructionism 
Social constructionism stemming from structuralist and poststructuralist linguistics is 

described by Winther Jorgensen & Phillips as an umbrella for a range of new theories 

about culture and society. Often cited Vivien Burr lay out four premises shared by all 

constructionist approaches; first, she advocates a critical approach to taken-for-granted 

knowledge, basically stating that our knowledge and representations are not reflections 

of the reality. Our knowledge and representations are rather products of discourse, 

products of our ways of categorising the world. Second, one must take into account 

historical and cultural specificity. Again, our views of and knowledge about the world 

are the products of historically situated interchanges among people. This gives that 

knowledge is contingent and could be different, and thus change over time. Third, 

Burr stresses the link between knowledge and social processes, as knowledge is 

created through social interaction. The common knowledge constructed competes 

about what is true and false, which ties into the fourth premise of the link between 

knowledge and social action. Within a discourse, some forms of action are viewed as 

natural, others unthinkable. Basically, different social understanding, sets of 

knowledge, induces different social actions and this gives that social construction of 

knowledge and truth has social consequences.31 Further Burr names the two broad, 

major forms of social constructionist theory; ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ social constructionism 

where the former places social constructionism within everyday discourse between 

people in interaction and the latter acknowledges the constructive power of language 

but sees this as derived from material and social structures, social relations and 

institutionalised practices.32 These two are not necessarily to be viewed as mutually 

exclusive and tries have been made of combining them in order to “take account of 

the situated nature of accounts as well as the institutional practices and social 

structures within which they are constructed”.33 This is also what I have chosen to do 

in this study. Qualitative methods of research fit the constructionist approach very well 

as it acknowledges the social meaning of accounts and discourses. Discourse analysis 

advocates such a contextual and constructionist approach. 

 

                                       
30 Phillips & Winther Jørgensen (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, Sage Publications, p. 4 
31 Burr (2003) Social Constructionism, Routledge, p. 2-5 
32 Burr (2003) Social Constructionism, Routledge, p. 21-22 
33 Burr (2003) Social Constructionism, Routledge, p. 22 
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Thus social constructionism through discourse analysis in combination with media 

research make up the framework of this study of police discourse. In analysing the 

articles, tools from discourse analysis, and mainly those of earlier mentioned 

Fairclough, critical discourse analysis will be used. These are discussed below.  

Discourse Analysis 
I will outline Fairclough’s framework for critical discourse analysis and draw examples 

from his studies. In addition to this and with the blessing of Fairclough, I later on in 

the study bring about the perspective of media research in an attempt to achieve an 

interdisciplinary perspective he and I feel is needed in social analysis. This is further 

discussed in the following sections. But first I will start with a presentation of another 

theorist, Teun van Dijk as I find it suitable to start the discussion with an introduction 

to discourse analysis before turning critical. 

 

Teun Van Dijk 
According to Teun Van Dijk, there is no short, handy answer to the seemingly simple 

question, what is discourse? Van Dijk writes: “[...] the notion of discourse is essentially 

fuzzy”.34 In order to answer the question, he gives an overview of the field, the 

phenomena, of study – the new cross-discipline of discourse studies, also called 

discourse analysis. A common-sense definition of discourse could be a certain 

language use, and popularly the term can be found in for instance media (where an 

example is the discourse of policing). Discourse-analysts however try to go beyond 

such common-sense definitions. By using the term communicative event other 

essential components, namely who, how, why and when asked in relation to the 

language use, are included. Again, an example of this can be a person’s language use 

in order to communicate ideas or beliefs, say for instance in writing (or reading) a 

news report. In participating in the communicative events people interact socially. 

Thus the three main dimensions of discourse are covered, language use, 

communication of beliefs and interaction.35 This gives, according to Van Dijk, an 

explanation of how several other disciplines are involved in the study of discourse, 

linguistics, psychology and social sciences. Discourse studies thus provide integrated 

descriptions of these three main dimensions of discourse but besides that are often 

expected to formulate theories that explain rather than just describe.36 About written 

discourse Van Dijk writes that although the focus of many discourse analysts is the 

spoken language, there are many similarities between the way people speak and write 

and therefore it is useful to include written texts in the concept of discourse. He 

                                       
34 Van Dijk (1997) Discourse as Structure and Process, Sage Publications, p. 1 
35 Van Dijk (1997) Discourse as Structure and Process, Sage Publications, p. 2 
36 Van Dijk (1997) Discourse as Structure and Process, Sage Publications, p. 2 
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complicates this by pointing out that texts on the other hand are often viewed as 

objects, rather than forms of interaction.37 Van Dijk proposes the term “written 

communication” or even “written interaction” although the interaction is not face-to-

face, and the readers’ seemingly more passive part as they, for instance in the example 

of a news article, seldom “write back”. By this he is in no way not stating that readers 

in terms of understanding are less active than listeners.38 Acknowledging the 

importance of including written discourse in analysis, Van Dijk’s accounts on turn-

taking in conversations39 can with some modification be applied on turn-taking in 

written texts. I will discuss this and the element of cohesion both in the next section 

on Fairclough but also in the section of the findings of my empirical material. 

Cohesion, coherence and context to Van Dijk can be helpful in analysing turn of talk, 

but again this can be applied to texts as well.40 Van Dijk draw up the order of analysis, 

starting with the verbal structure of discourse he then moves into discussing discourse 

as action and interaction in society to finish up with the communication (cognitive) 

dimension of discourse.41 He calls this order arbitrary in that it can easily be rearranged 

and I will take him up on his word when applying part of it, in combination with the 

model of analysis suggested by Fairclough, on my own study.  

 

Norman Fairclough 
Norman Fairclough’s take on critical discourse analysis proves especially fruitful on my 

topic of media representation. Fairclough’s view on discourse as constitutive as well as 

constituted puts discourse in a dialectical relationship with other social dimensions. 

Fairclough’s suggestion to combine detailed textual analysis (linguistics) with macro-

sociological analysis of social practice and micro-sociological (people’s actions due to 

common-sense rules) underline his point of discourse analysis as part of a larger 

analysis, and advocates the interdisciplinary approach. In addition to discourse 

analysis, social and cultural theory should be applied. Also, like Van Dijk agrees, 

Fairclough points out the importance of acknowledging different forms of discourse 

due to the fact that the different forms continuingly shape and transform each other, 

thus transforming social life.42 Discourse, according to Fairclough, contributes to the 

construction of social identities, social relations and systems of knowledge and 

meaning. There are two dimensions of discourse; the communicative event - for 

                                       
37 Van Dijk (1997) Discourse as Structure and Process, Sage Publications, p. 3 
38 Van Dijk (1997) Discourse as Structure and Process, Sage Publications, p. 3 
39 Van Dijk (1985) Handbook of Discourse – Volume 2 Dimensions of Discourse, Academic Press Inc, p. 

17  
40 Van Dijk (1985) Handbook of Discourse – Volume 3 Discourse and Dialogue, Academic Press, p. 50 
41 Van Dijk (1997) Discourse as Structure and Process, Sage Publications, p. 6-17 
42 Chouliaraki & Fairclough (1988) Discourse in Late Modernity – Rethinking Critical Discourse Analysis, 

Edinburgh University Press, p. 43 
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example a newspaper article, and the order of discourse – discourse types arranged 

within a social field.43 Discourse types consist of discourses and genres, a genre being 

the particular language use part of a social practice, for example a news genre. An 

example of an order of discourse is the order of discourse of the media. Fairclough has 

presented a three-dimensional model for critical discourse analysis and it illustrates 

how every instance of language use – communicative event – covers three dimensions, 

these are text, discursive practice and social practice.44 When applied to my own study 

– the texts are the articles, the discursive practice in this cased can be investigated 

through analyzing the theory of media/journalism and the social practice in this study 

of police discourse is the ideology of the newspapers and (to some extent but not 

discussed in this study) their readers. 

 

Aligning Van Dijk and Fairclough they cover basically the same three things; text 

(verbal structure), discursive practice (discourse as action and interaction in society) 

and the social practice (the communicative dimension of discourse). 

 

Analytical Tools of Discourse Analysis 
In analysing the empirical material of this study I have used the tools presented by 

Van Dijk and to a much larger extent Fairclough. These, of course, are not all of their 

tools but those I identified as especially useful in my analysis. Also here presented are 

the practical tools of textual analysis, not the theoretical tools of for example analysing 

discursive practices or social practices. Van Dijk has given me a more abstract set of 

tools. These I do not consider as practically useful as the tools of Fairclough’s 

discourse analysis. Therefore the latter are spelled out in a glossary manner below. 

Following neither Van Dijk nor Fairclough’s suggested order in analysing I started with 

the linguistics of the texts looking at basics such as wording and vocabulary, 

nominalisation, hedges and grammar. Within grammar, transitivity and modality have 

been analysed. Metaphors, not uncommon in medial texts, have also been analyzed. 

Vocabulary means looking at the individual words. Grammar is how words are 

combined into clauses and sentences. Dimensions of the grammar (of clauses or 

sentences) can be “transitivity” or “modality”.45 Cohesion, how clauses and sentences 

are linked together, is investigated to describe the “rhetorical mode” of the text.46 Text 

structure is the large scale organizational properties of texts. Metaphors are pervasive 

in all sorts of discourse and “not just superficial stylistic adornments”.47 Metaphors 

structure the way we think, leading our thoughts in certain directions drawing upon 
                                       
43 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 71 
44 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 72-73 
45 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 75 
46 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 235 
47 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 194 
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certain knowledge as they are often naturalized and hard to detect as well as escape.48 

Fairclough (citing Chilton) exemplifies the power of metaphors by the militarization of 

discourse; by using metaphors of war in a debate and the fact that a debate sometimes 

is partially structured by war thus the militarization of discourse has consequences in 

thoughts and actions as well as in discourse. Metaphors, writes Fairclough are also 

powerful in that they over time can come to shape the coverage of the subject matter. 

“In sum the metaphor has effects upon the coverage of the subject matter, and upon 

the subject matter itself.”49 Nominalisation is the use of a verb or an adjective into a 

noun, with or without morphological transformation, so that the word can now act as 

the head of a noun phrase. Transitivity is the ideational dimension of the grammar of 

the clause. “The objective is to see whether particular process types and participants 

are favoured in the text, what choices are made in voice (active or passive) and how 

significant is the nominalization of processes.”50 Modality is the degree of affinity in an 

utterance. Modality may be subjective or objective. In the case of objective modality it 

is sometimes unclear whose perspective is being represented. The use of objective 

modality may be the speaker communicating individual perspectives or it can be those 

of a group, it often implies some form of power.51 Hedges are intentionally non-

committal or ambiguous sentence fragments, such as "sort of", "kind of", "like". 

 

Included in the discursive practice is intertextuality, the property texts have 

“borrowed” from other texts, in a contradicting or assimilating way. Fairclough makes 

a distinction between “manifest intertextuality” (text draw upon others in obvious 

ways) and “constitutive intertextuality” (or “interdiscursivity” which relates to the order 

of discourse). Texts are never completely unique or separate from other texts. This 

does not mean change in discourses can not occur, rather this allows for that exact 

thing. New texts transform the past, and by drawing upon other acclaimed discourses 

this may happen in a normative way. It can also happen in a creative way through 

new configurations of orders of discourse or new modes of manifest intertextuality.52  

 

Critical Discourse Analysis in Media Research 
An important point shared by all approaches within critical discourse analysis is that it 

does not consider itself to be politically neutral. A critical approach, politically 

committed to social change, it always takes the side of oppressed social groups.53 In 

dealing with discourse, five fundamentals are hard to discard; these reads that 

                                       
48 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 195 
49 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 196 
50 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 235-236 
51 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 158-159 
52 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 84-85 
53 Phillips & Winther Jørgensen (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, Sage Publications, p. 64 
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language is social, language enacts identity, language use is always active, language 

use has power and lastly language use is political.54 With newspapers being a 

continuing force in modern society it is naturally a scrutinized field. In Analysing 

Newspapers, the author discusses journalists and their function in a capitalist society. 

The journalists may be part of the proletariat class but in that their labour is more 

profitable and they have a greater degree of autonomy they may in short have a more 

positive view of capitalism than others of the working class.55 Capitalism is inherently 

exploitative and since people does not appreciate being exploited the class that 

benefits from their relationship to the means of production therefore fight to conceal 

the true, unstable nature of capitalism, that is that it can be revolted against.56 This is 

done in many ways and one is the example of misguiding the proletariat and 

marginalising the dissent. 

The language used in newspapers is one key site in this naturalisation of inequality 
and neutralisation of dissent.57 

Critical discourse analysis is a satisfying approach to use in analysing media as it aims 

to explore and expose the roles that discourse plays in (re)producing or opposing 

social inequalities. Journalism, according to Richardson, is often approached as 1. a 

form of entertainment or 2. the broadcast of the views of the powerful or 3. a business 

with the aim of making money. It is evidently often all three, but the focus should be, 

argues Richardson, on the assumption that “journalism exists to enable citizens to 

better understand their lives and their position(s) in the world.”58 The success of 

journalists to achieve this can be discussed in relation to the three approaches listed 

earlier. When journalism emphasizes any of the three instead of addressing its primary 

function quoted above it is, says Richardson, no longer journalism.59 

 

Power 
Michel Foucault provided discourse analysis with definitions of power as something 

not oppressive and purely negative but creative and productive. According to 

Fairclough power “induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse”.60 The 

truth is created by the discourses of power and the individuals controlling them. The 

media is very much in control of such distribution of the truth. Van Dijk and 

Fairclough both somewhat object to Foucault’s view of power. Fairclough criticises 

                                       
54 Richardson (2007) Analysing Newspapers, Palgrave MacMillan, p. 12-13 
55 Richardson (2007) Analysing Newspapers, Palgrave MacMillan, p. 4 
56 Richardson (2007) Analysing Newspapers, Palgrave MacMillan, p. 5 
57 Richardson (2007) Analysing Newspapers, Palgrave MacMillan, p. 6 
58 Richardson (2007) Analysing Newspapers, Palgrave MacMillan, p. 7 
59 Richardson (2007) Analysing Newspapers, Palgrave MacMillan, p. 8 
60 Foucault (1980) Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, The Harvester 

Press Limited, p.119 
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Foucault’s neglect of the duality of discourse, which is central to Fairclough’s 

framework of social theory of discourse. Yet he recognizes Foucault’s contributions to 

and influence upon the social sciences and humanities and that he thus have played a 

great part in the popularization of the concept of discourse. This is also the reason 

Fairclough draws upon Foucault’s work; Foucault’s influential contributions on 

language theory must be acknowledged in a theoretically adequate synthesis with 

linguistically-oriented discourse analysis.61 Fairclough points out five major insights he 

has identified in Foucault’s work regarding discourse. I will summarize them, elaborate 

on the third point, and this will conclude my discussion on power; first there is the 

constitutive nature of discourse, secondly the primacy of interdiscursivity (Fairclough’s 

take on interdiscursivity is discussed further in following sections) and intertextuality, 

third, the discursive nature of power, fourth the political nature of discourse and lastly 

the discursive nature of social change.62 Foucault’s view of power and that it does not 

work negatively by forcefully dominating those subjected to it, rather it incorporates 

them, makes power productive in the sense that it shapes the subjects to fit the needs 

of it.63 This conception of power, according to Fairclough’s interpretation, suggests that 

discourses are of central importance in social processes and is not satisfyingly 

elaborated by Foucault. I will therefore keep in mind Foucault’s contributions but rely 

rather on Fairclough’s more elaborated view of power as discursive. 

 

Ideology 
“Ideologies are sets of ideas or theories about the nature of the world and how it 

works.”64 Ideologies induce action. Van Dijk states that a dominant ideology can be 

found in most societies and this is usually reflected in the structure and operation of 

major state institutions.65 The definition of ideology I have adopted is that of 

Fairclough, in which he states that ideologies are significations and constructions of 

reality, enclosed in various dimensions of discursive practices. Thus they contribute to 

the “production, reproduction or transformation of relations of domination”.66 In the 

concise wording of Phillips and Winther Jørgensen, ideology is meaning in the service 

of power.67 Ideology can not be discovered through text analysis as this would imply 

that the consumers of the text, the readers, easily could be subjected to and hence 

                                       
61 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 37 
62 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 55-56 
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accept ideologies unreflecting. Media sociology suggests differently; that ideology is 

located in the orders of discourse as well as in events themselves.68 Discursive practices 

are ideologically invested, and this might not always be clear to people, thus all 

discourse is not irredeemably ideological.69 

 

Hegemony 
Hegemony, writes Fairclough, is never achieved more than partially and temporarily. 

Hegemony is rather than dominating subordinate classes, through concession or by the 

means of ideology to win their consent.70 The hegemonic struggle is illustrated by the 

fact that although hegemony “would seem to be the predominant organizational form 

of power in contemporary society, it is not the only one.”71 The class in control of 

power somewhat “controls” the hegemony. The hegemonic struggle provides 

opportunities for change – thus it is interesting for critical discourse analysis. Although 

“hegemony would seem to be the predominant organizational power” this is not the 

case. Discourse facilitates change through the challenge of hegemony – the hegemonic 

struggle.72 

Theoretical linkages: the Police Discourse 
In this section I tie together theories of both discourse analysis and media research and 

discuss them in relation to the previous studies earlier presented. The discussion is 

somewhat tentative in its approach, not in order to “play it safe” but rather to stay 

apert as it forestalls the analysis. I have identified two major categories to the “police 

in media-discourse”, and I have named them “media and the police” and “media vs. 

the police”. These discourse categories are somewhat overlapping. 

  

Media and the Police 
In applying the perspective of the capitalist mode of production, and the positioning 

of journalists as favorable of the system on the discussion of the police as servants for 

the powerful (the class gaining from the mode of production; the class in power) it is 

not far-fetched to make an assumption of a fairly police-friendly press. This would 

presume though that journalists are not successful in fulfilling their primary goal “to 

enable citizens to better understand their lives and their position(s) in the world”. It 

implies that media and police are conspiring in the capitalist mode of production to 
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control the views and thus in a way the everyday life of the working class. This is 

more than I am willing to claim. It might be the case. However, discussing the 

previous mentioned factors suggesting this, there are two abers to this assumption: 

 

1. Journalists are not necessarily oppose the capitalist mode of production as far as 

they are personally (as a group) concerned. This does not mean they are not 

ideologically invested in a proletarian struggle. 

2. Presuming journalists are unsuccessful in enabling citizens’ better understanding; it 

is a far stretch to interpret this as being willingly and consciously done. 

 

Further, the press might be watching the police, but the press in turn is also “policed” 

by the public. And the public often turn to the press to help change societal wrongs, 

inequality and governmental and thus institutional (including the police’s) 

wrongdoings. 

 

Media vs. the Police 
There is also the quite contrary idea that media and the police are engaged in a power 

struggle. Both the media and police organisations have not only the aspirations to 

decide how the police are portrayed in terms of keeping the peace or engaging in 

misconduct, but also how certain groups are to be presented. If the police can control 

the medial presentation of certain groups, an example might be youths; they may 

enjoy wider legitimacy in their interactions with this group.  

 

Historically, journalists turning on anyone in a power position may be subjected to 

reprisals. When investigating the Mafia in the United States (and other countries such 

as Italy) many journalists have received death threats and some have been carried 

out.73 Modern incidents indicate the ever-present tension between the media and the 

police, a very recent one in the States being the violent confrontation of the police and 

journalists in the “LA Mayday Riot” where the Los Angeles police attacked marchers 

and the media during a march May 1, 2007.74 

 

Media can influence social and political fields –thus control and regulate the conditions 

of the police. Critical media discourse sometimes set the rules for the police and I will 

discuss this further in the comparative findings discussion. 

 

                                       
73 Servan-Schreiber (1974) The Power To Inform, McGraw-Hill Book Company, p. 229 
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Media and Discourse  
Some thirty years ago, the popular opinion was that the United States was the leading 

country in term of news information. The information industry in the States was 

regarded as reliable as well as informative. This was based on the fact that the United 

States was then one of few countries with constitutional and traditional guarantees of 

freedom of the press in all media, leading many Americans to think that their news 

coverage was superior to that of Europe. While this is not true today, many journalists 

did for a long time look to the American information industry for the “most up-to-date, 

thorough, and systematic resources”.75  

 

Fairclough writes that the media, through the way in which they select order and 

represent material, reduce the complexity and confusion of a subject matter basically at 

their own discretion. This is then portrayed as reality, something that the media merely 

reflects all in order to disguise the constructive effects that the media themselves have 

upon the reality.76  

The media most certainly amplify and accelerate the diffusion of ideas propagated 
by the critics of a social order which favors the few. Even in the hands of 
conservatives or controlled by the government, newspapers, radio and television 
inevitably play the role of the troublemaker by exposing the absurdities and 
injustices – in other words, the plain facts – of contemporary reality.77 

In The Politics of Force critical coverage of policing is discussed.78 The question of what 

gives a story a high news value is explained through reviewing a study of over 500 

cases of police use of force reported in the New York Times and the Los Angeles 

Times, only a few of these “making it  big”. It is the news organisations that decide 

which incidents are more newsworthy, this is done by the journalists and can be 

understood as critical story cues.79 These signal to journalists that the story at hand is a 

good one and the story cues thus create an opening in the news for “critical societal 

voices who depict police brutality as a systematic problem”.80 What enable these story 

cues are journalistic norms. The normative order, in the book referred to as media 

professionalism is a standard set of routine newsgathering, traditionally in close contact 

with the police, sensitizing the journalists to the use of force. “As this norm is played 

out [...] the news tends fairly faithfully to report the claims of police officials and often 

marginalizes concerns about police conduct.”81 However, certain story developments 

can trigger more critical news coverage, these journalistic norms of professionalism are 
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played out by what the author calls media commercialism (attempting to hold attention 

and create longer-running stories) and media reformism (monitoring transgression). 

Thus, while media professionalism encourages journalists to grant officials the power 
to define issues and events in the news, media commercialism and reformism can 
encourage journalists to give critical attention to issues and events that police and 
elected officials would rather leave unexplored.82 

These, media commercialism and media reformism, challenge official efforts to control 

the news. 

 

Illustrating how the media’s treatment of the police discourse affect is a discussion of 

the police officers awareness of their commodification in portrayals and recite the 

stereotypes of mass-mediated cops.83 The book discusses how to get the real cops and 

the mediated cops to “get along”. While the discussion mainly focuses on TV it is 

acknowledged that the cops critique mass-mediated representations of themselves but 

also live among them.84 I would like to add that they also live along them, somewhat 

incorporating them. 

                                       
82 Lawrence (1961) The Politics of Force, University of California Press, p. 87-88 
83 Perlmutter (2000) Policing the Media, Sage Publications, p. 121 
84 Perlmutter (2000) Policing the Media, Sage Publications, p. 122 
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Analysis 
The findings of this study have been categorized for the sake of clarity, but these 

categories are not to be considered delimiting in a definite way. As discourses are hard 

to delimit so are my presentations of them. Not keeping with my own order of 

analysis, and this is not a problem according to Fairclough, the categories start off 

linguistically to grow into larger discourses analysis.85 In some cases the discussions are 

then brought back down on a textual level and back again. This cyclic process aims to 

interpret “again” with the findings of the other dimension of analysis. Also for clarity, 

no distinction has been made in the presentation of the analysis between the 

newspapers. As the aim of this study is to investigate the police discourse, and by that 

a larger discourse shared by the fellow national newspapers, such a distinction is not 

of importance. As mentioned earlier, each country will be presented separately but 

when the discussion can gain from it, findings from both national discourses will be 

discussed. Lastly a comparison between the national findings is carried out. First; an 

overview of the empirical material in the form of abstracts. The Swedish articles 

abstracts are naturally short since they are translated by myself and not as linguistically 

analyzed as the American articles. 

 

Dagens Nyheter 

Police Prepare for Confrontation in Gothenburg (Polisen rustar för bråk i Göteborg) 

(May 2, 2006) 

A left activist’s high profile court hearing and a soccer game on Ullevi cause police to 

prepare for confrontations along the lines of the concept developed in the wake of the 

violent protesting during EU meeting.  

 

100 Police Officers Stopped Confrontation between Nazis and Left Activists (100 

polismän hindrade konfrontation mellan nazister och vänsteraktivister) (June 14, 

2006) 

There was no confrontation in Sollentuna due to a massive show of police officers 

though activists attacked participants of a Nazi meeting. 

 

Police Tells Nothing After Shots in Örby (Polisen lägger locket på efter Örbyskott) (June 

28, 2006) 

With one of the two suspects released the police won’t give any clues as to what 

actually happened in the shootings in southern Stockholm. Investigators say there are 

no additional suspects at this time and refuse to give further information. 

 

                                       
85 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change,  Polity Press, p. 231 
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Police Shot And Killed Knifeman in Falkenberg (Polis sköt ihjäl knivman i Falkenberg) 

(June 10, 2006) 

A man approached the police officer armed with a knife when he was shot in what the 

officer claim to be an act of self-defense. In Sweden 30-40 shots are fired by the police 

every year. Only a few actually hit a person. In average one person per year is killed 

by the police. 

Svenska Dagbladet 

Father’s Testimony of Police Action Paints a Dark Picture (Pappa gav mörk bild av 

polisinsats) (Feb 8, 2006) 

The father of the psychologically unstable young man that was shot and killed by 

police gave a discouraging version of the actions of the police in his testimony. The 

shot was fired out of nowhere he states, criticizing the police for pulling their guns and 

aggravating the situation when the young man approached them carrying a knife. 

 

Police Officer Aquitted in Shooting Trial (Polisman friad för dödsskjutning) (March 3, 

2006) 

The police officer who last spring shot and killed a psychologically unstable 22-year 

old was acquitted of all charges. The court states the police officer fired in self-

defence. The family of the young man is deeply disappointed and the father states if 

the attorney does not appeal the case, they will. 

 

Police Officers Interrogated About Fatal Shooting (Poliser i förhör om dödsskjutning) 

(June 11, 2006) 

Police officers were interrogated about the fatal shooting of a 33-year old man in 

Falkenberg. The drama brings new life to the debate on the arming of police officers. 

According to Håkan Andersson in charge of the investigation, several witnesses 

confirm the police’s dictum. 

 

Police Prevented Attack against SD (Polis hindrade attack mot SD) (Nov 2, 2006) 

Hundreds of people turned up to protest against right wing politician Mikael Jansson’s 

first attendance in a city council meeting. Police were pleased with the moderate 

demonstration and the fact that the meeting could be carried trough as planned. 

 

Police Disperse Extremists (Polis skingrade extremister) (Jan 29, 2006) 

Affrightened citizens were caught in the middle as right wing extremists and anti-

activists skirmished in central Stockholm. A massive police effort set the turbulence to 

a halt. Three persons were arrested, one for battery, one for violence towards a police 

officer and another for wearing a mask. 

 

The New York Times 

Butts Wants Police to Rein in “Savages” In the Department (Dec 16, 2006) 
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The surprisingly sharp comments by Mr. Calvin O. Butts III were made at a news 

conference outside City Hall that was called to announce a march for today to protest 

the killing of an unarmed man, Sean Bell, on Nov. 25 by the police. At yesterday's 

event, political and community leaders said they planned to challenge Mayor Michael 

R. Bloomberg to adopt a list of proposed changes in policing including several that 

were presented after Amadou Diallo, an unarmed African immigrant, was killed by 

police officers in 1999. Immediately after the killing of Mr. Bell last month, Mr. Butts 

praised Mayor Bloomberg for meeting with black leaders and questioned the 

department's commitment to reform in muted tones, suggesting that Raymond W. 

Kelly, the police commissioner, was ''insensitive'' and ''getting a second look'' from 

black leaders. 

Sergeant Felt Gun in Struggle before Police Shot Man, Kelly Says (Dec 15, 2006) 

During the skirmish, the sergeant felt a gun's barrel pressing through Mr. Person's 

jacket, Mr. Raymond W. Kelly said. The sergeant, who was on top of Mr. Person, then 

yelled, ''Gun, gun,'' and ''Shoot him, shoot him,'' to a second police officer, who then 

fired, Mr. Kelly said. Mr. Person was with three friends Wednesday night when the 

group caught the attention of four uniformed police officers, who were in a marked 

car and on the lookout for graffiti vandals, Mr. Kelly said. The officers followed Mr. 

Person into the building's vestibule, where the skirmish then broke out, Mr. Kelly said. 

It was after the sergeant tackled the man that he felt a gun's barrel pressing through 

Mr. Person's jacket into his abdomen, whereupon he ordered another officer to shoot. 

 

Undercover Police Charge 13 with Lewdness on Subways (June 23, 2006) 

Thirteen people were arrested on charges of exposing themselves or groping during a 

two-day undercover crackdown on sexual misconduct in the subway last month, 

police officials announced yesterday. While public lewdness on the subway has been a 

problem for years, the police campaign came in the wake of increasing publicity in 

recent months over sexual misconduct, especially in Manhattan. In a number of cases, 

women have used cell phone cameras to take pictures of people they say have 

harassed them and posted them on the Internet.  

 

Man Who Was Hurt in Police Fusillade Is at Scene of Gambling Raid (Dec 30, 2006) 

He was Trent Benefield, 23, who was in a car with Sean Bell last month, when Mr. 

Benefield and Mr. Bell were caught in a fusillade of 50 bullets fired by the police. Mr. 

Bell was killed on his wedding day as he left his bachelor party at the Club Kalua in 

Queens on Nov. 25. Mr. Hardy said that he accompanied Mr. Benefield to Queens 

Criminal Court yesterday morning, where two outstanding tickets, alleging disorderly 

conduct and trespassing at a pizza parlor in Queens in February 2005, were dismissed 

for ''legal insufficiency'' without any fines.  

 

The Washington Post 
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D.C Police to Bolster Adams Morgans Patrols (Jan 26, 2006) 

A spate of crimes outside Adams Morgan clubs and bars, including two assaults in 

which victims were left in critical condition, has prompted police to plan greater 

deployment in the area of 18th Street NW, they said yesterday. "We're going to get this 

under control and make sure people can come into Adams Morgan and not have any 

fear”. In recent weeks, five assaults were reported, up from two for the same period 

last year, McCoy said. In one incident in December, a man was beaten outside a 

parking garage on 18th Street and was in a coma for more than a week. Police 

recently made an arrest after a suspect surrendered. 

 

Fairfax Police Say Shooting Was Accident; Officer Kills Optometrist Suspected of 

Gambling (Jan 26, 2006) 

Culosi came out of his townhouse on Cavalier Landing Court about 9:35 p.m. and was 

standing next to the detective's sport-utility vehicle, police said, when the detective 

gave a signal to tactical officers assembled nearby to move in and arrest Culosi. In an 

affidavit for the search warrant, Detective David J. Baucom, who often investigates 

sports gambling in Fairfax, said he met Culosi at a bar in October and started making 

NFL bets with him by cell phone. Baucom said he placed more than $28,000 in bets on 

games through last Sunday and met Culosi about every two weeks to pay his debts or 

collect his winnings. Through Jan. 16, Baucom had lost more than $5,500 to Culosi, his 

affidavit stated. 

 

Police Seek Tying Clues Va. Attack to Slayings; In Springfield; Fear Arises Among Elderly 

(Dec 30, 2006) 

The number of investigators and crime prevention officers working full time on the 

case has grown to 18, and police have developed a "humongous" e-mail list to keep 

Springfield residents informed, said Lt. Richard J. Perez, a police spokesman. Although 

police believe that the homicides were related, they have yet to conclude that the 

Christmas Eve attack is linked. For many senior citizens and other Springfield residents, 

though, the pattern is cause for concern. In the past month, Fairfax police have 

conducted home security inspections for 75 seniors in the Springfield area at their 

request, doing a walk-through evaluation of locks, lighting and landscaping conditions 

that could increase vulnerability. 

 

Carrying Out the Analysis 
Fairclough points out that the researcher doing discourse analysis may choose to code 

a whole corpus or large part of it in rather broad terms, summarizing it or categorizing 

the content.86 I have chosen to do both somewhat overlapping. In the article abstracts, 

                                       
86 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 229 
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I have strived to use exact formulations and grammar (more so in the article abstracts 

of the American newspapers) so that when the need for drawing explicit examples 

occurs, the wording and structure of sentences is already familiar. 

 

Although in selecting the discourse samples out of the corpus of all the headlines 

containing the word police in 2006, I had expected a slightly more present criticism of 

the police, at least in the American findings. This is further discussed in the section of 

comparative findings. 

 

Sweden 
Due to the fact that the articles from the Swedish newspapers are (naturally) written in 

Swedish this part of presenting the analysis of the study’s findings is somewhat less 

focused on the linguistic part of the analysis. Largely the focus will be on, using 

Fairclough’s terminology discursive and social practices. I do however often translate 

parts of the articles and in doing so I have used the online dictionary tyda.se.87 

Summarized Findings 
The headlines of the articles from Dagens Nyheter can be reviewed as a continuum 

of stories of police interference ranging from a fairly neutral reporting on the police 

preparing to parry inter-citizen confrontations to an article about whether or not a 

police officer should be held accountable for killing a man. (Police Prepare for 

Confrontation in Gothenburg, 100 Police Officers Stopped Confrontation Between Nazis 

and Left Activists, Police Tells Nothing After Shots in Örby, Police Shot And Killed 

Knifeman in Falkenberg.) 

 

A quick look at the headlines indicate a vast span of how the police’s actions are 

reported; police preparing to maintain public order, police killing a knifeman, the 

police again keeping the peace and finally the police being rather un-communicative 

with the press. Although covering various aspects of police behaviour the articles 

presentations throughout the overall discourse samples are conventional. It is not 

unexpected to see both certain criticism and some praising. Naturally when the 

journalist has interviewed a police officer, this particular article will most often be in 

the favor of the police (individual and organisation).  

 

When reporting that the police are maintaining the peace (one article is looking ahead 

and the other is reporting a past incident) the wording of the articles are explicitly in 

favor of the police’s plans as well as their past actions. The actions are reported as 

being successful. Only the perspective of the police is presented. Four out of six 

                                       
87 www.tyda.se 
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paragraphs are direct quotes of the police officer in charge of the organisation in this 

particular case. Another paragraph, facts about the actions of the activists, is most 

likely information given by the police. The very first paragraph of the article however 

is aimed at making a story out of what is then played down by the police officer being 

interviewed. Overall the police were successful in preventing any serious commotion is 

contrasted by the police statement there was no confrontation, nobody was injured.88 

 

This struggle between legitimizing the police’s presence or actions and the inherent 

need for the police to portray themselves as always in control projects a rather 

confused presentation. Where there or where there not a confrontation (and thus a 

need for the police to act)? It is explicitly pointed out that had not the police been 

there, things probably would have gotten much worse.89 This is pure speculation yet it is 

presented as factual and this notion is carried throughout the article. The statement 

closes up the article leaving that image with the reader.  

 

When the police prepare for confrontation, alike, there is an obvious need to make it 

utterly clear to the press that the police had to there (to save the day). Again a police 

officer is interviewed, the officer of command of the large-scale police effort that is 

going to counteract the commotions in Gothenburg. The officer expresses a concern 

about the escalating violence of both the soccer supporters coming into town for a big 

game and the left wing activists: we know that the use of violence and criminality are 

accepted tools among left wing groups. Therefore we have to prepare and make sure we 

have enough personnel.90 This goes to show the legitimacy of the police: naturally we 

can not have violent gangs running around, who would dispute such straight-forward 

arguments? This plays perfectly in the hands of the police; their job is to prevent crime 

and by criminalizing a group their legitimacy in going after this group is cemented. In 

the last paragraph of the article it says that the police are preparing to put up road 

blocks around City Hall. The problem is that the proceedings are open to the public 

by law. This wording, making it a problem to give the public, or certain groups, access 

to the proceedings, as well as the use of words, the nominalisation, has two 

consequences. First, it is hard to distinguish who it is that feels this is a problem. 

Secondly, it indicates that the job of the police would be much easier if they didn’t 

have to extend certain rights to certain groups. 

 

In the article about a police officer shooting a man carrying a knife it is already in the 

first paragraph, the second sentence, pointed out that it was a case of self-defense. The 

pepper spray the police use was inadequate in neutralizing the man and shots were 
                                       
88 ”Så det blev ingen konfrontation. Inga ska ha skadats.” (Dagens Nyheter, June 14, 2006) 
89 ”hade inte polisen varit där hade det nog inte varit så roligt.” (Dagens Nyheter, June 14, 2006) 
90 ”Men vi vet att våldsutövning och brottslighet är accepterade verktyg bland grupper på vänsterkanten.” 

(Dagens Nyheter, May 2, 2006) 
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fired. The police officer is in great chock, according to the article which goes on to 

report the statistics of police firing their gun. Only a few of these hit a person, says the 

police superintendent.91 This is intended to show not the police’s inaccuracy when 

firing, rather to point out that not many are injured or killed by police shots every 

year. Contrasting this are the last paragraphs in the article devoted to the reporting of 

earlier cases in which civilians have been killed by the police. The referrals to these 

cases indicate that the newspaper has earlier reported on them. We know from the 

corpus that another newspaper has and I will return to this later and discuss the 

intertextuality among different newspapers. But first some notions on the article about 

the police not being willing to share the information of a case with the media and the 

public. This article is very interesting in how it is formulated as it allow factual 

accounts to take turns with the statements made by the police, be it informative or not. 

This turn-taking with the reliable beat of a pendulum keeps the reader interested and 

projects the image of a conversation rather than a monologic presentation. The 

consequences of this is that the police are continuingly portrayed as non-informative, 

non-communicative, almost like a stubborn child, where the media is the mother trying 

to get words out of the kid. Several times in the article the police’s unwillingness is 

presented, twice by quotes; for now we have decided that the preliminary investigation 

is protected by secrecy and I can not make any statements about that, a police chief 

says.92 The struggle here is the media trying to fulfil their mission, to inform the public 

of what is going on. It is clear that statements such as “no comments” are not 

appreciated among journalists. Why they still insist on including them in articles can be 

attributed to, and this was touched upon earlier, the media illustrating that they are 

trying their best but the police will not cooperate with them. “Could not be reached 

for comments” show the reader that the journalist is really trying and that he is a 

confidant of the public. 

 

Among the headlines of Svenska Dagbladet a continuing story is told about a police 

shooting of a young man, another police shooting and two other articles tell of police 

interference as successful in keeping the peace. (Father’s Testimony of Police Action 

Paints a Dark Picture, Police Officer Acquitted In Shooting Trial, Police Officers 

Interrogated About Fatal Shooting, Police Prevented Attack Against SD, Police Disperse 

Extremists.) The articles present a fairly positive image of the police and their actions. 

One article is somewhat critical in that the father of a young man, killed in a 

confrontation with the police, is highly critical in his view of the police’s action. A 

reader following the story over time can in a later article (included in the corpus of 

this study) read that the police officer is acquitted of the charges. I will discuss these 

                                       
91 ”Endast ett fåtal av dessa skott träffar någon person.” (Dagens Nyheter, June 10, 2006) 
92 ”för närvarande har vi bestämt att förundersökningssekretess gäller”, ”Jag kan inte uttala mig om det”, 

(Dagens Nyheter, June 28, 2006) 
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two interconnected articles in relation to each other as well as the other articles in the 

discourse sample. 

 

The man’s family express deep disappointment but the article focuses on presenting 

the justifications for the officer’s actions. The police as keepers of the peace is the 

predominant view of the police presented in the articles. Even when an officer’s 

actions are being questioned, there is still significant support of the police 

organization. In the story of the young man being killed there is a moment of siding 

with the family in the wording of the text; the young man is addressed as the victim, 

the description of the mother and the sister holding each others hands in the court 

room in contrast to the police officer being described as a man with his head shaved 

keeping a blank facial expression. The description of the shaved head draws on 

discourses of a militaristic police force, army style tactics or even links ones thoughts 

to skinheads and neo-Nazis. This is amplified with the father’s account for what 

happened when the police at the scene are described to “out of nowhere they drew 

their guns at him and started yelling”93 The article ends with the father’s description of 

the deceased son’s characteristics; his son was good-hearted to that degree that he 

wanted to go to Israel and help Palestinian children. In the article following up the 

trial of the officer a shift in focus is obvious. Reporting the acquittal of the officer 

leaves little room for sympathy of the deceased young man. New facts are brought in 

such as the repeated threats of the man to kill the four officers. The shot, we learn, 

was not meant for the chest but the leg, however it hit a grind pole and the ricochet 

bullet ended up being the cause of death. The father claims the police are lying, a 

rather serious claim, and that they are holding each others backs. Despite this the shift 

of sympathy is obvious as the police officer’s gun in this article is referred to as job 

weapon instead of gun.94 It is reported that the acquittal of the officer in the district 

court is based on the information of what happened the police stated and that the 

court have no reason to doubt the police officer.95 Again, the police’s actions are 

portrayed as legitimate. This is contrasted by the intertextuality of the articles. There is 

no coherence and not very likely that two persons reading one respective article 

would view the incident the same. The contrast of the article internally is also likely to 

cause lack of coherence within readers of the same texts. 

  

In the other article about police accountability in a case of a fatal shooting the article is 

a campaign for the implementation of the electric gun. The second sentence reads the 

                                       
93 ”Men det första som hände var att de drog sina vapen och började gapa och skrika åt honom.” (SvD, 

Feb 8, 2006) 
94 ”tjänstevapen” (SvD, March 3, 2006) 
95 ”rätten ifrågasätter inte heller att polismannen siktade mot mannens lår och att kulan istället träffade 

buken eftersom den rikoschetterade mot en grind.” (SvD, March 3, 2006) 
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drama brings up to date the discussion of the police’s arms96 and this comes up again 

several times later on in the article. Karlsen, a representative of the Police Union says 

that obviously the pepper spray wasn’t enough in this case.97 As a respond to a direct 

question on whether or not an electric gun had been helpful in this case Karlsen 

answers that the more options an officer have in terms of guns the better equipped 

he/she is to handle the situation. This critique is then contrasted by the recount of the 

discussion on electric guns and that the National Police Agency (Rikspolisen) ethical 

council is negative to the implementation of them. They are working on directives on 

the equipment of the police and when a representative is asked about the electric guns 

she answers that they are never fully discarded as an option.98 

 

The discussion of the electric gun takes all focus off the actual case at hand, the 

shooting, to place it on the debate of police arms. This is a tactical approach in two 

ways. For one, focus is kept on the “what arms are best” discussion rather than the use 

of them. Also this serves as an explanation of the shooting. Had the police officer had 

other choices of arms, this might not have happened. 

 

The other two articles are clear in their support for the police taking actions, both are 

cases concerning right wing extremists. I will start with the one reporting the police 

intervention as peace keeping during a protest against a right wing politician 

participating in a city council meeting. Another, unpermitted, protesting was performed 

by Afa (Antifascistisk aktion, Anti Fascist Action). The police cited in the article says 

that the protesting was moderate and that the police could successfully make for a 

carried through city council meeting as well as permitted protest march. They do not 

at this point mention the unpermitted Afa gathering. Lastly the police get to promote 

their new tactics dialogue police officers (dialogpoliser) and this is smoothly mentioned 

before the estimated cost of the police action, 1 million SEK. After this several 

sentences presents the disturbing presence of the Afa followers during the meeting.  

The other article presenting the police as the keepers of peace gives the police 

extensive credit for just that; keeping the peace. It starts off with the scare that was 

imposed upon innocent citizens as they got caught in the middle during a skirmish 

between right wing extremists and anti-activists. The police are portrayed as saviours 

of the day; a massive police intervention hindered the turmoil from getting completely 

out of hand.99 The police this time get to tell about their new SPT (“särskild 

polistaktik”, special police tactics) which is special training for protests events. Group 

chief Magnus Nilsson apparently showed the reporter the new equipment, the legs- 

                                       
96 ”dramat aktualiserar på nytt polisens beväpning” (SvD, June 11, 2006) 
97 ”Pepparsprayen räckte uppenbarligen inte till i det här fallet, säger Karlsen” (SvD, June 11, 2006) 
98 ”nej, det kan det aldrig vara. Det är frågor som man ständigt måste ompröva”. (SvD, June 11, 2006) 
99 ”En massive polisinsats förhindrade att tumultet urartade helt.” (SvD, Jan 29, 2006) 
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and arm covers and the face-guard.100 He is quoted, we try and ease the atmosphere 

and disperse the groups.101 The police are further described as acting under 

necessitation as the situation obviously calls for getting rough.102 Odenplan is reported 

as having been filled with officers on horse, picquet officers and police dogs, yet again 

a police officer is quoted, we were still too few as it seems they had ganged up 

extensively.103 The article goes on to report the police escorting right wingers to the 

subway to get them out of the city centre. This is not done easily and has to be 

repeated several times.  The police managed to catch some thirty people trying to get 

back.104 The article ends with the (scarce) statistics of people being arrested, which is 

three, among which one is accused of violence towards an officer. 

 

Other than being a reader of these articles myself, I can not really claim with this study 

any knowledge on the matter of actual coherence of the texts. I have no way of 

knowing how the texts are interpreted by other readers or whether or not this 

discourse sample received any resistant readings. In a tentative way this can be slightly 

discussed anyway based on my own interpretations as well as on other aspects of 

discursive practice, such as intertextuality. And there certainly is a high level of 

intertextuality in the various newspapers in this study. Since the process of collecting 

my material did not allow for the articles to be about foreign policing no incident is 

covered internationally and thus there is no explicit intertextuality across the 

newspapers. However, nationally there are several articles that more or less make its 

most prominent points by referring to earlier articles. If a reader is already familiar with 

a discourse through intertextuality and interdiscursivity it is likely to assume that this is 

going to reinforce the stance earlier assimilated. 

 

The United States 
Contrary to the focus in the section about the Swedish articles above I will in a more 

linguistically inspired and detailed way examine the American texts. 

 

Summarized Findings 
The New York Times  

                                       
100 “gruppchef Magnus Nilsson visade förstärkningen med ben- och armskydd och skyddsmask.” (SvD, 

Jan 29, 2006) 
101 “Vi försöker lugna stämningen och gå in och splittra grupperna.” (SvD, Jan 29, 2006) 
102 ”ta till hårdhandskarna” (SvD, Jan 29, 2006) 
103 “Vi har ändå varit för få med tanke på att båda sidor verkade ha laddat på ordentligt.” (SvD, Jan 29, 

2006) 
104 “Polisen hann få fatt i ett trettiotal av dem.” (SvD, Jan 29, 2006) 
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In terms of vocabulary the articles from the New York Times is at first glance fairly 

neutral.  There is one article that use rather strong wording already in the headline 

“Butts wants police to rein in ‘Savages’ in the department”. This is being distanced by 

the use of quotation marks, in order to immediately inform the reader that this is not 

the word of the journalist or newspaper per se, but it is tactical as it still gets the 

reader’s attention instantly. Besides that and the full quote appears once more later on 

in the article, no strong wording is used that stands out from the rest of the text or the 

other articles. When analysing the grammar (including transitivity and modality) a 

pattern is found in terms of how certain incidents are portrayed. The actions of the 

police are particularly in one article presented by causality; one can “read and count” 

the story in 1-7 interlinked incidents that lead up to the inevitable result that the police 

had to fire their guns. 1. the police approached X and some other people, 2. these 

scattered upon the approach, 3. the police had to follow, 4. a skirmish broke out, 5. a 

police officer felt gun barrel through jacket on X, 6. the police had to shoot, 7. witness 

legitimizes the shooting by testifying X was in the process of committing a robbery. 

Every part of this count is important, would one be extracted the “story” loses its 

legitimacy. This is also true would the order of them be rearranged. One reservation in 

the article is the last paragraph, in which for a second the mourning of the friends of 

the deceased is reported. This ties into the cohesion of the text, the “rhetorical mode” 

of this particular article is storytelling and legitimizing, basically stating this is what 

happened and giving very good reasons for that to happen.  

 

Few cases of modality are found unless in direct quotes of either the police or the 

public criticizing the police. There are two somewhat contrasting voices being heard in 

the articles. There are several the police say, as well as say a witness. Not always are 

the police criticized when the public is voiced, but this is the case in three of the 

articles, all with the theme of police brutality. In the articles where the police are 

portrayed as maintaining the public order, the citizen’s heard are agreeing with the 

efforts of the police in direct praise; “it’s about time they did something about it 

because there’s a lot of perverts around” and “This is a big problem”.105  

 

Obvious metaphor is found in the earlier discussed headline, a case of alleged police 

brutality, “Butts wants police to rein in ‘Savages’ in the department”. A savage per 

definition is a wild, uncivilized being not normally associated with law enforcement 

agents. Rather law enforcement agents are expected to be the opposite, the ones 

keeping other potential savages in check. By using such contrasting meaning and such 

a strong word in the metaphor the reader is instantly on terms with just how bad the 

situation is in the police department. The metaphor is carried through in the full quote 

in the article when the police are described as “ignorant savages who continue to prey 

                                       
105 “Undercover Police Charge 13 With Lewdness on Subways” (The New York Times, June 13, 2006) 
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upon our people as if we have no respect by virtue of our humanity or our 

citizenship”.106 The metaphor is not the choice of the journalist but of the civilian 

quoted. (Not surprising the civilian quoted is a cleric.) 

 

In the original, rather extensive corpus of this study there were several articles on and 

referring to the case of an unarmed young man, Sean Bell being shot to death by the 

police on his wedding day. None of the articles I chose to analyze are reporting that 

particular story, yet three of them are referring to the incident in more or less explicit 

ways. This intertextuality show that the newspapers count on or at least hope for 

faithful readers that know what is implicit in the referrals, that is that Mr Bell was a 

black man, and that the incident raised questions of police brutality and discrimination 

on the police force towards members of minority groups. “The first man to be killed 

by the city’s police since an unarmed groom-to-be nearly three weeks ago” is the least 

implicit. All three articles do mention the fact that it was Mr Bell’s wedding day, a fact 

rather unimportant per se but something widely mentioned in the newspaper’s 

reporting of the case.  

 

High profile cases of alleged or proven police misconduct are often used as markers in 

the police discourse. This can be identified as Fairclough’s “moments of crisis” but this 

would not be quite on target. These markers, understood as pre-x or post-x (x 

obviously being a case, such as that of Rodney King or more recently Sean Bell, 

discussed earlier) are not “cruces” in the sense that they do not break up or 

fundamentally change the discourse. They rather subtly redefine the existing discourse 

but in a highlighting way. 
 

The Washington Post 

One headline immediately stands out in both how it is worded and the text structure. 

“Police Seek Clues Tying Va. Attack To Slayings; In Springfield, Fear Rises Among 

Elderly”. The headline is worded as a terror story or something out of a detective 

novel. The police “seek clues” and the rather old-fashioned word “slayings” further add 

to the suspense of the story. The article presents the injuries of the women in detail. 

Rather paradoxically without doubt such headlining and details will add to the fear 

among the elderly reading the article. This is emphasized by cohesion in the article. In 

almost each and every paragraph there is a “the police believe”. The article is 

ambiguous in its reporting of the police and their efforts of controlling the matter. 

Although a confident police officer is quoted ensuring the public of their security, “All 

they need to do is call, and we’ll respond to them. In that regard, I think the 

community is as safe as it can be under the circumstances”, almost ironically the article 

is ended with the report of the rise of business of locks retail. This suggests that 
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although the police are doing their thing to their best effort, a deadbolt lock just might 

do the trick better. A quote from a citizen living in the neighbourhood suggests just 

that earlier in the article “The police can only do so much”. 

 

In “Fairfax Police Says Shooting Was Accident; Officer Kills Optometrist Suspected of 

Gambling” there is again the pattern of interdiscursivity found in all the texts regarding 

police misconduct of police brutality. Unnecessary historical facts about the deceased 

as where he went to school and such are prominent in the article. While the 

personality characteristics of the deceased goes to show that he was a good guy, the 

rest of the article by bringing in other cases, paints the picture of the police most often 

being right in their assumptions and actions. The complexity of the police work is 

highlighted in the statement “police had to be prepared for any possibility, because 

‘the unexpected can occur’”. The article is rather long, consisting mostly of direct 

quotes or references. This rhetorical mode gives the article a feebleminded nature. This 

article stands out from the other articles concerning the question of police misconduct. 

Police statements are given large spatial attention but considering the facts about the 

deceased man a neutral, almost uninteresting story being presented. There is a lack of 

cohesion that throws the text off. While the text’s voices are not completely contrasting 

in content the constant turn-taking breaks up the story rather then helping it move 

forward. This “neutral” reporting – with the text structure resembling a transcription of 

a debate is used in several articles in my corpus. 

 

Again, police certainty is displayed in the article “D.C Police Bolster Adams Morgan 

Patrol” when an officer is quoted “We’re going to get this under control and make sure 

that people can come into Adams Morgan and have no fear”. This is contradicted by 

the statement of a city council member concerned with the situation in the area “the 

neighbourhood is generally safe but needs more policing”. The statement itself is also 

contradictory. How safe can it be when it still needs more policing? The text draws it 

legitimacy on numbers and statistics. These statistics are highlighted with a short note 

of a more sympathetic character, for instance the number of assaults are illustrated by 

the story of a man falling into a coma during a recent assault. After all the statistics the 

text ironically ends on a quote of a city council member, used to down-play the 

figures and numbers; “it’s not a situation where we have gangs, he said. It’s just a 

situation where people are losing their tempers.”  

 

As a final remark on the American findings, it is interesting that the role of the police 

presented throughout the articles is clear; the police should maintain the public order, 

no matter what it takes. If it takes shooting someone this is rationalized by pointing to 

the job of the police – keeping the peace. This is the perspective of (at least the police 

but to some extent also) the journalists and illustrated through how they collect and 

put together the articles. 
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Conclusions of Summarized Findings in Relation to Theories Presented 
I will answer my research questions in a comparative manner since that is how they 

are formulated and also the aim of the study. The police are to say the least 

ambiguously portrayed in the press in both Sweden and America. In the Swedish 

findings it is clear that the police are rather friendly with the media. High-profile cases 

can occasionally in Sweden, but most definitely in the United States, spark serious 

antagonism between journalists and the police. In Sweden this antagonism seem to be 

confined to shorter periods of time, although they are often brought back up as an 

implicit reference when similar issues arises. By that I mean that the antagonism is 

displayed through periods of a more critical media approach. In the United States, the 

intertextuality of especially cases of police brutality or misconduct are almost always 

referred to over long periods of time even after the news-value of that particular case 

has worn off.  

 

Critical journalism is not the same as being constantly critical of an institution, a 

profession or an ideology. A trend I have identified in comparing the findings is that 

while the Swedish newspapers focus on a more positive portrayal of the police and 

their actions, even in cases of some criticism, the newspapers in the United States are 

more prone to focus on negative aspects of policing. Comparing the newspapers 

nationally I have not found police discourses disparate to the extent as to counts as 

differing. I have considered the police discourse to be a single one, but this is a 

discourse of highly ambiguous nature. This is especially clear in the international 

comparison but even on a national level the hegemonic struggle is quite present 

within the articles themselves. The journalists strive one can only hope, to report a fair 

and diverse image of incidents involving the police. This has the consequences that 

the struggle between a critical approach and a more supportive approach is rather 

obvious. These findings can also be understood in the light of the theory presented in 

“media and discourse” concerning story cues. 

 

The matter of coherence was touched upon earlier, but I will now elaborate some. In 

the cases of the articles being highly critical it is likely that many readers adopt this 

view as their own. However, in the cases when it can be assessed that the 

newspapers/journalist are ideologically invested and thus the text, one must recognize 

that; 
Ideologies arise in societies characterized by relations of domination on the basis of 
class, gender, cultural group, and so forth, and in so far as human beings are 
capable of transcending such societies, they are capable of transcending ideology.107 

 

                                       
107 Fairclough (1992) Discourse and Social Change, Polity Press, p. 91 
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I will not engage in a deep and rather speculative discussion of what might be the 

underlying factors of the portrayals of the police in the press of Sweden and the Unites 

States. I will however give some attention to what the findings show in the matter of 

purpose. As discussed earlier, the Swedish newspapers are very rigorous in the way 

they present legitimate reasons for the police to act in certain ways. Not surprisingly 

the American press is more critical of the police than the Swedish press. This I 

attribute to their historical relation as well as the media being more commercial than 

Sweden. The police are still somewhat politically driven in the United States, but so is 

the press. 

 

Drawing upon the discussion of the stereotypes of the police influencing their view of 

themselves and to some extent their actions it is clear that the media discourse is able 

to set some rules for the police. This, according to my findings is not a major concern, 

but studies of more specific portraying of the police, for instance in looking only on 

matters of police brutality this plays out to a much larger extent. I figure the reason 

that the police are often positively portrayed, and allowed to express themselves is 

due to the normative order, media professionalism, the traditionally close contact 

between journalists and the police. Being a bit unoptimistic one can say that the police 

might as well write the articles themselves, and this goes for both Sweden and 

America. They are being given much room, are frequently quoted and their statistics 

often uncritically referred to. Though many articles do give voice to the “oppositional 

sides” too, the trend is crystal clear; the police almost always get their perspective 

presented – a perspective given much weight in most articles. 

 

End Discussion 
Summing up and reflecting upon the various parts of this study I have will end this 

essay with some thoughts on the media, the police and discourse. Suggestions on 

future studies are also given some thought. 

These four words, freedom of the press, have no magic for a Russian citizen. But for 
someone living in the West they are a key political element.108 

Things have certainly changed in many ways since that was written in the 1970s. And 

today we ask ourselves if the press was ever really free? Free of what? Certainly not 

ideology. Thirty years ago, an American was about 100 times more in touch with the 

outside world than an inhabitant of India.109 The differences in the world are shrinking 

in some ways in terms of information and knowledge. Knowledge may not be “truth” 

but information is power. And empowering people all over the world is an important 
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task. I am however, as stated in the introduction of this paper utterly convinced the 

media should be not blindly relied upon but critically approached. Media is not a 

neutral and honest presenter of truth. One “truth” is not everyone’s, and “presenting” is 

never unbiased. 

 

Police organisations will always be a scrutinized field in society. As long as there are 

organisations that in some way control the everyday life of citizens, some of these 

citizens will object. Powerful organisations never please everyone, they do not even 

try to please all. Sometimes, they do try to convey that they are, through stereotyping 

and other distortions, but nevertheless that is not in their true agenda. Discourse 

analysis leaves with me sense of not getting all the answers, rather stumbling upon 

clues as to how to approach texts and interaction. If information is power, discourse 

analysis has given me the tools to understand it better and question its legitimacy. 

 

Lastly, the media display the actions of the police in an ambiguous manner, and I 

think this difference can be attributed to their somewhat disparate agendas, nationally 

and situationally attributed. And the ways in which they do correspond should be 

understood not through generalizations but through analyzing ideologies in a critical 

and flexible manner. 

 

Future studies 
This study could have taken so many different perspectives and approaches in the 

application of the method as well as the theoretical linkage or ideological 

concentration point I don’t know where to start in suggesting future studies. For 

instance, a perspective focusing on racial or ethnical issues in police work and how 

this is presented in media is an interesting approach and a very current one. Personally 

I think it would be interesting from a discourse studies point of view to trace 

intertextuality throughout a certain newspaper over time as this would allow for a 

more practical discussion of change in discourse and in the social field. 
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Summary 
As citizens of developed countries we are today under constant media influence. The 

media can in many cases choose if and more importantly how a phenomenon is to be 

presented to the public. The actions or non-actions of the police are of constant high 

interest to many groups and individuals. The citizens have the right to know how the 

police are managing their job, assigned to them ultimately by the citizens themselves. 

Media provides an important service to the public in reporting and covering the 

actions of the police. The relationship between the public’s perceptions of the police, 

the conditions of the organisation and the operation of it are closely interdependent. 

Being a major intellectual and thus practical shaping force of society, media sometimes 

hugely impact individuals as well as society. The written media, i.e. the press, is 

favorably examined through textual analysis but considering media influence on a 

society this textual analysis must be put in a wider perspective. This makes a discourse 

analysis of the critical kind especially well suited in researching the police in media.  

 

Criminal matters and the police have almost always received large spatial attention in 

the media. This can be contributed to the often used focus in such presentations; 

aspects of deviance, suitability to dramaturgy and that the articles are often portrayed 

over time as serials. The perspective of the police is often given much priority and 

weight, and that while the police never intend to misguide the public, one must take 

into consideration that they operate under certain circumstances, hence their 

perspective of crime is influenced and somewhat biased. It comes natural to the public 

to trust the media’s presentations of crime, especially if their facts and figures are 

claimed to be based on statistics from the police.  

 

In Sweden the discrepance that sometimes occurs between the media’s and the 

police’s view has been discussed. This has lead to a growing concern of the relation 

between the police and the media internally but also in relation to the public. In the 

United States the diverse history of the police-community relations forms a 

complicated foundation upon which the relationship between the media and the 

police in the States stands today. 

 

The police are to say the least ambiguously portrayed in the press in both Sweden and 

America. A trend I have identified though in comparing the findings is that while the 

Swedish newspapers focus on a more positive portrayal of the police and their actions, 

even in cases of some criticism, the newspapers in the United States are more prone to 

focus on negative aspects of policing. The ambiguity within the police discourse can 

be attributed to the newspapers somewhat disparate agendas. The ways in which they 
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do correspond should be understood not through generalizations but through 

analyzing ideologies in a critical and open-minded manner. 

 

The End 
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