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SYNTAX AND STYLE IN PRESENT DAY ENGLISH (2)

Building on the first part of the class, the second part focuses on the role of syntax in styles of journalism. It takes steps towards an analysis of the relationship between syntax and rhetoric, or persuasive use of language. The third part of the assessment task is introduced in this document.

In 1984–1985, Britain was in the midst of what has come to be known as ‘The Miners’ Strike’.  The miners were British coal miners.  The coal mining industry in Britain was a nationalized industry, which means that it was owned and managed by a government department, the National Coal Board (NCB).  The British government in the 1980s, as managers of the coal industry, wanted to reduce the size of the industry and to close a number of the mines or ‘pits’, as they were known, because the government had concluded that the industry was inefficient. The National Union of Mine Workers resisted the plans and policies to close some of the mines and, as they saw it, run down the industry, which has largely come about.  There are very few coal mines left in Britain. The result of this policy by the government was a stand-off that lasted for almost a year during 1984 and 1985:  many of the mine workers went on strike and physically resisted attempts by the government to keep open the mines or ‘pits’.  British police were used to enforce government policies.  If you are interested in this episode in British social history, there is a very compelling account of issues surrounding the Miners’ Strike in the film ‘Brassed Off’. The Miners’ Strike was one of the great defining events of the 1980s and ultimately of the late twentieth century. These events were very divisive at the time and have left a legacy of bitterness in some parts of the UK that has lasted into the twenty-first century.  This is not a lecture on the politics of the Miners’ Strike, but I want to use examples from the journalism of that period to show how an understanding of syntax and the ways in which writers manipulate syntax can make us more sensitive to how our responses are manipulated in writing of whatever kind.  It is widely agreed that no writing is innocent of ideology.  What I want to point out are some ways in which an analysis of syntax can demonstrate how our responses are being manipulated.  The issues I will be discussing here provide the first steps towards stylistic analysis.  The worksheets and exercises that I have included in this lecture are intended to develop these points.

As I have outlined in the first lecture, the basic English simple sentence consists of this:
SUBJECT  +  TRANSITIVE VERB   +  OBJECT
This simple sentence structure explains how the action of the verb is transferred to the object. This is what we mean by transitive in the term ‘transitive verb’. We refer to the ‘subject’ as the ‘agent of action’.  Following are two groups of sentences, ‘group A’ and ‘group B’.  They are drawn from reports on events in the Miners’ Strike.  Read these.  Following these two groups of sentences, I will examine them in relation to the structure of the ‘simple sentence’ that I have given above.


GROUP ‘A’

A1.  A police dog-handler was kicked on the ground and hit with pieces of wood

A2.  A police convoy of nine vehicles was ambushed and 41 policemen have been treated in hospital. Police horses and their riders were stoned, and five police horse were also injured.

A3. The pickets started throwing missiles and bombarded the police with bricks, stones and sticks.

A4. About a hundred pickets were arrested

A5.  Senior officers, their patience exhausted and fearing for the safety of their men, sent in the mounted brigade in two flanks.


GROUP ‘B’

B1. Police attacked isolated groups of miners

B2.  Fifteen police dragged him to a waiting police van

B3.  Several miners were hit with truncheons. One miner was pounced on by other policemen.

B4.  The majority of the pickets withdrew in an orderly fashion.

B5.  3,000 pickets yesterday gathered outside Cortonwood Colliery

You may already have ideas about the sources of the two groups of sentences.  Look at the first sentence (A1):  try to identify the subject (‘a police dog handler’), the verb (‘was kicked’). There is action here, no doubt:  someone was kicked.  But, who or what is the ‘agent of the action’?  In this instance the ‘agent of the action’ is not the subject of the sentence; the subject has been receiving the action.  Here the sentence is in the ‘passive voice’; more usually we would say ‘in the passive’.  The ‘agent of the action’ is left unstated or, we might say, suppressed. We are not told who performed the action.  I have re-written the sentence in the active voice so that the object of the action is clearly ‘a police dog handler’ and ‘the agent of the action’ is shown to be a blank or remains unstated:

[Agent of the action = subject  ??] kicked [transitive verb] a police dog-handler [object of the action] on the ground and [agent of the action ??] hit [transitive verb] a police dog-handler [object of the action] with pieces of wood.

Look at the second sentence (A2): you will see the same device, that is, the use of the passive voice. What is the effect of this syntactic device in this context?  These are examples of the passive construction; when we translate a passive sentence into the active voice, the subject of the sentence in the passive becomes the subject of the verb, and we hope to discover who or what is the agent of the action.  You will have to decide for yourselves what the rhetorical effect these two sentences in the passive voice have.  My view is that they are designed to make the ‘police dog-handler’ of the first sentence appear to be an innocent victim of some mindless and anonymous attack.  The larger historical context of this episode tells us that miners are seen as the perpetrators of the action, but by refusing to acknowledge their presence in this sentence, they take on the image of something mindless and inhuman.  The second sentence also casts the police as well as police horses and riders as innocent victims.

The third sentence (A3) is what we refer to as a ‘compound sentence’.  It uses the basic ‘subject + transitive verb + object’ structure.  Here the agents of the action are named, and they are the violent ones:  they threw missiles and bombarded the police.

In this group only the fifth sentence (A5) introduces subordinate clauses: ‘their patience exhausted’ and ‘fearing for the safety of their men’.  Subordinate clauses are subordinate or secondary to the main clause and serve a number of functions; in these examples they provide explanation and justification.  In what follows I have attempted to draw out what the subordinate clauses contribute to the sentence:

Senior officers [agent of the action] {because their patience was exhausted} and {because they feared for the safety of their men} sent [transitive verb] in the mounted brigade [object of the action] in two flanks.

If we were to remove the subordinate clauses, the agents of the action, that is, the ‘senior officers’, would appear to be the aggressive ones. The subordinate clauses, however, service to explain and justify why the ‘senior officers’ decided to take the action that they did.  In this account the officers have been provoked (their patience is exhausted) and they are concerned for the safety of their men.  The action of sending in the mounted brigade then becomes a humane act; it is not at all brutal or aggressive.  Remove the two subordinate clauses, and the impression is very different: ‘Senior officers … sent in the mounted brigade on two flanks’. 

Look now at the second group of sentences, ‘B’.  On first reading, do they seem to suggest a different reading or understanding of the situation?  Sentences B1 and B2 use the basic ‘subject + transitive verb + object’ formulation.  The aggressors and the victims are clearly identified.  B3, which contains two sentences, uses the passive construction.  In the first of these two sentences, the victims are the miners and the agents of the action remain anonymous. In the second sentence of B3 there is the same passive construction, but here the agent of the action is named in the phrase ‘by other policemen’.  The technique used makes the subject, here the miners, into passive victims.

Sentences B4 and B5 use a rhetorical strategy that is different from what we have seen so far:  these two sentences do not use the ‘subject + transitive verb + object’ formulation.  There is a subject, but there is no object of the action of the verb: ‘the pickets withdrew’, and they ‘gathered’; but they are not aggressive towards anyone or anything.  This type of verb is what we call an ‘intransitive verb’:  the action of the verb involves no transference of power to someone or something else.  The use of this type of verb suggests that the pickets are not aggressors; they are harming no one.

Having examined these two groups of sentences, might you wish to offer a guess as to their sources, or, to put the question another way, the point of view or ideology of the sources?  

Below I have set out two brief reports of the same incident from two different British newspapers.  The first is from The Guardian and the second is from The Morning Star.  Each passage is followed by an analysis of the syntax. 

(1) ‘Pickets, policemen, the Labour MP Mr Kevin Baron and an ITN journalist were injured in further clashes between the police and miners at Maltby colliery near Rotherham yesterday.’

analysis
[Pickets, policemen, the Labour MP Mr Kevin Baron and an ITN journalist] [were injured] [in further clashes between the police and miners at Maltby colliery near Rotherham yesterday].
The parts of the above report, which form a single sentence, amount to three:
-- subject
-- passive verb
-- adverb phrase

 (2) ‘Police in riot gear smashed into a picket line at Maltby colliery in South Yorkshire yesterday, injuring a number of miners and an MP who needed hospital treatment.’

analysis 
[Police in riot gear] [smashed into] [a picket line at Maltby colliery in South Yorkshire yesterday], [[injuring] [a number of miners and an MP [who needed hospital treatment]].

Subject:  Police in riot gear
Transitive verb phrase:  smashed into
Object of the action:  a picket line ….
Subordinate clause beginning with non-finite verb ‘injuring’ (from the transitive verb ‘injure’; the clause could be rewritten as:  ‘… and they injured …’.
Object of the action of the verb ‘injure’: ‘a number of miners and an MP’
Second subordinate clause following MP:  ‘who needed hospital treatment’ (subject + transitive verb + object) 

Here The Guardian (passage 1) uses the passive construction or passive voice.  It is difficult to pin down the implied ‘agent of the action’.  In fact, I would go so far as to say that the strategy used by the journalist serves to obscure who are the aggressors and who are the victims.  We may say that this is typical of The Guardian, trying to be all things to all people, never making up its mind, or, we might say that this is responsible journalism, trying to report events without taking sides.  The account from The Morning Star (passage 2) is different.  The report uses transitive verbs to isolate the aggressors and the victims in very clear terms: there is no ambiguity or uncertainty in this style of reporting.
             Which do you think is the more successful?

************

The next examples are three reports A, B, C, concerning the same incident.  For each example I have also analysed the structure of the syntax of the three reports. Please study these passages and the analysis, and go on to the general commentary that follows. 

Report A

Coal Board boss Ian Macgregor was forced to abandon a pit visit in Northumberland yesterday when 600 angry miners held him hostage for nearly four hours in a colliery office.  
   When he eventually emerged from the manager’s office, he was greeted by eggs and slices of bread being thrown at him by the miners protesting at impending pit closures.
    In the ensuing melee the 72-year-old NCB [National Coal Board] chairman was forced against a fence by the police holding back the demonstrators. The fence collapsed and Mr MacGregor fell to the ground where he lay dazed.
    Police and reporters had to help Mr MacGregor toward a waiting car. Earlier, the tyres of the car that had brought him to the pit were let down by protesting miners.

Analysis

[Coal Board boss Ian Macgregor was forced]  [to abandon a pit visit in Northumberland yesterday]  [when 600 angry miners held him hostage for nearly four hours in a colliery office. ]
--Main clause with a passive verb + 2 subordinate clauses
[When he eventually emerged from the manager’s office]  he was greeted by eggs and slices of bread [being thrown at him by the miners] [protesting at impending pit closures]
– Subordinate clause + main clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause
(In the ensuing melee) the 72-year-old NCE chairman was forced against a fence by the police [holding back the demonstrators]. The fence collapsed and Mr MacGregor fell to the ground [where he lay dazed.]
– 1st sentence: main clause with passive verb + subordinate clause. 2nd sentence: main clause + conjunction + second main clause + subordinate clause
Police and reporters had to help Mr MacGregor toward a waiting car. (Earlier), the tyres of the car [that had brought him to the pit] were let down by protesting miners.
– 1st sentence: main clause (subject + verb + object + adverb phrase.  2nd sentence|: main clause (with passive verb) + subordinate clause.


Report B

Coal Chief Ian MacGregor, 71, was flattened yesterday by a mob of rampaging miners.
   Six hundred pit-men smashed through a police cordon as Mr MacGregor left colliery offices where he had been besieged for three hours.
   One protestor grabbed him by the throat and sent him crashing through a wooden fence.
   Several burly policemen were hurled on top of grey-haired Mr MacGregor as the howling horde poured forward.

Analysis

Coal Chief Ian MacGregor, 71, was flattened yesterday by a mob of rampaging miners.
– Main clause with passive verb
Six hundred pit-men smashed through a police cordon [as Mr MacGregor left colliery offices [where he had been besieged for three hours.]]
– Main clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause
One protestor grabbed him by the throat and sent him crashing through a wooden fence.
-- Main clause + second main clause
Several burly policemen were hurled on top of grey-haired Mr MacGregor [as the howling horde poured forward.]
-- Main clause with passive verb + subordinate clause


Report C

The chairman of the National Coal Board, Mr. Ian MacGregor, said last night that he was fit and well after being knocked to the ground earlier in the day by protesting pit-men. 
   As he attempted to leave one of Britain’s most profitable pits, Ellington colliery, in Northumberland – under siege by pickets for more than 12 hours – he faced 600 demonstrators calling for an end to pit closures.
   The men, from one of the country’s traditionally moderate coalfields, had been demanding an opportunity to put their case to Mr MacGregor, who arrived at the colliery early in the morning through a side entrance to avoid the demonstrators.
   After being trapped for four hours inside the main administrative building, Mr MacGregor, who is 72, was force to abandon a plan to go underground to inspect workings six miles out in the North Sea.  Police arrived to clear a path so that he could try to reach a car park 20 yards from the building. The tires of his car had been let down, and another vehicle was provided.


Analysis [Here main clauses have been underlined.]

The chairman of the National Coal Board, Mr. Ian MacGregor, said last night [that he was fit and well [after being knocked to the ground earlier in the day by protesting pit-men]].
-- Main clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause
[As he attempted to leave one of Britain’s most profitable pits, Ellington colliery, in Northumberland – [under siege by pickets for more than 12 hours] –] he faced 600 demonstrators [calling for an end to pit closures.]
– Subordinate clause + subordinate clause + main clause + subordinate clause.
The men, [from one of the country’s traditionally moderate coalfields], had been demanding an opportunity [to put their case to Mr MacGregor, [who arrived at the colliery early in the morning through a side entrance [to avoid the demonstrators]]].
– Main clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause.
[After being trapped for four hours inside the main administrative building] Mr MacGregor [who is 72] was forced [to abandon a plan [to go underground [to inspect workings six miles out in the North Sea.]]]
– Subordinate clause + main clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause
Police arrived [to clear a path [so that he could try [to reach a car park 20 yards from the building]]].
-- Main clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause + subordinate clause 
The tires of his car had been let down, and another vehicle was provided.
– Main clause (with passive verb) and second main clause (with passive verb)




General Commentary


 Report C has the most complex syntax:  there is a high degree of subordination, and each sentence contains much additional (we might say superfluous) information and much qualification.  Report B is the most straight forward and uses little subordinate (although there is some); its style is more sparse and easier to follow.  The style of Report C is much more diffuse. The first report, A, is somewhere in the middle.  There is more subordination than in B, and more use of the passive construction. But it is less complex than C.  The report in A is focussed on one issue, what happened to Mr MacGregor.
	Reactions to these styles of reporting are ultimately matters of taste and preference. I think that the intention of writing such as that in C is towards responsible journalism in which different points of view are acknowledged and explained.  The aim is to give a balanced picture.  This intention would account for the more complex style. Some would argue that this is all an illusion: the complex style gives the impression of impartiality and considered judgement, but ultimately the journalist cannot be objective, and a point of view is subtly being conveyed to the reader.  In other words, the sparser style of writing in B means that the point of view of the journalist is not hidden beneath a complex style.  

Assignment Task
Part Three of three parts:      It would be interesting to have your reactions to this problem as illustrated by the Reports quoted above, something which you could express as part of the assessment for the module in a short analysis.  

	The term ‘rhetoric’ that we use frequently in literary and linguistic analysis and commentary means ‘the arts and skills of persuasion’, that is, the analysis of techniques that writers and speakers use to persuade or convince the readership or audience of the rightness or correctness, or justice of their arguments or points of view.  Present-day or Modern English generates meaning and its rhetorical effects through syntax, and English has developed a complex set of strategies to generate rhetorical effects through syntax.  Therefore an awareness of English syntactic structures can help to reveal much about the art of writing and gives us a useful tool to make us more sensitive to how writing and speech are manipulated to persuade and convince readers or listeners. 
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