ENGLISH

“BUTT OUT outdoor smoking, it stinks” - Analysis

Pressure has recently been placed on the Victorian Government to ban smoking in outdoor dining
areas following a pledge by the New South Wales Government to implement similar restrictions in
the near future. On February 22, 2012, readers of the Herald Sun saw the controversial topic
explored in the article titled ‘BUTT OUT outdoor smoking, it stinks’, by journalist and executive
director of Quit, Fiona Sharkie. Continuing her commentary on current social issues, Sharkie
delivers an all-around article that draws on diplomatic and controlled tones, contending that banning
outdoor smoking would be beneficial for ‘not only children and teenagers’ but also smokers
themselves. The main text is accompanied by a compelling visual that powerfully complements
Sharkie’s article, working in unison with the text to position the reader, while a number of reader
comments in response to the article provide insight into the articles’ reception.

Sharkie attempts to engage the reader as soon as possible through her intelligent and humourous
title, playing on the double meaning of the terms ‘butt out’ and ‘it stinks’. While the title clearly
express the writers contention, it also serves as a pun that attracts readers through humour and
also helps the writer appear more friendly in the readers eyes. The byline of the article further shows
Sharkie’s desire to attract readers early on, as the appealing mental imagery created with terms
such as ‘warm nights’, ‘amazing restaurant’ and ‘alfresco meal attracts the reader. However, the
presence of an ‘unwelcome side serve of smoke’ contrasts sharply against the mental backdrop that
Sharkie has created, and readers are more likely to be aligned with Sharkie’s negative perception of
smoking.

Establishing a more assertive tone on the issue, Sharkie lists the states that have made progress in
banning outdoor smoking in dining areas, while creating further emphasis through revealing that
Victoria is now ‘the only state... where no action has been taken’ against smoking outdoors.
Readers are likely to be opposed to the idea of Victoria being less progressive than other states,
and in this way Sharkie is able to mobilise support from readers. Similarly, Sharkie’s use of
statistical evidence adds weight and credibility to her argument, assisting her in positioning readers
to appreciate claims that a move to ban outdoor smoking in dining areas in Victoria is ‘in line with
community expectations’.

In addition to Sharkie’s array of persuasive techniques is her tendency to appeal to different values
in the reader, most noticeably the recurring appeal to responsibility over children. Sharkie attempts
to sway readers through appealing to the innocence of childhood, taking advantage of the fact that
children hold unparalleled status in human society. This dominant them is heavily reflected in the
articles pictorial language. The accompanying visual depicts a playground with children on swings,
while in the foreground a flaccid hand holds a cigarette in juxtaposition. The image is depicted in
such a way that one could argue it intends to portray the viewer as the smoker who is watching the
children play. This makes the visual very powerful when in conjunction with the text, as it
strengthens the appeal on responsibility towards children at a more intimate level, challenging the
readers to contemplate their own habits and provoking an emotional response.

A lighter, more earnest tone is adopted as Sharkie seeks to counterbalance her negative depictions
of smoking as a ‘deadly and addictive habit’ with more positive concepts. Sharkie describes
smokers as ‘very respectful and sensitive’, attempting not to alienate any readers who may be
smokers. Furthermore, Sharkie’s call for a ’statewide ban’ to create a ‘level playing field for all
players’ appeals to the readers sense of equality and fairness. Sharkie aims to have the reader
associate the smoking ban with positive concepts such as equality and progression, further
positioning the reader in agreement that we will ‘benefit from an increase in smoke-free areas’. As
Sharkie develops a rebuttal paragraph she shifts her controlled tone to a more disparaging one in
order to more successfully discredit her opponents, using sarcasm such as ‘smoking bans would
see the sky fall in’. However, Sharkie’s tone returns to the lighthearted and optimistic tone that had
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been present at the start of the article, using terms such as ‘family and friends’ and ‘let's hope’. By
concluding with the humourous phrase ‘the only thing smoky on the plate will be the bacon’ the
writer leaves the readers with a sense of optimism for the future.

In response to Sharkie’s article are a number of reader comments that are opposed to Sharkie’s
contention and rely heavily on the use of sarcasm and other linguistic devices to debunk Sharkie’s
article. The first response by ‘Smoker of vic’, comprises of heavily informal language and hostile
tone. The response seeks to discredit the writer primarily through personal attacks and also uses
sarcasm through ‘bright spark’. The second response, by ‘Smoker’, draws many parallels with the
first, both adopting the same aggressive tone. However, the second does not employ sarcasm and
instead aims for more directly assertive language, such as the repetition of ‘Quit need to quit’. The
respondent’s objection towards having ‘someone... shoving something down your throat’ is ironical,
as Sharkie makes an identical argument when referring to the ‘unwelcome’ nature and ‘constant
presence’ of second-hand smoke.

While still involving similar elements, the the final and more lengthy response by ‘Jonathan Colburn’
is more sophisticated, utilizing formal language. Unlike the first two responses, Colburn does not so
obviously support smoking itself, however he does express disapproval of the anti-smoking policies.
The use of extreme sarcasm in proposing to ‘make smoking illegal’ attempts to highlight how the
anti-smoking policies are overly restrictive. Similarly, the use of ‘hysteria’ when describing the
concerns of second-hand smoke attempts to dismiss Sharkie’s appeal to the dangers of second-
hand smoke on children.

Colburn’s concluding phrase, ‘you've come a long way baby’, refers to the slogan of cigarette
company Virginia Slims, which was made famous during the women’s rights movement of the
1960’s and 70’s. In this way Colburn attempts to express?

Overall, Sharkie delivers a well constructed article that outlines the main concerns of the
controversial issue of anti-smoking policies. When combined, the provocative visual and appealing
text provide a highly persuasive article that is likely to position most readers into agreement of
Sharkie’s contention that Victoria should ban outdoor smoking in dining areas. Presently, the issue
still lies in controversy and has made little development towards resolution.
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