ENGLISH: LANGUAGE ANALYSIS

Protests

Following the recent protest in Melbourne city that resulted in many people being injured and over
50 arrests, fiery debate has once again been sparked as to whether the public’s right to protest
should be protected. Two opinion pieces offer polarised views on the issue. In an article published
in The Sunday Herald Sun on 23 October 2011, “Selfish rabble got what it deserved”, Melbourne
Lord Mayor Robert Doyle contends, in a scathing diatribe, that the public should not be allowed to
protest as a consequence of the recent riot that disrupted many corporations and police. Conversely,
an editorial published in The Age on 23 October 2011 headlining, “Occupying a legitimate place in a
peaceful democracy”, argues that Melbourne should strongly value the right to protest. An
accompanying photograph depicting an ongoing protest with police standing beside the protesters
seems to endorse Robert Doyle’'s contention. This issue highlights the conflict between the
individual liberty and public rights.

From the outset, Melbourne Lord Mayor Robert Doyle in The Sunday Herald Sun adopts an acerbic
and invective tone — “volatile crowd”, “rabble”. The article is targeted at the general readership of the
newspapers, but predominantly the proportion of the Melbourne populace who were affected by the
recent protest. Throughout the article, Doyle positions himself as highly credible and credential as
evident through his occupation as “Lord Mayor”, a title often associated with divinity and
righteousness. The first person narrative of “I” positions readers to accept his valid opinion because
the Lord Mayor is considered as someone not to be reckoned with. In the initial sentence, in attempt
to demonise those who protested for “Occupy Melbourne”, the writer employs the pejoratives “self-
righteous”, “narcissistic’ and “self-indulgent” designed to conjure an image of the protesters as
incompetent and ineffectual in their actions. The word “tried” is intimately linked with a sense of
failure, and readers are thus positioned to view the protest as completely unnecessary while
simultaneously viewing the people involved in the protest as imprudent and irrational. This ad
hominem approach to the issue is consolidated in the language “hell-bent on trouble” used to further
demonise those protesting. Likewise, in attempt to create an atmosphere of fear, the writer employs
the language of “knives”, “hammers”, “bricks”, “bottles” and “flammable liquids”. Readers are thus
provoked to elicit trepidation and apprehension towards the protesters because they could not

“explain” why these weapons were in their “illegal tent”.

In maintaining his stance, the writer employs the language of acclamation in attempt to create
juxtaposition between the actions of the police and the actions of the protesters. Though it may at
first appear as sarcasm, the approbation contained in the phrase “what a magnificent job by Victoria
Police” calibrated with the positive connotations in the words “bravely”, “professionally” and
“efficiently” positions readers to view the police as heroes in their actions to stop the “violent”
protesters. In attempt to appeal to community values and interests, the inclusive language that “our
streets belong to everyone” and “the city must return to normal at some point” establishes a sense
of unity between the Melbourne communities. This is also evident in the description of the public
amenity as “precious”. The moral imperative that the public order “must be protected” instils a heavy
onus of responsibility within readers. As a result, readers are encouraged to acknowledge the
collegiality formed through the appeal to community and thus view the article with greater conviction.
By the same token, repetition of “they chanted” calibrated with both the acerbic irony at the
conclusion, “We are the 99 per cent”, and the derogatory terms “ugly” and “self-aggrandisement”
further the vituperation of the opposition. Consequently, such aspersions are designed to position
readers to evoke a sense of aversion towards the “small”, “confused minority”, words associated
with futility and irrationality.

In comparison to The Sunday Herald Sun, the editorial published in The Age adopts a more
balanced and sympathetic tone towards the protesters — “peaceful” — but a more hostile and critical
tone towards those who are against protesting. The editorial is targeted at the general readership of
The Age, particularly those who are concerned over what happened to those who recently protested
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for Occupy Melbourne. As an entirety, the writer establishes a balanced tone through referencing
highly reputable figures like “Premier Ted Baillieu” and “Financial Services Bill Shorten” who are
against the protesting. Readers are thus positioned to view the editorial writer as controlled and
rational due to his ability to consider the opposing argument. However, in attempt to mock these
figures and denigrate those opposing, the editorial employs the acerbic rhetorical question, “Really,
lord mayor?” designed to portray Lord Mayor Robert Doyle’s with an iniquitous reputation. The
collective language of “we” littered throughout the piece operates as to create a rapport and affinity
with those reading. This is amalgamated with the pejoratives “riot” and “ugly” which are rife with
negative connotations. Readers are thus exhorted to view the opposition as hostile and irrational
because they could not deal with the “peaceful protest”, a phrase designed to depict the protesters
as innocent and unfairly persecuted.

In a similar vein, the use of financial jargon is an attempt to make the editorial writer seem
knowledgeable and justifiable. Economical language such as “disproportionate wealth and power”,
“high unemployment”, “government cutbacks” and “income gap” positions readers to view the
editorial as indisputable. However, readers who are unfamiliar with such terms may feel alienated.
In attempt to appeal to compassion, the editorial writer employs the sympathetic language of “some
people injured and sprayed with capsicum spray”. The realisation that protesters were actually hurt
position readers to elicit feelings of compassion sympathy towards those involved, while
simultaneously evoking aversion towards the police who sprayed capsicum spray at the protesters.
This is contradicted by the accompanying photograph depicting a group of protesters in City Square.
Dominating the frame is a man shouting loudly into a speaker phone to the protesters around him.
Such a facial expression contradicts the editorial’s portrayal of the protesters as “peaceful”. This
contradiction is furthered in the seemingly calm stance of the police, who are just standing behind
the protesters and watching. The editorial’s derogatory term to describe the police as “riot” does not
seem to be portrayed in the photograph. Readers are thus positioned to view the editorial writer as
deceitful due to his false depiction of the ‘loud’ protesters.

The crux of The Sunday Herald Sun’s article resides within its use pejoratives, derogatory
descriptions and acerbic sarcasm in attempt to position readers to view the protesters as hostile and
aggressive. Conversely, the editorial in The Age employs financial jargon and negative connotations
calibrated with collect language to depict the protesters as innocent and police as irrational. The
accompanying photograph endorses The Sunday Herald Sun’'s contention by depicting the
protestors as loud and self-indulgent while portraying the police as calm and controlled. This issue
is set to provoke further debate as it underscores the greater conflict between individual liberty and
public rights.
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