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Press, Politics and Culture
The press is playing an ever-increasing part in the making or breaking of politicians. The ambivalence of the media towards politicians is more often than not represented in sociolinguistic terms and not in direct approval or disapproval.

This paper will investigate the sociolinguistic features that throw a light on the attitude of a selection of Dutch and Flemish (the Dutch speaking part of Belgium) quality papers towards the phenomenon Pim Fortuyn. It will concentrate on in how far linguistic features in the Flemish press differ from those in Dutch broadsheets when dealing with Fortuyn.  I shall base myself on Reah’s theories (2002), and, taking Pim Fortuyn’s homosexuality into account, on the framework devised by Harvey (2000). Taking into consideration the abundance of media attention for Fortuyn in the low countries I had to limit myself to two papers for my analysis: De Volkskrant for the Netherlands, De Morgen for Flanders. Both papers have roughly the same political bias, i.e. middle-of-the-road, with a slight inclination to the left.

It is apt that a comparison should be made between Dutch and Flemish papers. Indeed, whereas the Dutch traditionally have a strong aversion to the extreme right, ever since Black Sunday (Nov 1991) the extreme right has become increasingly popular in Flanders, even if traditional parties have so far shunned any cooperation with Vlaams Blok by imposing a cordon sanitaire. As a result, Flemish broadsheets have developed a specific approach to the trend, which is reflected in the language they use to comment on it. 

Background

Pim Fortuyn, a former sociology professor and populist, right-wing gay politician, rose to prominence after winning the Rotterdam by-election by a landslide with a new party “Livable Rotterdam”. The high-profile Fortuyn was associated with the likes of Haider, Mussolini and Mussert (leader of the Dutch Nazi party during WW II) in the press. He promoted a stricter, right-of-centre policy towards education and healthcare, and, to combat inner-city decay he was in favour of taking a tougher stand against immigration and substance abuse than hitherto considered possible in the tolerant Netherlands. After the elections, controversy arose within the party, compelling Fortuyn to go to the general elections with a new list, LPF (Lijst Pim Fortuyn), of which he was the most prominent member. On May 6th, 2002, a week prior to the Dutch general elections, Pim Fortuyn  was murdered by a left-wing environmental activist. Dutch public opinion was so shaken at the first assassination in the Netherlands in modern history that riots broke out in The Hague. Because of the biased way it had reported on Fortuyn, part of the blame for the murder was put on the press. The epilogue: LPF won 26 seats in parliament and became the second most important party in the country.

The articles I opted for are situated between January and May 14, 2002. I found such a large amount of interesting material that a selection imposed itself. Therefore I shall concentrate only on the headlines which are linguistically most interesting, rather than on the complete articles.

In the first part of the paper linguistic features that influence meaning, or distort it, as the case may be, will be analysed. Reah (2002) states that journalists have a number of linguistic devices at their disposal to create headlines which will appeal to the reader and which may manipulate her / him at the same time. She mentions lexical, syntactic and graphological features respectively (Reah. 2002:13-33). I shall concentrate mainly on lexical features and – to a lesser extent – on syntactic and graphological ones, because the latter are less prominently present in the material I analysed. The discussion of ambiguity and camp as described by Harvey (2000) will make up the second part of this paper.

Linguistic features: lexical choice

Naming strategies are an important element in lexical choice. In headlines they often give the reader a first impression of the attitude that the journalist takes towards his subject:

Consider the following examples: 
Set 1

1. Pim took advantage of us. Broos Schnetz. De Volkskrant. March 23, 2002. (italics mine)

2. Pim’s Populism deserves Principled Battling. Frans Becker and Paul Kalma. De Volkskrant. March 23, 2002. (italics mine)

3. “Pim is no hype at all. This doggie bites and hard too.” Raoul Du Pré and Bert Wagendorp. De Volkskrant. March 22, 2002. (italics mine)

4. Fortuyn conducts campaign from his own home. Where’s Pim hanging out these days? All party leaders are travelling the country in search of floating voters. And Professor Pim? De Volkskrant. May 3, 2002. (italics mine)

5. “Ridiculing Fortuyn was a stupid mistake” Koen Vidal. De Morgen. March 9, 2002. (italics mine)

6. Pim Fortuyn: Lifestyle to power. Hugo Camps. De Morgen. March 13 2002. (italics mine)

7. When political The Hague was still lining up for Pim Fortuyn. Bart Willems. De Morgen. April 15, 2002. (italics mine)

We notice that the Dutch paper frequently makes use of Fortuyn’s Christian name, whereas De Morgen adheres to either his full name or his surname. This creates an impression of formality. Using Fortuyn’s first name, in fact it is his nickname, in De Volkskrant comes across as imposed informality, perhaps even lack of respect. Indeed, for quite some time, Fortuyn was an object of ridicule in the Dutch press, which was reflected in the naming strategies in the newspaper headlines. The gradation in the last example from the Volkskrant (headline 4) makes this clear: the surname is used first, then the Christian name, lastly the mock-title “Professor Pim”. Combining a university title with a Christian name, a nickname at that, clearly suggests ridicule and lack of respect. There is an evolution from neutral/serious to mockery in this headline. The alliteration in headline 2: “Pim’s populism deserves principled battling” creates the same aura of disdain. Also note the capitalisation of key words. The main reason for the informal naming strategies in the Dutch press is due to the fact that the Dutch tend to be less formal in lexical choice than the Flemings. It is striking, however, that in the selected papers neither the current PM nor his predecessor are/were called by their Christian names or their nicknames, nor, in the case of the current PM, Balkenende, by their academic title. It is clear then that Fortuyn was singled out for special treatment by the journalists. The Flemish press, on the other hand, may have more regard for foreign politicians than for local ones, which explains the formal way they are treated.

However, other naming strategies are introduced as well:
Set 2

1. The new Duce. Jan Blokker. De Volkskrant. Jan 30, 2002.

2. “It hurts when they call me the Dutch Haider”. Sue Somers. De Morgen. March 15, 2002.
Both De Morgen and De Volkskrant use metaphors to denote Pim Fortuyn, linking him with Mussolini and Haider respectively. The second example, however, is considerably weaker in that it is immediately obvious that the headline is a quote from Fortuyn himself. The journalist does not emphatically link Fortuyn with the extreme right-wing politician, but the choice of this specific quote as a headline by the journalist shows what he means to infer: that Fortuyn belongs to the extreme right. It is an implicit way to influence the reader.  “The new Duce” indicates a new identity for Fortuyn, he is not just like Mussolini, he is a kind of reincarnation of Mussolini. Note in this respect that the author uses the definite article. Using the indefinite article, A new Duce, would have left some room for interpretation, this is impossible in the present headline, and there is no doubt: Fortuyn is the new Mussolini, with all the negative connotations inferred. 

Choice of register, too, has a derogatory effect:
Set 3
1. Pim Fortuyn: Lifestyle to Power. Hugo Camps. De Morgen. March 13, 2002.

2. A Poseur from the Polder. De Morgen. May 4, 2002.

In both headlines the emphasis is put on just one of Fortuyn’s characteristics: Fortuyn as an aesthete or, for the second headline, rather a would-be aesthete. The headline of the first article, written by a friendly colleague columnist from Elseviers Weekblad, characterises Pim Fortuyn as a man about town, a kind of style guru, focusing on just one feature in his character. Note that none of Fortuyn’s intellectual qualities or accomplishments is referred to. The second headline is both more direct and more negative. The use of the word “Poseur” carries a negative load and reduces Fortuyn’s complex personality to just one element: he is not authentic and merely puts up a show. Poseur in combination with Polder adds an extra dimension. The polders are the lowlands bordering the North Sea and the IJsselmeer in Belgium and the Netherlands. This agricultural area is sparsely populated, mainly by farmers. The inhabitants are stereotyped as slightly slow and browbeaten. The combination of the two disparate concepts “Poseur” and “Polder” creates the impression of a wannabe country bumpkin with society ambitions, a ludicrous mix. It makes Fortuyn the object of ridicule, which is heightened by the alliteration in Poseur and Polder. It is obvious that the two words were chosen for effect.
3. Shortly after 6 pm Pim Fortuyn was gunned down in cold blood on a parking lot of a Hilversum radio station. A murder that, just because it is so theatrical, perfectly fits the narcissistic-theatrical character of the victim. Pim himself couldn’t have made it up any better. Mother’s Chic Little Prince. Bart Willems. De Morgen. May 7, 2002.
This article appeared on the morning after the murder on Fortuyn. Note the graphological features: the last part is in larger typeface and thus a lot more conspicuous and apparently more important than the rest of the headline (5mm vs.15mm)

Note that the three first parts of the headline do not look like headlines at all, they are more like full sentences from the first paragraph of a text. No headline-writing strategies such as specific word choice, ellipsis, and stylistic or syntactic elements are used here. The headline starts out objectively and seriously. The first part gives a composed, cool and detailed account of the assassination: we know about the what, who, how, where and when. In the second part, however, the emphasis shifts. The reader’s attention is led away from the seriousness of the crime to other aspects, usually not associated with murders in the world outside the theatre: the assassination is described as theatrical, the victim branded “narcissistic” and “melodramatic”, labelling which is not called for in this context. The third part starts with the victim’s nickname, Pim. This informality robs Fortuyn of his dignity, the more so that the rest of the sentence intimates that the victim’s life was marked and inspired by theatricality, and his death even more so. The crescendo comes in the final part of the headline, also from a graphological point of view. This phrase is what the author wants us to focus on. It is in large typeface. The initial topic of the article, the murder, has completely disappeared. 

Ambiguity and camp

We cannot discuss the last part of this headline without referring to the framework that Keith Harvey devised to illuminate camp talk in English and French fiction. Harvey’s framework is composed of four categories. According to Harvey, camp is “a critical interrogation by homosexuals of disjunctures between surface and identity in the gendered, straight world” (2000:241). Harvey’s categories: Paradox, Inversion, Ludicrism and Parody are, as he says “orientations to language use that allow speakers to manipulate the potential of language systems and discourse contexts” (2000:245)

I shall briefly go into the description of the four categories and then determine in how far they are applicable to the selected headlines on Fortuyn.

Paradox: ‘incongruities of register’, e.g. a disjuncture between the topic (high or low) and the expectation of choice of register to represent it. There may be abrupt changes and juxtapositions of register within a passage of discourse. (2000:245).

Inversion: “is predicated on the reversal of an expected order of or relation between signs” (2000:245). e.g. the reversal of gendered proper names or grammatical gender markers. The effect may be to confirm the usual prejudice of femininity of gay men and thus references the prevailing conventional value system.

Ludicrism: “linguistic features that are all determined by a playful attitude to language form and meaning” (2000:246), e.g. camp nicknames which can be particularly theatrical or ironic, and may allude to sexual behavior or be a play on the subject’s physical characteristics. There may also be punning and word play, or the use of  double-entendre in which the speaker intends something with a sexual meaning as well as, or other than, the face value of the utterance. The effect does not depend in punning or homophony, but on multiple meanings of words and phrases. 

Parody: may involve the imputation of mannerisms. In Harvey’s work French or aristocratic mannerisms are associated with camp. Also hyperbole, exaggeration and exclamation may be used. Innuendo – unlike double-entendre - does not inevitably have a sexual meaning. Instead its force comes from the coded delivery of a deprecatory comment about an addressee. Using politeness theory, Harvey notes that innuendo “can be classified as a threat to the addressee’s positive face-wants through an off-record strategy” (2000:253). 
Set 4

1. Shortly after 6 pm Pim Fortuyn was gunned down in cold blood on a parking lot of a Hilversum radio station. A murder that, just because it is so theatrical, perfectly fits the narcissistic-theatrical character of the victim. Pim himself couldn’t have made it up any better. Mother’s Chic Little Prince. Bart Willems. De Morgen. May 7, 2002.

2. Fortuyn was not just purple, he was shocking mauve. De Morgen. Marc Rengebrink. May 14, 2002.

3. When political the Hague was still lining up for Pim Fortuyn. Trouble monger, Miss Vain, fundamentalist know-it-all. In the approach to the Dutch election of May 5 Pim Fortuyn is tarred and feathered. But not so long ago the same politicians were angling for Fortuyn’s services. De Morgen. Bart Willems. April 2, 2002.
Headline 1 is a clear example of paradox the way Harvey describes it. There is a strong contrast between the first part – the description of the murder – and the last part: “Mother’s Chic Little Prince”. The victim, dubbed “Mother’s chic little prince”, is trivialised and ridiculed. The use of the diminutive “little prince” for a grown man is denigrating. The word “chic” refers to only one component in Fortuyn’s character: that of the bonvivant, given to hedonism and narcissism. The French word “chic”, rather than the plain “posh”, is representative of aristocratic mannerisms. This, according to Harvey, is a parody, associating Fortuyn’s self-indulgent preferences with camp. The epithet “chic”, combined with the genitive case “mother’s” is a clear parody on Fortuyn’s homosexuality. Indeed, according to the stereotype, homosexuals have a special relationship with their mothers. The whole line is made to sound deprecating and gives Fortuyn an effeminate aura. Fortuyn did have a close bond with his mother, nevertheless, the journalist’s choice of this specific aspect in Fortuyn’s character and his decision to put it in final position in the headline and in large typeface, causes the reader to focus on Fortuyn’s gayness only.

Ludicrism and parody are demonstrated in the next headline. “Purple” has a double meaning here. First of all it refers to the then ruling Dutch – purple -- cabinet, a coalition between PVDA (socialist – red) and the VVD and D66 (liberal – blue), a cabinet heavily criticised by Fortuyn. At first sight it does not makes sense to link Fortuyn with this political constellation. However, “Purple” reflects Fortuyn’s political ambiguity: he may have had right-wing sympathies, but he flaunted his homosexuality, a lifestyle not exactly approved of in right wing circles. The choice of “mauve” reinforces “purple” and clearly refers to Fortuyn’s gayness. Indeed, according to Lakoff (1973) “mauve” is a colour identified as the provenance of women or gay men. It is also the colour used emblematically by gays and lesbians. The fact that the author amplifies the concept “mauve”—shocking mauve -- indicates double-entendre and word play at the same time. Thus it can be categorised as ludicrism in Harvey’s terms.

We find the same double-entendre referring to (homo)sexual acts in headline 3. “The Hague was lining up for Fortuyn” (italics mine) as if he were a sought-after rent boy. The same goes for “(…) politicians were angling for Fortuyn’s services” (italics mine). These are examples of ludicrism in Harvey’s framework, since the sexual connotation of the words “lining up”, “angling” and “services” is implied. In both cases, Fortuyn is represented as a kind of high-class coquette. “Miss Vain”, on the other hand, is exemplary of Harvey’s inversion theory. Using the word “miss” for a male serves to confirm the femininity of gay men. 

It is important to note that there are no camp references in the Dutch headlines. Again, this may be due to the fact that Dutch society is more tolerant towards homosexuality – or more tolerant in general -- than the predominantly catholic Belgian society.

In comparison to the paper that Liz Morrish wrote about the British gay politician Peter Mandelson, we can say that there are relatively few, and rather mild references to Fortuyn’s homosexuality in papers in the Low Countries compared to political comments on homosexuals in the British press. This may be due to the fact that British dailies, especially tabloids, have a different, more direct way of dealing with politicians. However, this would require closer examination and goes beyond the scope of this paper.

Conclusion

To conclude we can say that, even if Flanders and the Netherlands are culturally quite comparable, there are some differences in the linguistic treatment of Fortuyn in the Flemish and the Dutch headlines. A good amount of cultural differences determines the linguistic make up of both newspapers. In many respects, Dutch society is less formal than its Flemish counterpart, which is also reflected in headline writing.

Firstly, the naming strategies are less formal and have a demeaning effect in the Dutch paper, more so than in the Flemish one. A belittling treatment of Fortuyn’s personality through the choice of register, on the other hand, is more prominently present in the Flemish paper. Next, the comparison of Fortuyn to right-wing politicians occurs in both papers, be it to a lesser extent than I anticipated. As expected, the way this was done, was slightly stronger in the Dutch paper, taking into account the aversion of the Dutch to the extreme right and their inexperience with extreme right-wing parties since WW II. Lastly, it is not surprising that camp references occur only in the Flemish broadsheet, considering the more liberal attitude the Dutch take towards homosexuality. 
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