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A Critical Discourse Analysis of Boris Johnson’s Speech on Corona
Pandemic: An Application of Three-Dimensional Model of Norman
Fairclough
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Abstract

This study aims to analyzing the use of impression markers, main theme, and description
of the social and cultural implication of the speech delivered by Prime Minister Boris
Johnson. The research data comprised of the speech which Mr. Boris Johnson delivered
on April 27, 2020, after he recovered from Corona virus attack. In this speech, he assured
the people of England that the government is standing by them in this hour of difficulty.
He appreciated the efforts made by NHS against the Pandemic. He also appreciated the
patience of the people of England for following the SOP’s given by government. He
informed the people that England is going to enter into the second phase of COVID19
and it could only be defeated if they (people) keep on following the instructions given by
the government and NHS. He used different impression markers in his speech to make
coherence, to emphasize his key points, and to grab the attention of the audience. The
audience' comments below the YouTube video showed that he successfully convinced

people for being calm and hopeful.

Keywords: Impression markers, NHS, SOP’s
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1 Introduction

The discourse, either written or spoken, is studied in an interdisciplinary field which is
called Critical Discourse Analysis. The researchers aim to investigate the power relations
in a text to expose the inequalities, violence, and social practices through analysing the
text keenly. The main aim of Critical Discourse Analysis is to analyse the utilization of
language as a social phenomenon and to study the contribution of language to the lives of
people to understand how they communicate in different situations to convey their
messages, ideologies, and agendas. According to Van Dijk (1989), CDA analyst takes his
position as an outsider and analyses the political and social inequalities to change the
social as well as economic injustice to all sections of society.

Fairclough is said to be one of the most renowned scholars who contributed to the
development of CDA. His approach towards discourse analysis is social-theoretical. His
model for CDA consists of three processes of analysis which are interrelated. These three
interrelated processes are linked with three inter-related dimensions of discourse. Those
three dimensions of discourse are Description, Interpretation, and Explanation. In
Description, text and the formal properties of the text, (including verbal and visual texts)
are analyzed. In Interpretation, the relationship between text and interaction is analyzed.
Besides, it is also viewed how a text has been produced and consumed. In Explanation,
the social practices behind a communicative event are analyzed.

The very first dimension of Fairclough’s model is Description. It involves textual
analysis. The second dimension of Fairclough’s model, which is processing analysis,
consists of “analysis of the process of production, interpretation, distribution and
consumption. This aspect is concerned with how people interpret and reproduce or
transform texts” (Rogers,2005). Social analysis, third dimension of Fairclough’s model,
is related to “Issues of Power”.

In this study, we have applied the given model of CDA on a speech delivered by the prime
minister of England Mr. Boris Johnson on April 27, 2020, on the outbreak of Corona
Pandemic. He delivered this speech when he returned after getting recovered from
COVID19. We got this speech from YouTube channel ‘The Telegraph’ and transcribed
it. It consists of 1095 words. He addressed the people living in England.

2 Literature Review

According to Fairclough (1993), Critical Discourse Analysis is an analysis which makes
strange relationships between different social and cultural groups. His focus is on textual
and speech events. He relates them to the socio-cultural perspectives of discourses which
unveil the hidden ideologies that contour the power relations. Fairclough also investigates
the working of power in a society by the attitude of the aristocrats, which is hegemonic
and by the use of texts based on a certain ideology which supported aristocracy.
Fairclough (1992) introduces three dimensions for the analysis of discourse. Under the
first dimension, personal knowledge and experiences, beliefs, views, and perspectives
about a specific event of the speaker are analysed. Under the second dimension, social
relations and their effect on the discourse are analysed. Under the third-dimension
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speaker's identity is analysed by investigating his or her lexical choices and syntactical
patterns that reveal his or her social and cultural background and true identity. He says
that the prime object of Critical Discourse Analysis is analysing a text by keeping in view
the social theory of language.

In CDA, the context of the text, language i.e., replete with ideology and cultural
influences and ethnic groups of the speakers are the subjects of analysis. According to
Brown & Yule (1985), language is used not only to convey the messages but also to
motivate people to do some actions. Through the distinctive use of lexical choices and
syntactical patterns the speakers represent their social and cultural background.

Fairclough's linguistic analysis of discourse practice in socio-cultural studies is called
Inter-Textual Analysis in which lexical choices, syntactic patterns, grammar, and
vocabulary are analysed. Furthermore, coherence, cohesion, and the texts’ organization
have also been included in the analysis. Fairclough explains his approach in the view of
Textual Analysis as 'Critical Language Study' in which he aims to unfold the
discrimination of social relations and practices that exploit the rights of the people with
the use of language in society. He believes that a language is a tool that is being used to
exercise power and hegemony by elites and text is a source of conveying thoughts to
maintain dominance over the people. (Fairclough,1995).

Halliday (1978) says that language is a social phenomenon as people use language in a
social setting, in a certain way. Society and Language are interdependent and linked to
communication whereas language contours our identities. He asserts that our context
plays a significant role in domination such as those who can fluently speak English are
taken as belonging to superior class for speaking the language which is spoken by
politically strong and socially dominant people.

Gee (1990) and Sampson (1980) argued that Critical Discourse Analysis analyses by
using numerous methods with the perspective of the social and economic context. At the
same time social semiotics plays a crucial role in discourse analysis to interpret the text
and its analysis is based on social factors with that specific context.

Fowler (1996) says that CDA produces knowledge of exploitation and makes people
aware of different perspectives of sociocultural context regarding any discourse. An
analyst should perform discourse analysis positively and his analysis should be critical
orientation rather than criticism.

Corson (1995) asserts that critical discourse analysis applies specific approaches to
analyse the text such as stylistic and textual features in order to find out social relations
and identities from a linguistic perspective. Discourses show all social issues whether
they are about politics or education.

Van Dijk (1991,1993) declares media a puppet of dominating class. He asserts that
politics and media are joined secretly as media promotes the ideologies and propagates
their hidden motives with the help of language. They use specific lexical choices that are
apparently common but their use on a particular stand advocates the elite's policies. Media
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always supports the ideology which is propagated by the elite or state because they earn
a lot through manipulation.

Afzaal et al. (2019) have done a valuable work in the field of discourse analysis. They
analysed the conversations between doctors and patients in order to analyse the
communicative patterns. The researchers used IRF (Initiation, Response and follow-up)
model given by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) to carry out this study. The researchers
collected 30 audio tapes of the conversations between doctors and patients with the help
of medical and non-medical staff of the hospitals. The data was translated into English
and then transcribed. After transcription, it was analysed with care.

The study showed that there is a great communication gap between the patients and the
doctors. The reasons behind the communication gap are rustic background of most of the
patients, illiteracy, and the inability on the part of patients to speak lingua franca. Lack of
experience and inability to understand local languages are the shortcomings on the part
of doctors which create communication gap. There are many examples in the research
which show that the patient was unable to communicate his problem, but the doctor
comprehended it by virtue of his multilingualism, experience and the skill of reading body
language.

Qiuhan et al. (2020) conducted a study on the influence of COVID19 pandemic on
learning and to explore the effects of online learning in Hongkong. It was a quantitative
study. The researchers used a questionnaire containing 22 questions. The gquestions were
related to the student-teacher relationship, quality of online learning and the virtual
classrooms. The data had been collected from two of the universities of Hongkong. The
results of the data showed that in the adverse circumstances of COVID outbreak, the
online technology helped a lot to make up the deficiency. A reasonable proportion of the
students appreciated the use of online method of teaching and showed satisfaction over
it. The study also highlights that the pandemic pointed out to universities the need of
enhancing their infrastructure of online teaching and many institutions did it during the
pandemic.

An important study in the domain of discourse analysis has been conducted by Van Dijk
(1992). He carried out this study to explore the nature of the denial of racism on the part
of elites. In his valuable work, the researcher qualitatively analysed more than 50 pieces
of text, taken from day-to-day conversations, press and debates in the parliament. After a
careful analysis of the data, the researcher concluded that people especially elite express
their racist emotions in disguise. They express racism by using several ‘denial strategies’
such as euphemisms, victim blaming, and excuses etc. They show resent for immigrants,
backs and refugees by using these strategies of denial.

It is clear from the above literature review of prominent linguists that CDA is a positive
way of analysing texts on a large scale to unveil the manipulators of language who play
with the people using language and impose their perspectives through hegemony, power,
and domination. Thus CDA plays a significant role in bringing a positive change in
societies and the lives of the people.
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3 Methodology

Three-dimensional model of Critical Discourse Analysis given by Norman Fairclough
has been applied to Boris Johnson’s speech which was delivered on entering the second
phase of Corona Pandemic in England. Fairclough has espoused a three-dimensional
model of CDA to analyze hidden patterns and structures of power and ideology in a text.
These three dimensions are Description, Interpretation, and Explanation. According to
this model the text is analyzed under above-mentioned three dimensions.

Under the first dimension i.e., Description, a text is analyzed on the linguistics levels such
as vocabulary, grammar, and textual structures. Under the second dimension i.e.,
Interpretation, the situational context and inter-textual context are analyzed. The
participants, meanings and understandings which are constructed in the text through
linguistics choices in interactions are also analyzed under this dimension. Under the third
dimension i.e., Explanation, the re-description of linguistics choices and text's orientation
are analyzed which means that the relationship of power and ideology are scrutinized.
According to Fairclough, the main aim of explanation is to analyze some particular
assumptions of cultures, ideologies, societies, and the practice that can bring change or
maintain the prevailing power relation. (Fairclough,1989)

Process of Production and Interpretation

Description

Interpretatior

Discourse Practice Explanation

Figure 1- Faiclough’s Model for CDA adapted from Janks (2002:27)

The figure of Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional model which has been given above
clearly explains the working of the model. The first phase of this model which is called
Description deals with the structural or formal properties of a text. It deals with the body
of the text. The second stage ‘Interpretation’ involves text along with the process of the
production and interpretation of the text. It takes into consideration the immediate context
of the text and deals with the process of interpretation of a text by the reader on the basis
of situational context and the formal features of the text. Third dimension of this model
is Explanation. At this stage, a text is analyzed by keeping in view the sociocultural
practices to explore the power relations.
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The data that has been used in this research work has been taken from a speech delivered
by Mr. Boris Johnson, the Prime Minister of England, on April 27, 2020. It has been taken
from a YouTube channel “The Telegraph”. The speech was transcribed and analyzed. By
the researchers. It consisted of 1095 words. The data used in this research is completely
valid as the speech was transcribed with great care. Moreover, in the discussion, the data
has been analyzed comprehensively, discussing the exact words and phrases used by the
Speaker keeping in view his social and political standing as well as the criticality of the
circumstances.

4 Discussion

Our research data is a speech which had been delivered by the prime minister of England
Mr. Boris Johnson on April 27, 2020. He addressed the people of England to talk about
then prevailing condition of Corona Pandemic and took them into confidence. After
transcribing the speech, we have applied Fairclough’s CDA model on it. This model has
three dimensions which have been given below.

4.1 Textual analysis (Description)

Textual analysis method is used by the researchers for the description and interpretation
of the characteristics of a message in recorded or visual form. It aims at the description
of the structure of the content and the functionality of message which is given in a text.
The speech under discussion comprises of almost 1100 words. The context of the speech
is that England is passing through the most critical phase of her history after World War
2. This critical situation has been created by COVID19 pandemic. Millions of citizens of
England got effected by corona and thousands of them kicked the bucket in a few weeks.
Prime Minister Boris Johnson himself got effected by Corona and delivered the speech
after his partial recovery. In this speech, he appreciates the citizens of England for
tackling this crisis with patience. He also encourages them and prepares them to face
‘Phase 2’ of this pandemic.

The language that has been used by the Prime Minister Boris Johnson is very simple and
encouraging. He has not at all shown any disappointment as well as worry in his speech.
Mr. Johnson gets somewhat informal in his speech to console the audience. He uses the
word “sorry” when he talks about his absence. Afterwards, he says “thank you” many
times in his speech which shows his concern for his people.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson has used many euphemistic expressions in his speech
which mean nothing but to lighten the stress created by the situation. While talking about
Corona, he never calls it ‘Corona or COVID19’ but refers to it by calling it “challenge”
or “conflict”. By using the words ‘challenge’ and ‘conflict’, he wants to present the other
side of this crisis before people. He does not want the people to get horrified and
overwhelmed by it by. At one moment, he talks about “fighting” with this crisis/conflict
which shows that he wants his people to play on front-foot against this pandemic.

Mr. Johnson, in his speech, shows his solidarity with the people of England. He repeatedly
uses the pronoun “we” while talking about his plans. This shows that he wants to assure
the people that they too are stakeholders in government’s decisions. In the same way, he
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uses the word “collectively” while talking about himself and his nation. At one place he
uses the phrase “all of us” which also shows his ties with his nation. While addressing his
audience, he says, “I understand your impatience. I share your anxiety.” At another point,
he consoles his people in these words: “I entirely share your urgency. It is government’s
urgency.” Again, he takes his nation into confidence by saying “we would share all our
working and thinking, my thinking with you”. In short, the text of the speech is altogether
encouraging and consoling as far as its text is concerned.

4.2 Process Analysis (Interpretation)

The second step of textual analysis in CDA given by Fairclough is ‘Process Analysis’. In
this step the researcher has to find out that what is the context of the text, how it is
produced and what is its implication on societal level. Social roles, gestures and formation
of words play very vital role in the understanding of a text. The speech under our
discussion had been delivered amid Corona pandemics. Boris Johnson himself suffered
from this virus and recovered. All the world is in the clutches of this disease. If we see
the speech in this context, we can find out that the speech was consoling as well as
warning. When he calls COVID19 an unexpected and invisible mugger and physical
assailant to make the people realize the seriousness of situation, he refers to his own
experience and says, “which I can tell you from my personal experience it is”. When the
audience hear him quoting his personal experience, the must have the influence. But when
he talks about ‘wrestling it down to the floor’ the context of his own experience reinforces
the hope of recovery on the part of people. There is great distress and panic all around the
world. The speaker manipulates the grave situation of the world and marks his country
less affected as compared to the rest of the world and uses the word “elsewhere” for the
world outside. In this way, he tries to encourage the English people and prepare them to
confront the crisis.

4.3 Social Analysis (Explanation)

By using the words “we”, “all of us” and “collectively”, the Prime minister Boris Johnson
tries to show integrity and oneness with the people of England. This technique decreases
the state of depression and distress among the people. He uses the idioms such as “turn
the tide” and “wrestle to the ground” in order to encourage the people. He encourages
them to face the situation by mentioning WW2 and the struggle of Mr. Moore who just
turned 100. He says that after the end of this pandemic, they would hopefully “emerge
stronger than ever before”. The people of England see him recovered from Corona. He
speaks hope and confidence. All these things make the nation look forward towards good
times.

5 Conclusion

After analyzing the speech from all the three dimensions given by Fairclough in his CDA
model, it could be concluded that this speech by Boris Johnson blew hope and confidence
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among the masses. Mr. Johnson used idioms, euphemism, historical references, informal
words, and personal experiences in order to console his nation in this hour of stress. He
warned his nation against the upcoming dangers in the case of their carelessness. At the
same time, he gave them a hope of coming out of this whirlpool if they followed the
instructions given Dby the government. After analyzing the speech of textual,
interpretative, and explanatory basis, we can say that text along with context was a
storehouse of hope and consolation for the audience and best met its purpose.
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