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Abstract

Symbolic and material dimensions are largely ignored in public relations theory. This is curious,

since public relations helps organizations pursue their interests with the help of rhetorical

strategies and various other resources. In order to grasp such processes, a comprehensive

heuristic analytical device is suggested which draws on rhetorical and sociological theory, and

was tested in a qualitative case study.
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Not Just Rhetoric:

Testing a Heuristic for Analyzing Symbolic Strategies and Resources in Public Relations

Public relations involves purposeful, symbolic communication, so application of rhetorical

theory is valuable in analyzing its strategies. One problem, however, is a lack of concrete

suggestions as to how to go about comprehensive empirical analysis of such activities. The meta-

theoretical literature often stops short of indicating the potential that rhetorical theory has.

Empirical studies focus on at most a few selected rhetorical concepts, and quite often contribute

little to theory building because of their intrinsic character. An additional problem is that the

rhetorical approaches have paid little attention to resources, and thus ignored the ontological

dimension of public relations (Cheney & Christensen, 2001; Ihlen, 2002). This essay addresses

both problems by suggesting a comprehensive heuristic analytical device that focuses on a

selection of rhetorical theory concepts and the types of “capital” an organization possesses. The

research question is: Can this heuristic and its concepts help to further our understanding of how

public relations works through the use of rhetoric and resources? Apart from outlining the

heuristic, the paper contains a short discussion of the impact of rhetoric and resources on a

particular case, and the usefulness of the heuristic in getting at these processes.

Rhetorical and Sociological Tools

Drawing on ancient (e.g., Aristotle, 1991; Cicero, 2001) and modern rhetorical theory

(Burke, 1945/1969, 1950/1969; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971), the following

concepts are likely to be useful:

1. Ethical appeals. Does the rhetor seem trustworthy, intelligent, or of good moral

character? Does the rhetor take into consideration the occasion and the audience?

2. Emotional appeals. Does the text contain vivid descriptions or value-laden words?
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3. Logical appeals. Is inductive or deductive reasoning used to show how something is

probable? Are these appeals valid?

4. Common topics. In order to create arguments the rhetor might use definition,

comparison, relationship, circumstance, and/or testimony (see Corbett & Connors, 1999).

5. Special topics. These are topics that belong to specific arts and sciences; the current

study might feature special topics drawn from environmental politics and rhetoric.

6. Identification. It is claimed that it is only possible to persuade people if you can identify

your interests with theirs. The rhetor might try to establish common ground between the

organization and the audience: the organization can play up an enemy shared with the audience,

or it can use a “transcendent we” that includes both the rhetor and the audience.

7. Pentadic terms and ratios. What does the rhetor regard as the scene, agent, act, agency,

and purpose? Which of these terms are dominant and which pairing of the terms stands out? Is,

for instance, an act explained in light of the agent’s purpose (a purpose–act ratio), or is it

understood in light of the context (a scene–act ratio)?

8. Hierarchy. A text might contain principles of hierarchy, stating that something is “good”

or “bad.” Crucial questions, then, are what these values are and how they are assigned.

9. Transcendence. If the rhetor indicates an unmet need, the text might also indicate how

this need can be met.

10. Scapegoat processes. If the rhetor indicates guilt, the text might also articulate a

scapegoating process whereby the rhetor claims the wrongdoing was somebody else’s fault or

that the circumstances were beyond the organization’s control. The rhetor might also engage in

mortification or self-sacrifice.

11. Type of premises. Premises can be of three kinds: a) they might be related to reality,
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concerning facts or truths that do not demand that the rhetor make any effort to increase

adherence; b) be related to presumptions that require strengthening of adherence; or c) be related

to what is preferable, and thus only hold the adherence of a particular audience.

12. Presence techniques. The rhetor might draw attention to particular elements and use

techniques such as repetition and accumulation of detail.

13. Association techniques. The rhetor might attempt to establish unity among certain

elements.

14. Dissociation techniques. The rhetor might try to create dissociation between certain

elements, for instance, by indicating that a particular phenomenon or statement is merely

“appearance” and does not represent “reality.”

Moving on to sociology, analysis should also pay attention to the context, and here the

concepts of field and capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) are likely to be

useful. A field is understood as a structured arrangement of positions where the types and

amounts of capital determine the positions and the relationships among them. An empirical

analysis might compare organizations by studying the following types of capital:

15. Institutionalization. The size and type of human resources of an organization and the

size of the public relations function.

16. Economic capital. The budget of an organization, both in general and for public

relations in particular.

17. Cultural capital. The educational composite of an organization, both in general and for

public relations in particular, and the rhetorical highlighting of this capital.

18. Symbolic capital. The prestige and legitimacy associated with an organization, and the

rhetorical highlighting of this capital.
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19. Social capital. The social embeddedness of an organization: its connections with, for

example, politicians, journalists, bureaucrats, researchers, and other organizations.

Due to limited space, readers must refer to the original sources or to the author’s other

publications for further explanation of the nineteen concepts sketched out above.

Case: A Norwegian Conflict over Hydroelectric Power

The heuristic was used to analyze the controversy concerning a hydroelectric power project

in Alta in 1978–1982; the most dramatic post-war conflict in Norway. The Norwegian Water

Resources and Energy Directorate (NVE) argued for a development of the Alta river system,

against protests from the cooperating Friends of the Earth Norway (FoEN) and the People’s

Movement against the Development of the Alta-Kautokeino. The Norwegian Parliament, the

Storting, agreed to a development with a 90 against 36 vote in November 1978. To assess the

strategies of the above organizations, several qualitative interviews were conducted, along with

archival research, and analysis of pivotal texts and public relations material. Here, however, it

will only be focused on two particular texts (NVE, 1976; FoEN, 1978) to illustrate the strategies.

This rhetoric was compared to transcripts from the Storting deliberations, and the following

concepts proved particularly useful:

Ethical appeals: NVE relied heavily on technical descriptions, numbers and tables in its

publications, and many members of the Storting expressed their confidence in NVE and its

conclusions. That confidence had historical roots, but was also probably strengthened by the

indirect ethical appeals. The environmentalists, on the other hand, engaged in attacks on the

ethos of the developer, claiming that the planning process had been rife with “inadequacies” and

“gross mistakes.” This strategy, however, backfired as Storting members were angered and asked

whether one should trust the professionals in NVE, or the “many know-it-alls in our country”
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(Storting Deliberations, 1978, p. 1291).

Emotional appeals: The use of emotional appeals was largely absent from NVE rhetoric,

which undoubtedly helped to strengthen credibility. The “scientific” form has no room for pathos

if the rhetor wants to come across as rational and detached. The environmentalists, on their side,

obviously wanted to be perceived as rational and trustworthy actors whose judgment were not

clouded by “mere” feelings, but they also wanted to invoke emotions and rally people to their

cause. Some pathos-filled statements were also needed to justify their choice of actions. Phrases

like “the canyon is without its like” and “the construction road … will cut brutally through the

landscape” were used. The environmentalists were able to impress a sense of gravity on the

representatives that opposed the project, but this was ultimately not enough.

Logical appeals: NVE used logos arguments and stressed that the original plans had been

scaled down and that “meticulous” planning had taken place to mitigate the negative impact of

the development. Another important logos argument was that the county needed energy, and that

the Alta development would be the best way to meet this demand. These logos arguments were

agreed to by the majority of the politicians. Undeniably, the project had also been greatly scaled

down and several investigations had been undertaken, something that gave the proponents the

upper hand. The environmentalists could only argue that the investigations had not dealt with all

the issues thoroughly. This logos argument was also echoed by the opponents in the Storting,

along with logos arguments regarding the qualities of the river system (“the largest river canyon

in Northern Europe”) and the potential damage inflicted by a hydroelectric power plant on

fishing, flora, fauna, and reindeer herding. It was also argued that there was no need for the

electricity but this did not resonate with the politicians. Several of the logos arguments of the

environmentalists thus clearly had limited appeal.
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Common topics: Both the developer and the environmentalists used the topic of

relationship—one of the hallmarks of rational thinking, and thus important for logos

argumentation. The developers made the case that the outcome of the planning had to be good

since so much investigation had been undertaken. The topic of comparison, on the other hand,

was particularly useful for the environmentalists pointing out the qualities of the river system.

Identification strategies: The lack of identification strategies is crucial to understanding the

limited appeal of the environmentalists’ rhetoric. The environmentalists could probably have

benefited from using identification strategies with the target group—the politicians—and those

beyond the local community who could have pressured the politicians. The attacks on NVE and

the politicians should have been more subdued, since they backfired. Lack of identification

strategies thus seemed like a prime weakness of the rhetoric of the losing party.

Pentadic terms and ratios: Analyzing pentadic terms and ratios was also valuable. The

principal ratios at work were those of agency–purpose and agency–act in the rhetoric of the

developer, and scene–act in the rhetoric of the environmentalists. That is, the pentadic analysis

helped to focus on how the developer’s emphasis on planning was given such priority that both

the purpose (the development) and the act of voting “yes” to the project followed as a

consequence. It also, quite predictably, showed how the environmentalists were preoccupied

with the qualities of the river system and the potential damage caused by the

development—something they felt necessitated their own acts of protest and political vetoing of

the project. Both types of argument found supporters among the politicians, but the former

apparently had most appeal for the majority. The pentadic analysis thus helped to support the

inquiry of the appeal types of the organizational actors.

Institutionalization and economic capital: Institutionalization and economic capital
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probably played a lesser role for NVE in swaying the politicians, the media, and the public. The

environmentalists, however, could have benefited from greater institutionalization and more

economic capital, and felt hampered by lack of both assets.

Cultural capital: The previous point also ties in with a lack of cultural capital, in this

respect, public relations expertise regarding timing in political processes. The environmentalists

simply did not have the required public relations expertise, resulting in failure to release their

statements at crucial points in the political process. That the ac-hoc organization the People’s

Movement was set up after the government had recommended development also demonstrates

this point.

NVE also lacked cultural capital in the form of public relations knowledge. It is reasonable

to ask whether it might have been possible to avoid the Alta conflict altogether through better

dialogue between NVE, the local community, environmentalists, and the media. Many

community members and environmentalists certainly expressed frustration and anger towards

NVE. The form of cultural capital that NVE did possess was, however, of a different kind and

very likely among the most important factors for the outcome of the conflict—that of technical

and economic education and expertise related to hydroelectric power projects.

Symbolic capital: The technical education and expertise of the NVE employees helped

strengthen the symbolic capital of the Directorate. Politicians knew that NVE had a solid track

record of building hydroelectric power plants, and put more trust in its statements on technical

matters than they did in the opposition’s arguments. NVE provided industrial and economic

growth, as well as electricity and heating in a country with harsh winters. The environmentalists

could not claim the same standing, role, or expertise, therefore they lacked this form of symbolic

and cultural capital.
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Social capital: Social capital was also very important. The connections that NVE enjoyed

with the political establishment were quite possibly unprecedented among Norwegian

organizations. NVE belonged to a power sector that had been the driving force in rebuilding

Norway after the Second World War. It was not necessary for NVE to conduct broad public

relations efforts, as the Directorate was part of this powerful network. This was also reflected in

many of the statements made by Storting members. For the most part, it was also unnecessary for

NVE publicly to attack its adversaries since politicians did this for them.

The environmentalists were to some degree helped by a different type of social capital

from that possessed by NVE. The environmentalists could count many journalists on their side.

Still, all protest actions must take place within the framework of a political culture in order to

win public sympathy. Hence, their illegal actions might have been damaging to the cause of the

protesters. As the conflict escalated and dragged on, it was clear that more and more people

expected the protesters to accept the outcome of the Storting decision. As mentioned, many

Storting members were also furious at the environmentalists, and the strong attacks on NVE

backfired. This, of course, also hurt their symbolic capital.

In summing up, the heuristic helped to show how certain of the concepts had their impact,

and what they meant for the final outcome of the conflict. NVE succeeded in reaching its goal by

using indirect ethical appeals and non-refutable logos arguments, as well as drawing on strong

symbolic and social capital.

Conclusion

The heuristic was helpful in analyzing the public relations strategies involved in this case,

in understanding the outcome of the conflict, and it provided a clear starting point for a

comprehensive rhetorical analysis. In addition, it helped foster an integrated perspective on
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resources, thus addressing the ontological shortcomings of many rhetorical approaches to public

relations. With the help of the heuristic it was possible to pinpoint which competing rhetorical

strategies and what kinds of resources were crucial for the outcome in what way.

Predictably though, not all of the nineteen mentioned concepts were equally useful in

analyzing this particular case. Several of the rhetorical theory concepts played a lesser role. One

possible explanation is that the actors did not use these specific strategies and so their absence

did not matter. Other explanations might be that the strategies were used in texts published by

the actors but not included in this analysis, or that closer textual analysis might eventually find

the concepts helpful.

Further research should be conducted to determine the scale of the heuristic and also the

relationship and overlap between the rhetorical and sociological concepts, for instance, how

social and symbolic capital strengthen ethos. This paper nonetheless should alert public relations

practitioners and theorists that it is not just rhetoric that counts.
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