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Abstract

This dissertation explores the ways in which narratives about decisive events coalesce in
news media discourse, and how they function rhetorically. Specifically, this study examines
how journalists frame stories about police brutality, how those frames construct versions
of public narratives, and how those narrative versions can be used in discourse about
issues of civic concern such as support for new community policing policies or opposition
to Florida’s “Stand Your Ground” law. I show how journalists’ choice of semantic frames
(e.g., racism, police-community relations, or criminal justice) helps to shape readers’
understanding of the events and contributes to the formation of a narrative icon, a word,
name, or short phrase that, absent narrative detail, indexes particular versions of a broader
cultural narrative.

This research is motivated by questions about the reciprocity between prior knowledge,
audience expectations, and public discourse, and how those combine to shape or reinforce
cultural values and communal identities. To explore these questions, I draw on scholarship
in narrative theory, frame semantics, intertextual analysis, and argument. [ analyze over
1,700 newspaper articles published in the Los Angeles Times, Los Angeles Sentinel,
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, and New Pittsburgh Courier between 1991 and 2013 concerning
incidents of police brutality, including Rodney King and Jonny Gammage, a Black man who
died following a traffic stop in Pittsburgh, PA. My findings suggest three primary functions
of narratives in news media discourse: as background information, as examples used to
establish or illustrate a rule, or as points of comparison.

For each of these functions, I consider how journalists’ micro-linguistic choices frame the
events in line with the values, concerns, and fears of readers. In that way, journalists
suggest the most important story elements and thus perpetuate specific ways of thinking
about incidents of police brutality. Moreover, as consistent references to specific story
elements, these frames contribute to the formation of a narrative icon, which becomes
rhetorically available for use in public arguments. In other words, journalists can
interpolate the narrative versions indexed by the icon into unrelated stories using
discursive constructions such as “the Rodney King incident.” When this happens, readers
are expected to fill in the missing narrative details by drawing on their background
knowledge.

The findings of this project have important implications for the study of media discourse,
but their broader value lies in what they can tell us about how background knowledge
takes shape and is used as a resource in public argument. In particular, critical appraisal of
narrative icons suggests that readers are expected to access a trove of cultural knowledge
to fully understand news stories and the sociocultural implications of the events described.
In doing so, journalists and readers jointly construct and reinforce communal identities and
establish credibility.
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Chapter 1

Narrative Icons: Stories, Frames, and Dramatic Events

Introduction

In February 2012, crime-watch volunteer George Zimmerman called Sanford (FL) Police to
report suspicious behavior in his gated community. By the time police arrived, Zimmerman
had confronted and fatally shot 17-year-old Trayvon Martin. Although Zimmerman claimed
he was acting in self-defense, allegations of racism soon surfaced as Martin, who is black,
was unarmed and Zimmerman, variably described as white, Hispanic, or multi-racial, was
not immediately arrested.!

The incident received national media attention, much of which attempted to piece
together the events that transpired between Zimmerman's call and when the police
arrived. News media quickly raised the topic of race, often comparing the incident to other
racially-charged incidents, notably the Rodney King beating and the L.A. riots. We see one
way of introducing race into the Zimmerman story in the following excerpt from The Daily
Beast, the online arm of Newsweek:

(1) Trial of George Zimmerman Could Trigger Another Rodney King

As George Zimmerman faces murder charges for shooting Trayvon Martin, it’s
worth asking if America is in danger of facing Rodney King, Part II?
(Frazier, 18 Apr. 2012, par. 1)

The bolded passages from the article’s headline and lead represent what I call a narrative

icon, a word or short phrase that references a broader cultural narrative that readers are



expected to know and that helps to frame the recent event while avoiding detailed
description of the earlier events. Presumably readers familiar with the King story—the
beating, trial, and L.A. riots—would be able to follow the comparison and fill in the missing
details.

Journalists can invoke identical or similar narrative icons to stand in for different
narratives or different aspects of a narrative. Here are a few more examples from the
editorial page of the Los Angeles Times:

(2) Red Moon Rising
Strange things transpire when the planets and stars are aligned. Consider a chilly
night in late October when the moon was full and goblins had started to take
wing. Red, the favored color of Boston and St. Louis, for a Camelot moment was
freed from its sentence as enemy of blue. And for nearly four hours, a deeply
divided nation enjoyed a Rodney King get-along moment.

We're talking, of course, about Wednesday night's total eclipse of the moon,
which, like the final World Series game, was visible from the mountains to the
prairies. Democrats, Republicans and the shrinking circle of undecided voters
watched as the shining moon slipped behind the Earth’s shadow, transforming
into a dark, red orb. (29 Oct. 2004, pars. 1-2)

(3) The blue fog; If lifting the LAPD'’s veil of secrecy means changing the City Charter
and passing new state laws, then do it.
AN OPEN, accountable and trustworthy Los Angeles Police Department seems
perpetually just around the corner. Reforms are instituted, promises and
progress made, but with every positive step forward, the pull of secrecy keeps
yanking the LAPD ceaselessly backward.

And so, after Rodney King, Rampart and now Devin Brown, we are here:
Hearings on officer-involved shootings that once were open are now conducted
in secret. Reports that used to name the cop who pulled the trigger now do not.
And a community that was finally learning to trust the LAPD is now clouded with
suspicion. (12 Jan. 2007, pars. 1-2)

These two examples highlight different meanings of the Rodney King narrative icon. In

excerpt (2), “a Rodney King get-along moment” refers to his famous televised plea

following the L.A. riots: “Can we all get along?” In excerpt (3), “after Rodney King, Rampart



and now Devin Brown” suggests that something happened involving King or Brown, or at
Rampart, that reflects a closed, unaccountable, or dishonest police department. While
readers familiar with the King story might expect that his name be used to discuss the
LAPD’s culture of secrecy, it seems less likely that his name would be used to describe a
lunar eclipse. Also, the two examples appear in editorials more than a decade after the
initial event, which attests to the staying power and cultural resonance of certain events
and the narratives that define them. In either case, readers are expected to know how the
King beating or L.A. riots are relevant to the current context.
This project investigates how narrative icons are formed and how they are used.
The above examples draw on national discourses, yet similar examples are used to discuss
events that are less well known nationally. For instance, in the following editorial
“conversation” from the New Pittsburgh Courier, a leading U.S. Black newspaper, Louis
Kendrick responds to a local talk radio segment in which a caller defended Pittsburgh
police officers against charges of brutality and racial profiling in the beating of Jordan
Miles, a Black teenager.
(4) Let's analyze some of the weak arguments.

He should have known it was a plain police car with undercover police. If it is a

plain car it could be three White boys who frequent the ‘hood making a drug buy.

The boy should have been home. He was home—that is the street he lives on.

The mother just wants some money. The truth of the matter is that the mother

wants justice. These people ask for police protection and then complain when

they do their job. We want and demand professionalism so our family members

don’t have the same fate as Jonny Gammage. (3 Feb. 2010)

Like the passages that invoke Rodney King, “The same fate as Jonny Gammage” stands in

for a narrative that readers of the editorial are assumed to know.2



To better understand how readers develop the assumed background knowledge
necessary to follow the iconic reference, and to discover the strategic rhetorical value these
references bring to the discourse, [ examine articles published in four newspapers: the Los
Angeles Times and Los Angeles Sentinel, and the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette and New Pittsburgh
Courier. These newspapers were selected because (a) they are produced for either a
mainstream metropolitan audience or a specifically Black audience, and (b) Los Angeles
and Pittsburgh have significant histories of racial tensions and police brutality and are thus
veritable sites for discourses that thematize these issues. As I approach these texts, [ ask
the following questions:

(1) How do news media narratives move from “complete” narratives to iconic

representations of events like “the same fate as Jonny Gammage” or “Another
Rodney King”? (Labov & Waletzky 1997[1967]: 4)

(2) What conditions are necessary for readers to reconstruct the implied narrative
such that they can follow the analogy and understand its relevance? When can
this be said to have happened?

(3) How do narrative icons differ from “complete” narratives?

(4) What rhetorical purposes can narrative icons be said to fulfill? That is, how do
rhetors use narrative icons?

(5) How might the same narrative icon be used differently, and what conditions

allow this or are necessary for this to happen?

Project Overview



Using a thematic macrostructural approach to news media (van Dijk 1985), I identify what
could be considered the core attributes of a narrative icon, and by extension the narrative
versions to which it refers. For each article, [ code the primary framework based on
keyword analysis of the headline and lead and for embedded frames based on when the
article shifts from being ‘about’ the primary framework to another theme, issue, or event.3
Identifying these features suggests the narrative versions implicated by the narrative icon.
In other words, references to Rodney King and Jonny Gammage variably appear in articles
that instantiate a police brutality or criminal injustice frame—primary frameworks that
frequently appear as embedded frames in other articles—which suggest that King and
Gammage narrative icons can used to reference either frame.

This study draws on scholarship from diverse traditions, including narrative theory,
media criticism, frame theory, and rhetorical iconicity. First, | explore the key elements that
comprise a narrative: discourse and event-descriptions. I also consider the relevance of
narrative to knowledge about the world as well as its persuasive value. Second, because the
King and Gammage incidents generated significant press coverage, I review scholarship on
news media. Newspaper discourse represents a fruitful site for rhetorical study in general,
and this project in particular, for many reasons: (a) newspapers offer a static record of
discourse, or language-in-use, (b) news media help individuals understand the world
beyond their immediate lives, (c) press discourse helps to shape and is shaped by social
relations and producer and audience values or beliefs, (d) press discourse mixes both elite
and non-elite voices—albeit disproportionately—and as such functions as a marker of

official and popular discourse, and (e) news media narratives about decisive events evolve



over significant periods of time. In that way, a single article can be said to be a narrative
(news story), yet so, too, can the corpus of texts that discuss an event.

The dual view of “news story” (i.e., a singular text v. many texts about the same
event or issue) allows for a complex view of narrative wherein certain elements become
more or less salient according to the day’s events. Thus, to track the multiple versions of a
story, I draw on work in frame theory, particularly the cognitive tradition. Frame analysis
of press discourse reveals the attributes present or conspicuously absent in the texts. Over
time, attribute patterns emerge that indicate which elements form the backbone of the
story. Identifying core elements of the story and the multiple versions that they index may
suggest intended meanings evoked by the narrative icon. Finally, to better understand the
narrative icon’s rhetorical value, I turn to work on iconicity. Like narratives and frames,
icons are complex constructs whose meaning is more than the sum of their parts.

In addition to advancing our understanding of news media, this project contributes
to rhetorical scholarship and argumentation studies by identifying and examining a
common, strategic use of language. As rhetorical tropes or (implicitly) persuasive devices,
narrative icons can help explain what Jill Edy (2001: 53) calls “the presence of the past in
public discourse.” In other words, part of living in a culture is remembering its past and
recognizing how those memories contextualize the present and inform the future.

Narratives, of course, help shape those memories.

Narrative: Definition and Overview
Because this project investigates news media narratives, [ begin with an overview of

narrative itself before considering how news media variably construct them. Narrative has
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been called “the most ubiquitous of human activities” (Mink 2001: 214) such that “a life as
led is inseparable from a life as told” (Bruner 2004: 708). Yet what qualifies as a narrative
remains ill-defined even if we generally recognize a story when we hear it.* Nevertheless,
most scholars agree that narrative consists, at a minimum, of a sequence of events told by a
narrator to an audience (Bal 2009; Jacobs and Sobieraj 2007; Scholes, Phelan, & Kellogg
2006; Labov & Waletzky 1997[1967]; Nelson 2001; Somers 1994; Fisher 1987).

In this project, I follow the definition provided by H. Porter Abbott (2008: 13):
“narrative is the representation of an event or a series of events,” which attains its
narrativity—the sense of being a narrative—through continuity and coherence [emphasis
in original]. Though the audience ultimately decides which representations achieve
narrativity, and thus what counts as a narrative, [ assume that readers of news media texts
accept them as narratives (hence, ‘news story’) or at least accept standard news reports as
narratives and editorials, opinion pieces, or letters-to-the-editor as commentary on those
narratives.>

Abbott’s definition attends to the social, constructed, and contextual aspects of
narration. As a representation, narrative is mediated through discourse, or language-in-use
“accented with its history of domination, subordination, and resistance; [...] marked by the
social conditions of its use and users” (Fiske 1996: 3);° as the representation of events,
narrative suggests an act of emplotment, or the “selective appropriation” of parts in
“constellations of relationships” (Somers 1994: 616 [emphasis in original]). This
constructivist perspective allows Abbott to distinguish story from narrative discourse—the
events themselves over against their specific representation. In this view, things that

happen become events through discursive instantiation, what Louis Mink (2001: 219)
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refers to as “events under a description,” where the act of describing is unique to each
discursive context such that it is impossible to construct the same narrative twice
[emphasis in original]. This is not to say, for example, it’s not raining if someone doesn’t say
that it’s raining, but rather to suggest that what makes the act of water falling from the sky
an event are the cognitive-discursive boundaries we put around it. As Paul Hopper (1995:
149) explains, the “actual acts of narration are the source of abstract, mentalistic
eventhood” [emphasis in original]. In other words, an event becomes an event when we
interpret an action or occurrence in that way. Thus we can speak of ‘war’ as a singular
event (e.g., the French Revolution) or as a procession of battles, troop movements, and so
on (Mink 2001).

Audience interpretation explains Abbott’s willingness to accept the representation
of a single event as a narrative (to use his example: “I fell down”). However to do so the
audience must supply another event, prior or subsequent, to create a sequence, or draw on
their culturally-influenced “emotional understanding” (Velleman 2003) of why the act of
falling down is significant for both narrator and narratee—an understanding that can only
develop in relation to context or background knowledge—neither of which are present in
the narrative discourse. Therefore, I reserve narrative for the discursive representation of
at least two events in order to distinguish it from what [ am calling a narrative icon, which,
though it may serve a similar rhetorical function, is not a narrative proper. Of course, a
series of events could be emplotted in any number of ways such that their significance
would vary greatly according to the narrative in which they are embedded.”

This event/narrative duality is particularly significant in news media because event

emplotments betray “how speakers rhetorically construct their memories of the past for
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their own ends” (Hopper 1995: 146). Thus, the “form and features of any ‘version’ of a
narrative will be a function of, among other things, the particular motives that elicited it
and the particular interests and functions it was designed to serve” (Smith 1981: 217). In
that sense, event emplotment is relative yet reflects the narrator’s imposition of moral
authority such that “[t]he events that are actually recorded in the narrative appear ‘real’
precisely insofar as they belong to an order of moral existence, just as they derive their
meaning from their placement in this order’” (White 1981: 22; 2001). Contextualized
reciprocity between appearance and meaning within an order of existence thus allows John
Passmore (1987) to argue that some event descriptions are more accurate than others.
Like the question of narrativity, the question of accuracy is not one that I attend to in the
following chapters, though [ am mindful that different emplotments would draw on and
reinforce different moral perspectives, particularly as those emplotments concern ‘real’
events (White 1978).8

In spite of its formal elasticity, or perhaps because of it, narrative fulfills myriad
rhetorical functions from which it derives its “cognitive relevance” (Ryan 2007: 33). It has
been shown to help construct and resist individual, social, or communal identities (Ritivoi
2009; Bucholtz & Hall 2005; Nelson 2001; Eakin 1999; Schiffrin 1996; Somers 1994;
Johnstone 1990), define and reinforce sociocultural values (Abbott 2008; Lyotard 1979;
Crites 1971), and impose moral order (Carr 1986; White 1981). Further, it has been
discussed as a mode of reasoning (Carroll 2001; Fisher 1987; McGee and Nelson 1985),
explanation (Duranti 2006; Velleman 2003; Lemon 2001), and political or institutional

legitimation (Roundy 2010; Jacobs and Sobieraj 2007; Linde 2003; Stone 2002; Kaplan
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1986). Of course, these functions overlap in many ways; however, two key aspects of
narrative support these and other rhetorical functions: continuity and coherence.

Continuity refers to the internal links within a narrative. Emplotted events work
together because we seek or impose, often erroneously, a causal connection between them.
This “narrative connection” occurs when one event conditionally allows a later event,
though the occurrence of the earlier event does not ensure or determine the later event
(Carroll 2001: 28). Coherence expands the scope of continuity beyond causally-necessary
conditions to include thematic levels of narrative discourse. At this level narrative
connections can be built from “[a]ny sequence of events, no matter how improbable” that
“complete[] an emotional cadence” (Velleman 2003: 6). But be it through causal entailment
or an emotional cadence, continuity and coherence normalize events and therefore support
the cognitive, moralizing, and persuasive value of narrative.

Arguably the most powerful rhetorical device through which narrators achieve
these ends is the masterplot, or the “stories that we tell over and over in myriad forms and
that connect vitally with our deepest values, wishes, and fears” (Abbott 2008: 46).°
Whether we refer to them as “culture’s canonical forms” (Bruner 2004), “sacred stories”
(Crites 1971), or “master narratives” (Nelson 2001)—terms whose nuance is less
important than their functions—masterplots establish continuity and coherence by
framing events within a culturally-accepted story structure and thus, because of their
iterability, endow stories with credibility, normalcy, and legitimacy. Further, as these
stories are told and retold, they bring with them traces of prior tellings such that their
“actual meaning [must be] understood against the background of other concrete utterances

on the same theme, a background made up of contradictory opinions, points of view and
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value judgments” (Bakhtin 1981: 281). In other words, when narrators tell stories based on
culturally-specific masterplots, they add new layers which allow the masterplots to extend

to new contexts while implicating the voices or themes of previous contexts.

News Media Narratives: Shaping Public Discourse
The role of news media in shaping and responding to public discourse has been well
documented (Richardson 2007; Hodges 2007; Gans 1998; van Dijk 1988; Fiske 1996;
Fairclough 1995; Fowler 1991; Bell 1991). In The Language of News Media, Allan Bell
(1991: 1) writes, “Media are dominating presenters of language in our society at large” and
news its chief genre. More than simply presenters of language, though, media contributors
tell stories that represent particular points of view and thus “influence knowledge, beliefs,
values, social relations, [and] social identities” (Fairclough 1995: 2). In short, news media
significantly contribute to our understanding of the world and our positions within it.
Broadly, scholars have examined news media discourse as both process and
product.19 Scholars interested news media as a process have examined how institutional
structures affect news production; how journalists’ privileged access to public officials sets
news media apart from other discourse genres and often means that the interests of an
elite few are represented; how conceptions of audience and capitalist market conditions
reflected in ratings and circulation data influence what gets reported; and how competition
between media outlets, particularly in relation to the 24-hour news cycle, affects what gets
covered. Scholars who focus on news media as a product have examined micro- and macro-
structures of news discourse including headline and lead syntax and thematic organization;

representations of sources, particularly in regard to direct or indirect quotations;
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intertextual relations between media texts (i.e., how the same language, from phrases to
paragraphs, moves from one outlet to another); and representations of race or class,
particularly as they serve white, dominant class ideologies. Together, the complementary
views of news as process and product highlight the dialectical relationship between news
producers, consumers, and texts.

While the following chapters touch on much of this research, I focus on four aspects
of newspaper discourse that allow journalists to use narrative icons: (1) news as a site of
value construction and reflection, (2) the imprecise distinction between constituent and
supplementary events, (3) the ways in which semantic frames shape readers’
understanding of news narratives, and (4) the intertextual links within articles.

News is a discourse genre that both helps to shape and is shaped by the values,
beliefs, attitudes, and background knowledge of its producers and consumers. News
producers frequently rely on audience stereotypes to make editorial decisions about
content coverage and the language with which it is delivered (Bell 1991: 82-103; Fowler
1991: 12-19). For instance, the British press’ “creative” choice to represent the Chernobyl
disaster as a nuclear accident corresponds to producers’ “news values” of infrequency and
intensity (Fowler). Further, the macro-category nuclear accident plays into audience fears
and thus extends conversations about nuclear power to other issues, such as the
correlation between pediatric cancer rates and residential proximity to nuclear power
plants. Richardson (2007) adds that market economics drive news production, wherein
consumers influence content by virtue of collective buying power.

In addition to news producers’ topical selections in line with audience values,

studies have shown how subtle yet systematic linguistic choices respond to and help to
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shape cultural attitudes. Teun van Dijk (2000) and Otto Santa Ana (1999), for example,
show how the British tabloid The Sun and the Los Angeles Times, respectively, frame
discourses about illegal immigrants according to an Us/Them binary that perpetuates
racist ideologies about ‘the Other.’ These studies show that press discourse is constructed
and operates dialectically with public understanding of events and political agendas. From
arhetorical perspective, they also suggest that press discourse is constitutive and
ideological (Charland 1987). That is, by playing on public fears of nuclear accidents or by
dehumanizing and out-group through metaphor, the press advances an image of the
audience in which readers are expected to recognize themselves. Such recognition, then,
could drive social action, be it through coordinated efforts at resisting new nuclear power
plant construction or voting in favor of an anti-immigrant referendum. This social action, in
turn, drives press coverage by sustaining discourses about events or issues in the public
consciousness.

While these studies examine press discourse at a micro-linguistic level, media
scholar Regina Lawrence (1996: 438, 452) shows how dramatic events such as the Rodney
King beating “suggest new definitions of public problems” like police brutality and “license
news organizations...to develop challenging framings of those problems, while setting in
motion political dynamics—elite debate, political struggle, scandal, reform—that engage
further news media attention.” In other words, unexpected events do not follow a pre-
established story structure in the same way as, say, routine events such as political
speeches and thus open space for marginalized voices to shape news discourse and

political agendas.
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In distinguishing between dramatic and routine news events, Lawrence hints at the
second aspect of news discourse that helps to explain narrative icons: constituent and
supplementary events. Abbott (2008: 22) claims that constituent events are those that
“drive the story forward”—reminiscent of Carroll’s causally-necessary conditions—
whereas supplementary events are non-necessary. Though Abbott admits that this
distinction is really a matter of interpretation, it seems like a line more easily demarcated
in fiction writing, which requires some semblance of continuity and completion to achieve
narrativity (i.e., a novel ends somewhere). Certainly this is true within a single media text
as well, yet what counts as necessary in relation to a cultural story complicates the
constituent/supplementary divide. As Fowler notes, any event that implicates other issues
may become relevant to the public through topical cohesion. So, a single news article about
an incident of police brutality might give rise to other articles that only briefly mention it as
motivation for, say, public protests or criminal trials. In these latter articles, the earlier
event could variably be described as necessary (i.e., motivated the protest) or
supplementary (i.e., helps contextualize the protest, but is non-necessary for the protest to
have occurred). This accords with David Velleman’s (2003) claim that narrative
connections are formed through emotional cadence as much as logical progression but
complicates John Passmore’s (1987) suggestion that some event descriptions are more
correct than others. As much as the reciprocity between routine and dramatic events
parallels the reciprocity between constituent and supplementary events, their relationship
to press coverage is of greater interest because dramatic and supplementary events often

point to the interests and concerns of non-official sources. Nonetheless, at times in the
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following chapters I refer to constituent or supplementary events with the understanding
that the distinction is imprecise.

Whether journalists write about dramatic or routine events, they must frame events
in a way that readers understand. Van Dijk (1985: 69) suggests that journalists use broad
categories to define a news event, and that these thematic or semantic macrostructures
organize the “global ‘topics’ a news item is about.” A semantic macrostructure, he claims,
moves beyond topics or themes and informs “how the [whole] text is understood, what is
found important, and how relevancies are stored in memory” (76). In strategically
producing texts according to episodes defined in terms of actors, causes/consequences,
background information, prior events, or commentary, journalists construct a hierarchy of
importance that reinforces reader understanding. One thematic macrostructural device
that journalists use to organize topics is the event category, which “help[s] create coverage
by reiterating a category term for the event across multiple texts” (Cramer 2008: 287,
emphasis in original). Event categories signal and prioritize relevant aspects of an article,
and thus suggest a particular interpretation of events or issues. Further, reiteration of
event categories across articles creates a “topical reference chain” that helps to crystalize a
single event within an ongoing story (286). Because of their abstraction, event categories
and thematic macrostructures offer easily accessible frames through which readers
categorize and contextualize recent events.

The primary features of press discourse that pertain to a text’s thematic structure,
according to van Dijk, are the headline and lead (cf. Richardson 2007; Pan and Kosicki
1993; Fairclough 1992). Bell (1991: 149-151) notes that the headline and lead correspond

to what Labov & Waletzky (1967) identify as a narrative’s abstract and orientation,
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respectively, and thus offer “the basic facts which concentrate at the beginning of a story”—
the who, what, when, and where. Thus, the headline and lead present the primary story
elements through which readers begin to interpret events.

Extending their role in shaping reader interpretation, news media frames have been
discussed as discernable argumentative devices. Stewart (2005), for example, shows how
the headline and lead in articles concerning the reparative therapy debate demarcate good
from bad science. When journalists choose a human interest, conflict, or responsibility
frame, they privilege certain story elements and perspectives, which are then reinforced
through the text’s micro-linguistic choices. Moving beyond the headline and lead, Greco
Morasso (2012: 198) shows how a contextual frame, or “the background scenario,” of a
news event can advance argumentative positions in line with a newspaper’s ideological
orientation. The choice of frame, she argues, allows journalists “to respect the limits of
[objectivity], at the same time hinting at a certain interpretation of the facts that may also
be used to support precise standpoints in more direct forms of argumentation” such as
editorials (201). For example, Italian press reports of the shooting death of an intelligence
officer by American forces in Iraq following the release of a kidnapped Italian journalist
used different contextual frames: the life of an intelligence officer frame implied that the
event was a tragic consequence of a risky profession, whereas the American attitude toward
preemptive war frame suggested that it was the result of a willfully aggressive American
ethos.

These studies highlight the rhetorical impact of news media frames on reader
interpretation. Largely, though, they consider frames as static within the article structure.

That is, they assume that an established frame adheres for the duration of the text.
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Although semantic frames instantiated by the headline and lead provide an interpretive
schema for a story, they may be replaced or supplemented with other frames. These
embedded frames, which often index supplementary events, emerge through words or
phrases in the body paragraphs that connect texts with other texts. Drawing on the work of
Mikhail Bakhtin, Julia Kristeva (1980: 66) explains this process of inertextuality: “any text is
constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of
another.” As they absorb and transform prior discourse, texts “recycle meanings” while
augmenting those meanings by virtue of recontextualization (Blommaert 2005: 46). In
other words, texts import words, phrases, or thematic elements of prior texts and thus help
to frame their new (con)text. Further, importing meaning into a new text suggests “every
utterance has a history of (ab)use, interpretation, and evaluation, and this history sticks to
the utterance” (46). “Stickiness” aptly characterizes the traces of prior utterances carried in
and through discourse, especially in terms of iconization: as narratives shed detail, their
macrostructural themes adhere in the icon.

Scholars have identified many ways that news media texts transform and embed
other texts. In Media Discourse, Fairclough (1995) finds three ways this happens: discourse
types (e.g., genres or styles [interdiscursivity]), representation of voices (i.e., direct or
indirect quotations), and textual discourse itself (i.e., paraphrases or repeated words or
phrases). Hodges (2008) shows how specific chunks of discourse—statements made by a
U.S. general about Iranian involvement in the September 11 terror attacks—moved
through the press and a series of press conferences, thus creating an intertextual web
wherein political representation of the issue was contested. In addition to quotes or

paraphrases, Richardson (2007) finds intertextuality in the journalistic practice of using, in
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full or in part, press agency copy (cf. Bell 1991: 56-65). Like Cramer, Richardson suggests
that micro-linguistic repetition contributes to macrostructural intertextuality: “When we
read the latest installment of a running story, we do so in the knowledge that this is the
latest installment—in other words, we are aware that the text is a link in a chain” (101,
emphasis in original). Oddo (2013: 26) even asks us to consider how intertextuality frames
future events: precontextualization, he claims, positions audiences “to regard [journalists’]
projections of the future as ‘based on real events’; that is, as plausible reports of what may
well—and should—happen” (47).

Critical media scholars Brian Ott & Cameron Walter (2000) provide another
approach to media intertextuality. They argue that too often scholars conflate
intertextuality as an interpretive practice, wherein audiences “bring a lifetime of
unconscious textual baggage...to their reading of mediated texts,” and intertextuality as a
strategic stylistic device employed by media producers (442). As an interpretive practice,
they claim, intertextuality influences reader interpretation significantly more than
repeated quotes or phrases. Thus, they conclude that dissociating these two modes of
intertextuality is crucial for developing a stronger theoretical understanding of the
complex relationships between media producers, consumers, and texts, particularly as
readers interpret and internalize textual ideologies.

Together these studies show how meaning moves across texts at various levels.
However, the function of intertextuality as a framing device or a mode of argumentation
remains under studied. Though Fairclough admits that journalists’ choices to borrow or
interpret chunks of text “are likely to be ideologically significant,” he hedges that any

ideological effects are only “potential” effects (102). As I use intertextuality in the following
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chapters | mean both repeated thematic elements and traces of prior discourse. As the next
two sections show, one way to understand intertextual relations between news stories is
by tracking primary and embedded frames; another is by iconic reference to other

narratives. To better understand these modes of intertextuality, I turn to frame theory.

Frame Theory: Recursivity Between Cognition and Experience

Journalists use frames to categorize events and organize major topics in an article. A frame
is a cognitive construct that helps people make sense of a text and the world around it. Van
Dijk (1985) claims that frames signal what is most important in a text by relating it to what
readers already consider important based on their prior experience or knowledge about
the world. The concept has also been used to explain how individuals make sense of what is
going on in human experience (Goffman 1986[1974]) or interaction (Tannen & Wallat
1987). Recently, framing has been discussed as an act of Burkean identification that
persuades audiences by advancing connections in line with identity claims, democratic
ideals, and collective memory (Ballif [ed.] 2014). My use of the term follows the cognitive
approach, though as news media frequently discuss human events (i.e.,, human experience),
[ briefly review the experiential and interactive perspectives.

For Erving Goffman (1986[1974]) frames act as interpretive schemata through
which individuals organize experience and make sense of the world. These processes of
organization and sense-making occur when people assess the contextualized or situational
elements of human interaction via visual or verbal cues and adjust their activity
accordingly. In addition to influencing interaction as it unfolds, frames create “structures of

expectation”:
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[P]eople approach the world not as naive, blank-slate receptacles who take in

stimuli as they exist in some independent and objective way, but rather as

experienced and sophisticated veterans of perception who have stored their

prior experiences as ‘an organized mass,” and who see events and objects in

the world in relation to each other and in relation to their prior experience.

This prior experience or organized knowledge then takes the form of

expectations about the world, and in the vast majority of cases, the world,

being a systematic place, confirms these expectations, saving the individual

the trouble of figuring things out anew all the time. (Tannen 1979: 144)
In other words, prior experience shapes expectations about the world, guides action, and
influences how we talk about it. Doctors’ and patients’ mismatched expectations about
medical examinations, for instance, differently influence how they approach and interpret
the situation, and thus how they interact, which at times leads to communication
breakdown and conflict (Tannen & Wallat 1987).11

In the following chapters I use frame primarily in the sense of interpretive schemata,
which I assume have developed and are developing in relation to individual experiences
and interactions. That is, readers approach newspaper discourse viz. articles, editorials,
and so on, in certain ways that have developed and are developing according to their
experiences with those genres. In this sense, reading is a type of interaction, wherein
meaning does not precede the discourse but rather “is a product of an interface between
the properties of the text and the interpretive resources and practices which the
interpreter brings to bear upon the text” (Fairclough 1995: 16). This interpretive approach,
however, does not tell us how frames form or how readers come to understand their
particular attributes.
One answer to this question comes from work in cognitive psychology, which

considers frames not as they unfold in situated interaction but as “dynamic relational

structures” that “provide the fundamental representation of knowledge in human
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cognition” (Barsalou 1992: 21). These dynamic structures, according to Barsalou, are
comprised of attribute-value sets, structural invariants, and constraints. In brief, each
frame attribute can be assigned a specific value; some attributes, or structural invariants,
co-occur across contexts and thus construct “normative truths about relations between
attributes” (37). For example, the car frame comprises attributes of fuel and engine, which
take on specific values (e.g., diesel and four-cylinder, respectively) depending on the type of
car. Because engines typically run on fuel these attributes almost always co-occur. Though
Barsalou identifies more frame components than I discuss here, the important point is that
each attribute or value could be regarded as a frame in its own right (e.g., attributes for the
engine frame include cylinder, piston, and spark plug, each of which take on specific values
depending on the engine type). In other words, frames are embedded within other frames.
Recursivity among frame attributes helps to explain how we come to understand
frame components. Another answer to this question stems from what Barsalou labels
exemplars and prototypes of a given frame. An exemplar is an instance or example of a
frame that exhibits values for each attribute. For example, “cardinal” and “robin” are
exemplars for the bird frame because each exhibits specific values for attributes such as
size, color, and beak. Prototypes, on the other hand, represent the most frequent values
across attributes (Barsalou 1992: 47). If most birds are small, red, and have a straight beak,
then we may say that those attributes represent the prototypical bird. Understanding
prototypes also means that when new exemplars are introduced, we can supply missing
information according to the cognitive frame. Further, when values for attributes misalign
across exemplars, we can integrate or detach prototypical frame attributes. In sum, frames

help readers to contextualize new information, often in novel ways, by aligning it with
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previously understood information. Integrating new information, then, augments (however
slightly) the existing cognitive frame.

Van Dijk (1985: 81) explains these processes in news media discourse in terms of
memory models that an individual develops based on previous press reports. These models
help readers fill in gaps in coverage, while also updating previously existing models, and
thus “readily support the creative combination of information” (Barsalou 1992: 66). This
connection with press reports suggests that cognitive frames develop, in part, through
grammatical use. As such, frame semantics “makes it possible to separate the notion of the
conceptual underpinnings of a concept from the precise way in which the words anchored
in them get used” (Fillmore & Atkins 1992: 101; cf. Fillmore 1976). That is, to fully
understand the possible relations indexed by a frame, we have to consider how the word or
phrase is used in discourse, rather than as part of an abstract system. In that way, frame
semantics better accounts for polysemy than do cognitive approaches: risk has a slightly
different connotation in the phrase “risk losing my job” than in “he risked his life taking
that job.” 12 Understanding frames in this way provides the foundation for understanding

the translation process that narratives undergo to become narrative icons.

Icons: Reductive Associations

Thus far [ have discussed narratives, news media narratives, and frames, which [ have
suggested underlie the concept at the heart of this project: the narrative icon. These
nuanced terms have prompted significant scholarly debate; icon is no different. However, in
what follows, I take a cue from cultural critic David Shumway (2014) and use icon in its

common, popular usage: “a person or thing regarded as a representative symbol, esp. of a
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culture or movement,” which frequently appears with a modifying word, e.g., gay icon,
national icon, American icon, etc. (Oxford English Dictionary). For Shumway, some rock
stars are music icons because their personae are/were “defined by the embodiment of
cultural controversies” (xiii). Thus, if we accept, as I argued at the beginning of this chapter,
that narrative is the discursive instantiation of a story, then it follows that this “thing” (in
the OED sense) could represent a culture, movement, or cultural controversy every bit as
much as Elvis Presley or the Rolling Stones. In other words, a narrative could iconically
represent a cultural controversy, and its symbol—another Rodney King—could index that
representation: hence, narrative icon.

Although I follow its common usage, given the term’s centrality to this project, it’s
worthwhile to review other definitions. Predictably, scholars in visual rhetoric have
applied the term to visual artifacts, or things that we commonly think of as resembling the
objects they represent, such as editorial cartoons and political engravings (Palczewski
2005; Edwards & Winkler 1997; Olson 1987); advertising campaigns (Jenkins 2008; Stein
2002; Shields 2001); statues (Campbell et al. 2015); postage stamps (Haskins 2003); and,
of course, photographs (Butterfield 2012; Hariman & Lucaites 2007; Cloud 2004). In these
studies, though, resemblance is only one aspect of iconicity; of greater consequence are
those aspects that resonate with audiences. That is, an object achieves iconicity only when
audiences view it as “more of an abstraction, an available site for the attachment of
multiple connotations serviceable in multiple contexts” (Edwards & Winkler 1997: 120).
With respect to news media, Hariman & Lucaites suggest that certain photojournalistic

images share particular qualities that allow this to happen: they are easily recognizable and
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emotionally evocative, representative of historical events, and reproduced in spheres of
pubic and private life through which they build a history of their own (2007: 27).

Communication scholars Lance Bennett & Regina Lawrence (1995) provide an
extended look at the appended history of one particular photojournalistic icon: the image
of a garbage barge floating from port to port in the late 1980s. This “powerful
condensational image,” they argue, allowed journalists to discuss thematically-related yet
otherwise distinct issues such as recycling, consumerism, or population growth (23). As
part of “nonbarge stories,” the barge news icon was used “to evoke larger cultural themes,
symbolizing values, contradictions, or changes that [had] begun to surface in society” (23).
In other words, reproducing the evocative image created a news icon that functioned
intertextually to import sociocultural discourses to new contexts. Building on this work,
Lee, Li, and Lee (2011) analyze the symbolic import and thematic framing of the discursive
news icon ‘Tiananmen’ in New York Times and Washington Post editorials over a twenty-
year period. They find that the icon has been used to index discourses concerning
communist repression, human rights violations, and ritualistic public memory, which
reflect changing social attitudes toward China and thus help to frame other topics
discussed in the editorials. Still, like their predecessors, Lee, Li, and Lee attribute the icon’s
survival and indexical polysemy to its visual referent—the image of a defiant man blocking
Chinese tanks from advancing through Tiananmen Square.

These studies show that an icon’s persuasive value is not intrinsic to the object but
rather manifests in the discourses we build up around it. Therefore, to understand an icon’s
rhetorical impact we must examine how it is used, or as Hariman & Lucaites explain, an

icon’s “meaning and effect are likely to be established slowly, shift with changes in context
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and use, and be fully evident only in a history of both official and vernacular
appropriations” (38). Indeed, Edwards & Winkler point out that those few persons who
remember Joe Rosenthal’s Iwo Jima photograph are quickly being “replaced” by those who
recognize it only through collective memory, or a history of appropriations.!?® Though I
disagree that the meaning and effect of an icon can ever be “fully evident,” | agree that its
rhetorical value should be assessed against its history of use.

This scholarly focus the visual artifact as icon recalls the semiotics of Charles
Sanders Peirce (1955), who suggests that icons are a distinct class of signs that signify
through resemblance, similarity, or shared characteristics (102: 2.ii; 104: 3.a, 3.b; 107: 3.c).
Unlike indices that focus attention purely through “contiguity” (108: 3.c) or symbols, whose
relationship to their objects are entirely conventional (112: 3.d), icons are constrained by
the objects they signify. In other words, icons such as photographs and algebraic equations
convey information about their objects (Atkin 2005). Change the radius of a circle, for
example, and you change and its area, just as the symbols in the equation would change to
match the new shape. Given this taxonomy it would seem as if the narrative icon might be
more appropriately labeled a symbol, much like the title Cinderella, a learned abstraction
that directs attention to “the underlying plot of the fairy tale or what all the [narrative]
versions have in common” (Smith 1981: 97). However, the distinction between the three
types of signs is not as neat as these examples would suggest (Merrell 2001). A photograph,
for example, shares “properties” with its object (icon), is “influenced by” its object (index),
and “requires a learned process of ‘reading’ to understand it” (symbol) (Huening 2006; cf.
Hariman & Lucaites 2007: 324n59).14 [conic signification, then, is not determined by its

object, but rather by the person interpreting it (Burks 1949).
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Since iconicity is an interpretive act, it follows that objects classified as iconic could
be other than the typical, physical objects identified by visual rhetoricians. Indeed, scholars
in discourse studies have shown how language itself can be iconic. Still, much of this work
is rooted in Peircean semiotics (Mannheim 2000) and identifies iconicity at the
morphological, syntactical, and textual levels of discourse (Noth 1999; Wescott 1971).15
Hopper & Thompson (1984), for example, argue that the closer a noun or verb
approximates its prototypical discourse function, the more likely it is to be labeled with
morpho-syntactic markers—a clear instance of diagrammatic iconicity where form
correlates to function. Elsewhere, Roman Jakobson (1965) finds diagrammatic iconicity in
patterns such as “Veni, vidi, vici,” wherein the verb chain mirrors the order of occurrences;
morphological variation in adjectives that mark an increase in degree (e.g., high, higher,
highest); or sound similarity in words that mark a group of related concepts (e.g., bash,
mash, smash). In addition diagrammatic iconicity, Jakobson notes that metaphorical
iconicity is evident in polysemy: star, when referring to a person, represents the
transference of some quality of the source domain (celestial body) to the target domain
(person) (33). Leff & Sachs (1990: 258) go so far as to locate iconicity at the level of the
entire text: “above the level of the word, discursive form often enacts representational
content.” That is, through the interaction of content, style, and arrangement at the levels of
the sentence, paragraph, and entire discourse, a text achieves a particular meaning or
ideology.

The notion that discursive form betrays linguistic ideology has been revived in
recent work in sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology, which has moved away from

the aspect of resemblance and identified iconicity according to its social function. In
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particular, iconic elements of discourse have been shown to emerge in interaction. Kathryn
Woolard (2008) reviews much of this work, including the use of be in African American
Vernacular English; phonological variation (e.g., these/dese, those/dem) in American
English; and raised vowels in Latina girls’ English. For Woolard, these repeated or stylized
discursive elements perform complex, contextualized social and ideological work: within
and among groups, icons define, signal, and reproduce social relations.

Consistent in all of these works is the idea that iconicity relies on an audience’s
interpretation of a repeated form. Be they visual artifacts, grammatical forms, or elements
of spoken discourse, icons only achieve iconicity through their repeated and varied use.
That repetition, in turn, adds layers of meaning to the icon and thus allows speakers,
writers, or image producers to perform complex social functions. Earlier, I briefly defined
narrative icon. Next, I offer a more complete definition and distinguish the narrative icon

from related concepts in rhetorical theory.

Narrative Icons: Grounding Abstract Commitments

Icons are powerful symbols. Like narratives and news media narratives, icons can evoke
powerful emotional responses. Though their formation and resonance may be enhanced by
images, neither process depends on the visual. This project examines press discourse
because it offers a record of language in society (and as | hope to show, iconic language use
in society) and significantly contributes to how people understand the world beyond their
immediate lives. However, as work on frame theory suggests, such understanding develops
in line with knowledge schemata or experiences that connect new events or issues with

what people already understand or have experienced. As events and the issues they
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implicate depend on narrative emplotment to achieve cognitive or emotional relevance—
emplotments that frequently draw on culturally-specific masterplots—and as iconicity, like
masterplots, depends on retelling, I prefer the term narrative icon, which draws attention
to the broader public discourses that give rise to or extend the visual (news) icon and that
distinguish the cases discussed in the following chapters from grammatical forms and
spoken discourse.

A narrative icon is a word or short phrase that combines the abstraction of a
cognitive frame with reference to a specific event. However, as an abstraction, the icon
lacks narrative detail yet can similarly evoke powerful associations, ideological
commitments, values, beliefs, and emotions. To put it differently, a narrative icon can
achieve the same cognitive or emotional relevance as a complete narrative insofar as the
reader supplies the missing details. Additionally, it may index multiple versions or aspects
of a story, often ambiguously. Like all icons, the narrative icon gains its rhetorical force
through recontextualization, implicating the voices and themes of previous contexts with
each new use. Each recontextualization, in turn, expands its potential import into new
contexts or discourses. In news media, narrative icons index persons or events and thus
advance a thematic or conceptual intertextuality; again, though, as readers must supply the
missing details, such intertextuality depends on reader interpretation. In that way,
narrative icons may help frame the discourse in which they are embedded.

In many ways, this definition aligns with definitions of iconicity from visual rhetoric
and linguistics. One key difference, though, is that the iconicity discussed in the following
chapters is not predicated on resemblance with an object in the world. Although the video

taped beating of Rodney King could certainly qualify as a visual icon, no such artifact exists
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in the Jonny Gammage case. Certainly the King beating video contributed significantly to
the formation of the King narrative icon, but to hold up the video as the defining factor in
iconicity ignores the complex rhetorical work of media narratives. Another defining
difference of the narrative icon is that it does not signify diagrammatically nor at the
representational-enactment level of discourse. That is, the form of the discourse does not
map on conceptually to its meaning. Perhaps most similar to the narrative icon is the news
icon, particularly the discursive news icons discussed by Lee, Li, and Lee (2011). As this
project considers news media discourse it would make sense to follow an established term;
yet as I stated previously narrative icon better attends to the public discourses that both
shape and are shaped by news media.

In spite of these differences, narrative icons share the same ideological value as each
of the icons discussed above, and though they do not fit neatly into any of the established
(metaphoric) boxes, it is my hope that the following analyses can help provide, as Woolard
(2008: 447) calls for, “a needed account for why very particular linguistic elements get
picked out, ideologized, mobilized, and iconized for social purposes by specific speakers,
and for how these elements become not just socially productive but linguistically
(re)productive, while other linguistic elements escape notice as the worker bees in the
everyday world of ‘just talk.”

Narrative icons should not only be understood as distinct from other types of icons
but also as distinct from other concepts in rhetoric used to describe emotionally evocative
and ideologically significant discursive elements. Tracing the use of emotional proofs
(pathos) from Aristotle’s On Rhetoric through the Roman oratories of Cicero and Quintilian,

Sharon Crowley (1999) shows that emotions have been discussed as both ways of knowing
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and means of reasoning. To create such proofs, students of rhetoric have been instructed in
the technique of enargeia, whereby rhetors “picture events so vividly that they seem
actually to be taking place before the eyes of the audience” (126). More than just presenting
a vivid scene, though, Quintilian suggests such descriptions “can produce a response in the
audience similar to that prompted by an actual prop” (Walzer 2003: 67). Here the oft-cited
example is Marc Antony holding aloft Julius Caesar’s bloody toga during his funeral
oration—the iconic embodiment of his emotional appeal. In that sense, the technique
draws too close to the physical object to apply neatly to narrative icons. In another sense,
even absent a physical referent, the technique fails without sufficient detail to paint a word-
picture. In other words, as a way of knowing enargeia relies on resemblance, which might
better describe the news articles that discuss the King or Gammage incidents in detail than
those that rely on iconic invocations.

As I've argued numerous times, though, iconicity is defined less by form than by
function. In that regard, it might seem appropriate to follow the Enlightenment rhetoric of
George Campbell and consider enargeia not from its formal properties but from its
rhetorical impact. Over the course of 25 years, Campbell explained this impact in a series of
essays, his Philosophy of Rhetoric, which in part reconsider the relationship between style,
attention, and cognition (Walzer 2003). For Campbell, enargeia focuses too much on the
means of imaginative response, rather than its ends; for that reason he prefers vivacity, the
“forceful, moving, memorable” impact of language (70). Ultimately Campbell decides,
according to Walzer, “It is not that ‘resemblance’ produces vivacity but that vivacity
produces resemblance” (72). That is, formal properties of discourse are not what appeal to

imagination or direct attention, but rather the “impact” of the discourse that prompts an
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audience to create (imaginative) correlations. Although the strength in Campbell’s updated
concept of vivacity is its focus on function, it still relies on detailed description: form and
function are two sides of the same coin. In that regard, the effect (vivacity) would not exist
without the cause (resemblance), though detailed description does not always produce
vividness. Given this perspective, it seems too that that the vital component of iconicity,
repetition, would counteract vivacity. The value of an icon is in its abstraction—it has the
potential for recontextualization precisely because it lacks the detailed description of its
object—whereas repeated detailed descriptions risk dilution.

As abstractions that evoke values, beliefs, or emotions, and that gain their
persuasive potential through a history of use, narrative icons have much in common with
what Michael McGee (1980) calls ideographs: certain words or phrases that link rhetoric
and ideology and thus represent a society’s key commitments. Everyone can agree, for
example, that <liberty> or <equality> are sociocultural ideals, even as we disagree on how
those terms are defined or enacted (cf. Stone 2002 on “policy goals”). Though many
scholars have convincingly shown how ideographs can stand in for larger, implicit
discourses in public argument (Cloud 1998; Moore 1997; Martin 1983), they do not
address how or why shorthand reference to particular events can be used in this way.
Further, because the narrative icon refers to specific events—at least initially—its use in
subsequent discourses can be contested in ways that abstract commitments cannot be.

Previously, I stated that I reserve narrative for the representation of at least two
events, against Abbott’s suggestion that a narrative could be the representation of a single
event. [ do so because the narrative icon itself frequently appears as the representation of a

single event. To return to an example from the beginning of this chapter, “a Rodney King
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get-along moment” suggests a singular event: King in front of a television camera, pleading
for calm amid the L.A. riots, “Can we all get along?” To reconstruct this singular event a
reader must rely on his or her background knowledge, but to understand its significance he
or she must supply other events—the L.A. riots, the not guilty verdicts, the trial, or the
beating itself—none of which are present in the discourse. In that way, a singular event is
not a narrative, nor is a narrative icon a narrative; rather, a narrative icon condenses a
narrative into a potent symbol from which readers are expected to extract relevant
information. This quality of condensation distinguishes the narrative icon from concepts
traditionally used in rhetorical theory to describe the type of indexical, emotional, and

evocative work that the narrative icon supports.

Methodology & Overview of Chapters

So far I have discussed a number of theoretical approaches to the study of narrative, news
media discourse, cognition, and rhetorical iconicity. | hope that the path I have drawn
through each of these fields suggests how I combine them in the following chapters. In
what follows I offer a brief description of my methodology as it applies to the goals of each

chapter.

Chapter 2: “This is Gammage All Over”: The formation of a narrative icon

Chapter 2 examines the process whereby narrative versions condense into narrative icons.
To explore this process, I use the case of Jonny Gammage, a Black motorist who was pulled
over by Pittsburgh police officers and who died at the scene following a brief altercation.

Locally, the incident generated significant news coverage, particularly about the ensuing
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criminal and civil trials against the officers involved. To identify the core elements of the
Gammage narrative, [ complete a frame analysis of articles, editorials, letters-to-the-editor,
and commentaries published in the New Pittsburgh Courier from 12 Oct. 1995 to 5 Feb.
2013. I complement this frame analysis with an intertextual analysis of the persons or
cases to which the Gammage incident is compared. Together, these analyses suggest
possible uses and interpretations of the Gammage narrative icon. | end by examining a few

of these uses and discussing how the core elements of a narrative contribute to iconization.

Chapter 3: “Look What Happened to Rodney King”: The rhetorical functions of a narrative
icon

Chapter 3 expands on the rhetorical implications of a narrative icon. Using the case of
Rodney King, perhaps the most recognized instance of police brutality in the last half-
century, [ seek to explore the relationship between iconization and the narrative icon’s use
in press discourse. To begin, I identify the primary frameworks that have been used to
discuss the King incident by examining a selection of articles and editorials published in the
Los Angeles Times from the date of the videotaped beating through the L.A. riots
immediately following the conclusion of the initial criminal trial. The primary frames
should suggest narrative versions of the King incident and predict, the ways it can be used
iconically. To better examine the rhetorical use of the King narrative icon, I next examine
editorials published in the Los Angeles Times subsequent to the riots. As editorials allow for
a more explicit argumentative stance than do standard news reports, it follows that

narrative icons would be likely to appear in this section.
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Chapter 4: From Los Angeles to Pittsburgh: A comparative analysis of narrative icons in the
Los Angeles Sentinel and Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

In this chapter, | compare the Gammage narrative from the New Pittsburgh Courier to the
Gammage narrative from the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, the city’s leading daily newspaper.
Because the Courier positions itself as a “vehicle for Black expression,” there may be
significant differences between the newspapers as to the core elements of the narrative
and the narrative icon’s usage. Comparing these newspapers should also help illuminate
the persuasive value of a narrative icon: if narrative icons draw on culturally-specific
masterplots, then it seems that the audience that most identifies with the original narrative

would be most likely to use the narrative icon.

Chapter 5: Conclusion
To conclude, I return to the theoretical underpinnings of this study to reconsider how
narrative icons could help us understand news media discourse and language use in

general. In particular, I am interested in the icon’s argumentative potential.
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Chapter 2

“This Is Gammage All Over”: The formation of a narrative icon

Introduction

On 12 October 1995, Black motorist Jonny Gammage was pulled over for allegedly driving
erratically on Route 51 in the Overbrook neighborhood of Pittsburgh, PA. The officer who
initiated the stop, Brentwood Lt. Milton Mulholland, called for back up and was soon joined
by officers from surrounding boroughs including Brentwood Officer John Vojtas, Baldwin
Officer Michael Albert, Whitehall Officer Shawn Patterson, and Whitehall Sgt. Keith
Henderson, all of whom are white. After the officers ordered Gammage to exit the vehicle
there was a scuffle during which the officers forcefully restrained Gammage who, in
fighting back, severely bit Vojtas’s thumb.1®¢ When paramedics arrived, they tied
Gammage’s legs at Mulholland’s request, began treating Vojtas, and noticed that Gammage
has stopped breathing; they were unable to revive him. An autopsy determined the cause of
death to be asphyxiation due to compression of the neck and chest.

The incident touched off a firestorm of media attention and public outrage in
Pittsburgh and across the country. Some argued that it was another example of a Black man
being targeted by police because of his race; others suggested that it was the tragic result of
police officers following proper procedures to subdue and apprehend an uncooperative
suspect. Like many major cities, Pittsburgh has experienced a strained history between its

minority citizens and the police. Just six months prior to Gammage’s death, Pittsburgh
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Housing Authority police officers pursued stolen-vehicle operator Jerry Jackson; after
cornering Jackson in the Armstrong Tunnel, the officers fired more than 50 shots, killing
him. In another incident two years prior 23-year-old Maneia Bey was fatally shot 16
times—14 in the back—while running from police; the officers were never charged.
Jackson and Bey were both Black.l” Following these incidents as well as federal scrutiny by
the U.S. Department of Justice, on 12 May 1997 the city established a Citizen Police Review
Board, “an independent agency...set up to investigate citizen complaints about improper
conduct by the Pittsburgh Bureau of Police” (http://cprbpgh.org/).

Against a backdrop of these events, the officers’ conflicting testimony during an
open inquest about what happened during Gammage'’s traffic stop fueled a growing sense
of distrust of law enforcement, particularly among Pittsburgh’s Black community.!® Within
days, local community leaders organized protest marches and rallies calling for justice—
pleas that were echoed by prominent Black leaders like Rev. Jesse Jackson who referred to
the incident as a “lynching” indicative of “a national disease” of police brutality, racism, and
injustice.1?

Over several years, community activism persisted in the form of protest marches,
rallies, hearings, and economic boycotts, often motivated by progress or perceived injustice
in the officers’ criminal trials. Between 1996 and 1998, three of the five officers—Vojtas,
Mulholland, and Albert—were tried on charges of involuntary manslaughter; Patterson and
Henderson were never charged. In October 1996, Judge David Cashman declared a mistrial
in the case against Mulholland and Albert; one month later, in a separate criminal trial,
Vojtas was acquitted. A second trial of Mulholland and Albert was declared a mistrial in

December 1997. Though the officers were never criminally convicted of any wrongdoing,
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in June 1998 Gammage’s parents accepted a $1.5 million settlement in a civil suit against
the boroughs of Brentwood, Baldwin, and Whitehall and the Brentwood Emergency
Medical Service. See Appendix B for a timeline of events.

At a time in which race relations were front and center in Pittsburgh and nationally,
the Jonny Gammage incident became a local rallying point for a larger conversation.
Comparisons to other racially-charged incidents, such as the Rodney King beating and O.].
Simpson murder trials, quickly surfaced and contemporaneous events like the Million Man
March (a grassroots movement to highlight African-American civil rights issues held in
Washington, D.C., on 16 Oct. 1995) provided a backdrop against which protesters,
community organizers, and concerned citizens could situate their outrage in the context of
a national conversation.

Besides discussions of police brutality, the Gammage story has also been used to
discuss, at least locally, issues such as racism, racial profiling, and criminal or social
injustice. Within those discourses Gammage’s name and related phrases such as “the Jonny
Gammage incident” or “the Gammage case” have been used iconically as evidence of the
need for greater police accountability procedures or community activism, and ongoing
racial inequality or racial tensions. These discourses often overlap—that is, discussions of
stronger police accountability procedures may arise from community activism, or talk of
economic inequalities along racial lines may heighten racial tensions as communities
become segregated—yet they all point to the rhetorical significance of culturally-specific
narratives and they narrative icons that index them.

The process whereby narrative icons such as “the Gammage incident,” “the

Gammage case,” or simply the name “Jonny Gammage” have become available to index
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multiple social issues has not been sufficiently explored. On the one hand, such rhetorical
availability seems obvious or intuitive: the racial undertones of the incident and criminal
trials, as well as the extensive media coverage, suggest that “Gammage” functions as a news
icon whose “symbolic weaponry” could “direct journalistic and public attention to a cluster
of issues...in order to make those issues into recognized public problems” (Bennett &

Lawrence 1995: 35). Although Bennett & Lawrence examine visual icons, as I discussed in

o rn

Chapter 1, they concede that “word pictures’,” too, can be “freed from their original
contexts...[and] enter the narrative streams of subsequent, disparate, and often
unconnected events” (23). “Gammage,” in that sense, “enter[s] the narrative streams” of
numerous other events or issues and thus functions as a narrative icon.

In this chapter, | argue that sustained media coverage of the Gammage traffic stop
and subsequent criminal and civil trials facilitate the process of iconization by variably
focusing on both constituent and supplementary events. Besides reporting on legal
developments, news media frequently connected other events (e.g., protest marches) or
issues (e.g., conversations about police accountability measures) to the Gammage incident.
Those connections rely on semantic frames that promote conceptual correlations between
what could otherwise be understood as disparate or unconnected events. As a result,
“Gammage” rises to the level of iconicity such his name can import narrative discourses
cemented in readers’ background knowledge without relying on specific details.

The purpose of this chapter is not to set the record straight, as it were, about what
transpired during the traffic stop. Rather, this chapter aims to advance our understanding

of how cultural narratives shift over time and help to form narrative icons. In addition to

discourses about police brutality and racism, the Jonny Gammage incident renewed
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conversations about criminal justice, police accountability, police/community relations,
appropriate police procedures, and community activism. Within those conversations
“Gammage” is used as a stand-in for a narrative that readers are expected to know. How we
move from fully formed narratives to abbreviated narratives to narrative icons is the focus

of this chapter.

Corpus

Data for this chapter include articles, editorials, and letters-to-the-editor published in the
New Pittsburgh Courier, a leading Black newspaper published in Pittsburgh, PA. The texts
were published between 12 Oct. 1995 (the date of the traffic stop) and 5 Feb. 2013. This
end date was selected because it roughly coincided with two other incidents—the police
beating of Jordan Miles in Pittsburgh and the shooting death of Trayvon Martin by Florida
neighborhood watch volunteer George Zimmerman—which again focused attention on
issues of police brutality, racism, and criminal injustice. That is, both incidents offered a
context in which references to Jonny Gammage could and did frame interpretations of the
subsequent events.

New Pittsburgh Courier articles are archived in two databases: ProQuest Ethnic
Newswatch and ProQuest Historical Newspapers. ProQuest Ethnic Newswatch indexes
articles that appeared in the Courier City Edition (local) from 28 Aug. 1991 to the present;
ProQuest Historical Newspapers indexes articles that appeared the Courier National
Edition from 4 July 1981 to 28 Dec. 2002. Although there is significant overlap between the
two databases, some articles are unique to their respective database.?? Since the focus of

this chapter concerns the discursive impact of the Gammage name locally, I have tried as
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much as possible to use articles from the Ethnic Newswatch database. Some examples,
however, are culled from the Historical Newspapers database, and are identified as such in
the text. In total the corpus contains 315 articles; see Appendix C.2!

Because of its stated goal to “continue]] to serve as a public vehicle for Black
expression,” the New Pittsburgh Courier represents a valuable site for inquiry into the
mediated construction and distillation of culturally-specific public narratives.?? Insofar as
the Courier can be said to reflect the values and concerns of its local audience, positioning
itself as a “vehicle for Black expression” suggests that those values and concerns extend
beyond geographic boundaries. In that way, the Courier challenges traditional notions of
journalistic objectivity—which scholars have argued are problematic at best (e.g.,
Cunningham 2003)—by promoting perspectives that it suggests are central to a racialized
identity. While the newspaper here functions as a site of origination for public discourses, it
should also be understood as responding to the concerns of its audience. In other words,

the medium at once reflects and constructs its audience.

Methodology

This chapter employs semantic macrostructural analysis to news articles (van Dijk 1985)
to identify the primary framework through which the Gammage story is told. I complement
this thematic analysis using frame semantics as developed by Lawrence Barsalou (1992).
As I discussed in Chapter 1, Barsalou’s approach to frame analysis suggests that cognitive
frames are dynamic relational structures that help readers organize information based on
prior experience and exposure to discourse genres. In that way, frames rely on readers’

knowledge schemata and experience in interaction (Goffman 1974; Tannen & Wallat 1987)
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to account for “contextual variability in conceptual representations” (Barsalou 1992: 29).
In other words, readers approach news media texts, viz. the headline and lead, based on
knowledge schemata that both shape and are shaped by recurring encounters with the
genre. Similarly, readers identify what'’s significant about a text based on their knowledge
about the world.

[ coded each article according to three criteria: (1) the primary frame, (2) embedded
or secondary frames, and (3) whether the article is about the Gammage incident or the
Gammage case trials. To determine the primary frame, [ analyzed the article headline and
lead. Keyword analysis in the headline and lead was primarily used to determine the topic
of the article. However, articles may just as easily be said to be about more than one topic
or event, particularly when considering that different readers may understand the same
article in different ways. Secondary or embedded frames were also determined based on
close reading and keyword analysis. Together, the primary and secondary frames were
used to determine if the article is “about” the Gammage incident or the Gammage case.

In addition, I traced intertextual links, again identified through close reading. As I
discussed in Chapter 1, intertextual links refer to narratives that readers are expected to
know, which conceptually link the story to other stories. Moreover, analysis of intertextual
links supports the frame analysis approach by providing concrete values for the attribute-
value sets of a particular frame. For example, in articles coded within the primary frame of
community activism, the Million Man March is frequently mentioned, that is, it becomes a
specific value for the “participant” attribute of community activism. Further, the more often
this occurs, the more likely it is to occur in the future. Table 1 lists the primary frames

identified.
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Table 1: Number and percentage of total articles per primary framework.

Primary frame Number of articles Percentage
Legal proceedings 78 24.7
Community activism 61 19.3
Police brutality/misconduct 25 7.9
Criminal or social justice 22 6.9
Community events 35 111
Police procedures 18 5.7
Racism 28 8.8
Other 48 15.2
Total 315 100

Findings

Legal Proceedings

As expected, articles that discuss the Jonny Gammage case most often employ a legal
proceedings frame. In this frame, details of the precipitating event are revealed through
reported testimony and other developments in the court cases against the officers (e.g., the
jury selection process, judicial rulings on prosecution or defense motions, etc.). These
articles thus expand the Gammage story beyond the initial traffic stop—that is, a story of
police brutality—to construct a story of criminal (in)justice, racism, and police
accountability.

The first article to emerge following the traffic stop establishes the legal proceedings
frame in the headline and the lead. It reports that family members, the FBI, and civil rights
groups have demanded a “full, public disclosure of what happened” in the events leading to

Gammage’s death:
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(1) Full Investigation Demanded in Traffic Stop Ending In Death
(2) Family members and the FBI began private investigations and civil rights
groups Monday demanded full, public disclosure of what happened during a
routine traffic stop by Brentwood police that ended with a man’s death. (Hamm,
18 Oct. 1995: A1, par. 1)
Immediately, the precipitating event (i.e., traffic stop) is couched as the precursor to a
criminal investigation driven by an outraged public. In that way, Gammage’s death gains
added significance insofar as it reflects potential criminal activity, which shifts the focus
from Gammage himself to the other participants who then become principal actors in the
story (i.e., values for attributes that gain or lose significance in relation to the constructed
narrative). Each actor (value) in turn invokes an embedded frame that moves the story
beyond the guise of an isolated incident: “family members” invokes a community activism
frame, “the FBI” invokes a criminal justice frame, and “civil rights groups” invoke a civil
rights frame. The civil rights frame is further reinforced in the statement that “observers”
believe “the circumstances surrounding the Oct. 12 death of Jonny E. Gammage appeared to
be all too routine in this country, where mistrust of Black males by white police officers has
erupted into open hostility,” which makes an explicit claim to broader social issues of
police brutality and racial profiling (“mistrust”) and in doing so supports a culturally-
resonant narrative (par. 2).
Following that, the article describes the available details of the traffic stop:
(3) [-..] Gammage, a cousin and business associate of Steelers defensive lineman Ray
Seals, was driving north toward Pittsburgh on Route 51 in Seals’ Jaguar at 1:46
a.m. when a Brentwood officer signaled him to pull over, for allegedly lurching,
braking and changing lanes. Gammage kept driving for a little more than a mile,
until he was near Overbrook Elementary School just inside Pittsburgh city limits,
before pulling over. Another Brentwood officer and officers from Baldwin and
Whitehall and joined in the low-speed chase. [...] Brentwood police chief Wayne

Babish confirmed there was a violent struggle between Gammage and the six
officers involved, four of whom were injured. (pars. 9-12)
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In this description, the main actors are clearly identified as Gammage, “a Brentwood
officer,” and “officers from Baldwin and Whitehall.” Although Vojtas is named later in the
article, the other actors are only referred to according to their vocation (i.e., “officer”). By
privileging their occupational roles over individual identities, the article at once elides the
officers’ individual agencies and constructs the incident as emblematic of a systematic,
institutional problem.23
As the investigation proceeds, other articles further detail individual actions as they
are presented through testimony. However, the details are often contradictory, which
heightens community distrust of law enforcement:
(4) Police Versions Differ as Public Awaits the Truth
(5) In an emotionally charged city awaiting justice—and in some quarters, fearing
civil unrest—a jury well-balanced in race and gender began absorbing
conflicting and disturbing testimony about the fight with police that led to Jonny
Gammage’s death. (Hamm, 4 Nov. 1995: A1, par. 1)
Here again the legal proceedings frame is instantiated in the article lead by stating that “a
jury...began absorbing conflicting and disturbing testimony” at a coroner’s inquest. As
“police versions differ,” the headline suggests that the officers disagree about what exactly
transpired. Thus the article continues with details leading up to the initial traffic stop, but
confirms that what happened afterward is an open question:
(6) [...] A 31-year-old businessman from Syracuse, N.Y., and cousin to Steeler Ray
Seals, Gammage was stopped for a traffic violation by Brentwood Lt. Milton
Mulholland at about 1:50 a.m. Oct. 12 while driving Seals’ Jaguar northbound on
Route 51. The registration had expired in June. Mulholland said Gammage ran
three red lights and drove erratically while he followed, but did not exceed the
speed limit. They pulled over about a mile inside the city of Pittsburgh limits.
Mulholland radioed for backup and officers arrived from Whitehall, Brentwood

and Baldwin; five officers took part periodically in the fatal struggle. [...] Key
questions in the search for truth included how the fight started and just who did
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what. Did race play any part in the incident? How did police and paramedics

react when they discovered Gammage had stopped breathing after his arms and

legs were restrained? Where did marijuana Mulholland said he found in the

Jaguar come from? (pars. 15-24)
The “key questions” posed at the end of this excerpt connect the legal proceedings frame to
embedded frames of racism (“Did race play any part in the incident?”) and police
misconduct (“How did police and paramedics react...? Where did marijuana...come from?”).
However, beyond a brief mention of “[t]oxicology tests [that] revealed no drugs in his
[Gammage’s] system and only a small amount of alcohol,” the article does not offer any new
details concerning the traffic stop (par. 19).

Yet, as the coroner’s inquest continued, more details emerged, each related to the
movements of the principal actors:
(7) Police Testify Gammage Struggled Violently: Officers Recount Events of Fatal

Traffic Stop (Hamm, 4 Nov. 1995: A1)
Continuing with the legal proceedings frame (“testify”), this article offers perhaps the first
full narrative account of the traffic stop. While the details remain contested, new pieces of
information include (a) Gammage “implored” Officer Henderson to help him just before he
died, (b) Vojtas claimed that he hoped Gammage would die, (c) Gammage was holding “an
unidentifiable dark, square object” when he stepped out of the vehicle, (d) the struggle
lasted for 10-15 minutes, (e) Albert applied force to Gammage “with an 18-inch collapsible
baton and then with his foot and knee” and “stood on Gammage’s neck at Vojtas’
suggestion,” (f) Henderson “struck Gammage five times in the back of his legs with a
flashlight,” (g) Vojtas “punched [Gammage] in the jaw four or five times,” (h) and

Mulholland “said at no time did he see Gammage strike any officer.” Through the officers’
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testimony, the reader is presented with vivid details of a sustained, if unclear, beating that
seems to warrant criminal charges.

The details of the traffic stop as recounted at the coroner’s inquest provide the core
elements of the Jonny Gammage story and thus appear in each of the subsequent articles
that discuss the Gammage case. Though some details may drop out, the various iterations
suggest that the key components of the story—Gammage pulled over by Pittsburgh police
officers and beaten to death—form the background knowledge with which the public can
contextualize new information. For example, in the article “D.A. Charges 3, Appoints
Prosecutor,” the reader is reminded:

(8) Gammage, 31, a Syracuse, N.Y., native and cousin to Pittsburgh Steeler Ray Seals,
died Oct. 12 during a traffic stop on Route 51, just inside Pittsburgh city limits.
An autopsy showed he could not breathe, because the officers sat on his neck
and chest. They testified they also beat and kicked him to subdue his struggling.
Mulholland began following Gammage in Brentwood and pulled him over for
alleged erratic driving. He called for backup and first Henderson, then Vojtas and
later Albert and Patterson arrived. The fight began after Vojtas and Gammage
argued. Albert testified he applied pressure with a baton to Gammage’s back, and
stood on his neck at Vojtas’ suggestion. (Hamm, 29 Nov. 1995: A1, pars. 21-22)

Another article, “Gammage Case Goes To Court December 26,” states:

(9) Court proceedings will interrupt Christmas celebrations for three Pittsburgh
area police officers who face criminal charges for their involvement in the death
of motorist Jonny Gammage. [...] Gammage, 31, of Syracuse, N.Y., had relocated to
Moon Township, where he operated a business with his cousin, Pittsburgh
Steeler Ray Seals. Gammage was driving Seals’ Jaguar on Oct. 12 when he was
pulled over by the suburban officers and died during a struggle alongside Route
51. (Haynes, 6 Dec. 1995: A1, pars. 1-5)

Over time, though, details of the initial traffic stop are frequently reduced to concise,
abbreviated descriptions:

(10) Gammage, who was a cousin and business partner of popular Pittsburgh
Steeler’s defensive end Ray Seals, was killed last year after a traffic stop in



50

Brentwood. Three suburban police officers were charged in the death. (Rideout,
30 Oct. 1996: A1, par. 19)

(11) Gammage, a cousin and business partner of Pittsburgh Steelers defensive
lineman Ray Seals, died after a struggle with five suburban officers who stopped
him along Route 51 just inside the city limits. (Haynes, 13 Nov. 1996: A1, par. 8)

(12) Judge David Cashman’s decision denying a second trial for two suburban
officers charged in the roadside death of Black motorist Jonny Gammage will not
bring closure to the case. (Haynes, 23 Apr. 1997: A1, par. 1)

In examples (10) - (12) details of the traffic stop that emerged during the coroner’s inquest
and interviews with the officers have been distilled to highlight the initiating action (i.e.,
the traffic stop) and the result (i.e., Gammage’s death), which suggests that either the
intermediary actions are less significant in terms of understanding the narrative or that,
given the sustained media coverage, readers should know those details. By omitting details
that construct Gammage as an aggressor, the articles imply that he has been victimized by
overly aggressive law enforcement.

Though reductive descriptions are frequently embedded in articles that employ the
legal proceedings frame, they do not entirely replace fuller narrative accounts of the
precipitating event. While some articles rely exclusively on the abbreviated narratives
similar to those in examples (10) - (12), other articles flesh out the background details
while adding details specific to legal developments:

(13) In November, Cashman called a mistrial in the case after a 15-second remark
by Allegheny County Coroner Cyril Wecht who was in a verbal sparring match
with defense attorney Patrick Thomassey. Six months later Cashman has decided
that the District Attorney’s office unfairly singled out officers Milton Mulholland
and Michael Albert for prosecution, when two of the five officers on the scene
at the time of Gammage’s death were not charged. Cashman ruled out the

defense’s claim that a second trial would put their clients in double jeopardy.
(Haynes, 23 Apr. 1997: A1, pars. 4-5)
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(14) First the state could not prove five suburban police officers were guilty of
involuntary manslaughter in the death of Black motorist Jonny Gammage;
now the U.S. Department of Justice says it is not capable of proving the officers
violated Gammage’s civil rights. Acting Attorney General for Civil Rights Bill
Lann Lee was in Pittsburgh Feb. 19 to announce the closing of the federal
investigation. Jonny Gammage was killed Oct. 12, 1995 in a struggle with
five white suburban police officers following a traffic stop in the city’s
Overbrook section. [...] In November, then-District Attorney Bob Colville
charged Brentwood Lt. Milton Mulholland and Officer John Vojtas with third
degree murder, involuntary manslaughter and official oppression. Baldwin
Officer Michael Albert was charged with involuntary manslaughter and official
oppression. Judge James McGregor dismissed all but the involuntary
manslaughter charges against all three. In May 1996, Vojtas was granted a
separate trial. All-white juries from neighboring counties were impaneled in
both trials. A week into the Mulholland/Albert trial, a mistrial was declared. One
month later Vojtas was acquitted. After more than a year of legal maneuvering,
the second trial for Mulholland and Albert began. On Dec. 13, 1997, a second
mistrial was declared resulting from a hung jury. In June 1998, Gammage’s
parents accepted $1.5 million to settle a civil rights lawsuit they filed against the
boroughs of Brentwood, Baldwin and Whitehall. [...] Newly appointed Allegheny
County District Attorney Stephen Zappala announced July 31, 1998 he would not
appeal Commonwealth Court Senior Judge Joseph F. McCloskey’s decision. There
would not be a third trial. The federal civil rights investigation began right after
Gammage’s death and continued until last week. (Morrow, 24 Feb 1999: A1)

As the bolded passages above examples show, details relating to the precipitating event are
often embedded in articles that focus on other related events. In that way, the embedded
narratives index the background knowledge readers are expected to use to make sense of
current events.

In all, the legal proceedings frame overwhelmingly adheres to the journalistic norms
of objectivity in describing the facts of the Gammage case. While “what happened” at the
traffic stop may be in question, legal developments in the cases against the officers are not.
Official documentation of legal proceedings, in other words, provides a static record of the

constituent events most relevant to public understanding of the case. Although legal

developments should be seen as supplementary events in relation to the precipitating
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event—that is, occurring after the traffic stop, they have no immediate bearing on the
actions that unfolded therein—they nonetheless help construct the core elements of the
Gammage story as a whole. As I discussed in Chapter 1, Lawrence (2001) explains this in
terms of routine v. event-driven news. On the one hand, legal proceedings can be classified
as “routine” news, with predefined actors and a “basic story line” (94). On the other hand,
the dramatic event of police brutality creates an “interpretive gap between the objective
facts of [the] event and the significance it acquires in the news,” which allows journalists
expand the relevance of the precipitating event beyond its legal ramifications, discussed
more fully below (94).

In addition to providing a more complete account of the Gammage incident, the legal
proceedings frame invokes the embedded frames of criminal injustice in relation to
minorities and police brutality by assigning specific values to the attributes of aggressor
and victim, which in turn entail other primary frameworks such as the community activism

frame discussed in the next section.

Community Activism

Although the legal proceedings frame dominates Courier accounts of the Gammage incident
and thus helps establish the core elements of the Jonny Gammage story, the community
activism frame shows how narrative versions expand beyond those constitutive events. In
other words, instantiating a community activism frame foregrounds supplementary
events—i.e., those events not directly related to either the court cases or the initial traffic
stop—and backgrounds those constitutive events. In that way, the Gammage story is about

more than an isolated incident; events that could be considered tangential (e.g., protest
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marches) become significant in terms of public understanding of the Gammage incident as
a whole.
Almost immediately, the Gammage incident was linked to larger patterns of police
brutality and criminal injustice that thus warranted communal response:
(15) Rally For Justice Set For Tuesday: Citizens express outrage over Gammage'’s
death in traffic stop
(16) Community leaders are urging people to rally for justice before a coroner’s
inquest that could decide the fate of six white suburban police officers involved
in the death of a Black motorist. (Hamm, 28 Oct. 1995: A1, par. 1)
The headline and lead in examples (15) and (16), respectively, instantiate the community
activism frame by stating that “citizens” and “community leaders” are organizing a “rally for
justice” in response to Gammage’s death—an action that suggests they believe that justice
might not be served. Embedded within this frame is an abbreviated narrative similar to
those in examples (10) - (12); however, rather than outlining legal developments (which,
at the time, had only just begun) the lead in example (16) abstracts the traffic stop death by
referring to the principal actors according to their race (white/Black) and relational
categories (police officers/motorist). Such abstraction backgrounds the specific narrative
details, thereby advancing a narrative grounded in broader concerns of social justice, civil
rights, and institutionalized racism. Further, such abstraction shifts the focus from the
central characters to minor characters’ reactions or interpretations, as can be seen in the
following excerpts from later in the article:
(17) On talk shows and TV news broadcasts, citizens both Black and white
continued to express anger that a man could die while in police custody—after
being pulled over just because an officer alleged he was “lurching, braking and

changing lanes.” (par. 7)

(18) He [Councilman Sala Udin] said Pittsburghers want to believe the criminal
justice system will work, and encouraged those who are awaiting the results
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of the coroner’s inquest to “channel their emotions toward voter turnout at the
polls and political empowerment.” (par. 13)
Examples (15) - (18) show how the traffic stop and legal proceedings contextualize
supplementary events. In these instances, community activism is identified as a
consequence of Gammage'’s death, that is, it has motivated protest rallies and significant
public discussion.
Other articles, however, further background the traffic stop and legal proceedings in
favor of community response:
(19) Youth on the March: Students Protest Vojtas Jury Verdict
(20) The facts appeared to be clear to hundreds of students. Black motorist Jonny
Gammage should be alive today. The reality is he is not and that one of three
suburban police officers charged with his death was found not guilty. Attended
by more than 800 students from Pittsburgh Public School and neighboring
suburban high schools, the trek for justice began at 10 a.m. when students
walked out of their respective schools last Friday. (Robertson, 27 Nov. 1996: A1,
pars. 1-3)
Though the above headline instantiates both a community activism (“march,” “protest”) and
a legal proceedings frame (“jury verdict,” “charged with his death”), the article maintains
the community activism frame by focusing on students’ response to the jury verdict. Aside
from the brief mention in the lead that “one of three suburban police officers charged with
his [Gammage’s] death was found not guilty,” Robertson does not reintroduce the legal
proceedings or the precipitating incident, nor does she explicitly mention a “beating” or
“police brutality,” except to note that one protestor was carrying a sign that read “Arrest
Brutality.” Rather, the remainder of the article expands on citizens’ activities during the

protest march, general reactions to the verdict, and school administrators’ reactions to

student movements. By focusing on students’ actions, the article shows how Gammage'’s
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death and the legal proceedings have affected the city and the extent to which those events
have begun to function as background knowledge, effectively adding a new layer to the
Gammage story: it represents an instance of significant communal concern.

Of course, other articles advance a more tenuous connection between community
activism and the Gammage incident by citing it as evidence of the need for stronger civic
engagement rather than civic engagement as a consequence of the incident. The following
article, for example, invokes the Jonny Gammage incident to construct a narrative based on
the larger social issue of police brutality, yet does so only in the sense that the incident
provides a contemporaneous example of that issue:

(21) Activists Call for March Against Police Brutality

(22) The anger and frustration over the lack of action in cases of alleged police

brutality and misconduct will be voiced with a March Against Police Brutality

on Saturday, June 29. (Wilkes, 26 June 1996: A3, par. 1)
In examples (21) and (22), the community activism frame is instantiated in the headline and
lead based on the actors (“activists”), their actions (“march” and voice frustration), and the
setting or event (“March Against Police Brutality”). Unlike examples (15)-(16) and (19)-
(20), the headline and lead here eschews a causal connection between protest marches and
the Gammage case, yet also suggest that the March Against Police Brutality is not the result
of an isolated incident. Rather, it is “anger and frustration over the lack of action in cases of
alleged police brutality and misconduct” that have prompted citizens to organize. In fact,
Gammage’s name does not appear until much later in the article when political activist Rick
Adams is quoted as saying, “The most visible [incident of police brutality] was the killing of
Jonny Gammage while being detained by officers of the Brentwood police department.”

Adams adds, though, that the “celebrated [Gammage] case is only the tip of the iceberg.” As
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the most visible or recent incident of police brutality, the Gammage incident thus assumes
an evidentiary role in relation to the perceived need for community activism.

In addition to articles that instantiate a community activism frame as a consequence
of the Gammage case or as a reaction to the more general concern of police brutality, some
articles rely on the frame to report incidents whose connection to the Gammage case is
tangential at best. The community activism described in the following examples represent
citizen actions regarding non-Gammage related incidents:

(23) Raheem Threatens Suit, Boycott Against Dailies

(24) Activist Khalid Raheem threatened to file a $3 million lawsuit against one of

Pittsburgh’s white-owned daily newspapers, saying an article dubbing him

“controversial” smacked of counterintelligence attempts at discouraging strong

militant Black leadership. (Hamm, 13 Dec. 1995: A1, par. 1)
Again, in examples (23) and (24), the community activism frame is instantiated in the
headline (“boycott”) and lead (“activist” and “militant Black leadership”), along with a legal
proceedings frame (“suit”). However, this article fits the community activism frame because
the legal proceedings are, at the time of publication, only a “threat”—itself a type of
activism. More importantly, the only connection between Raheem and the Gammage case,
as noted in the article, is that the activist supported “demonstrations about the death of
Jonny Gammage, a Black motorist who died during a struggle with police officers.” In that
way, this article shows that the Gammage incident—or, more accurately, a person’s
connection to it—represents a point of notoriety, which strengthens the significance of the
narrative as a whole and further highlights its strategic import.

A similar example can be found in the following article:

(25) Coalition to KKK: ‘Not In Our Town’

(26) The Pittsburgh Coalition to Counter Hate Groups has one thing to say to
the Ku Klux Klan—“Not In Our Town.” Approximately 50 representatives of the
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coalition assembled outside of Thursday's Allegheny County commissioners’

meeting to announce plans to counter whatever the KKK has planned for this

area. (Haynes, 1 Mar. 1997: A1, pars. 1-2)
Here again community activism is not direct related to the Gammage incident. Indeed,
coalition leader Jan Nefke is quoted as saying, “I think they're [the KKK] targeting here
because of unemployment and vulnerability. I don't know how much it has to do with the
police and the citizen'’s coalition and the petition drive and Jonny Gammage” (par. 7).
Although Nefke denies a causal relationship, her invocation of Gammage creates a
conceptual correlation between the events. Thus, readers come to understand community
activism as a salient part of the Gammage story.

Taken together, the above examples show that the Gammage story is comprised of
more than reports of legal developments. On the one hand, the incident can be said to be
the impetus for community activism; on the other hand, such community activism can be
discussed as independent of, though perhaps parallel to, protest marches or rallies that are
the direct result of the precipitating event. Either way, understanding the Gammage story
means recognizing that that the incident itself significantly impacted the local Pittsburgh

community.

Police Brutality, Abuse, or Misconduct

Police brutality, abuse, and misconduct represent the third most-common primary
framework for articles that discuss Jonny Gammage. Brutality, abuse, and misconduct have
been coded together because the distinction among them is a matter of legal interpretation,
that is, what counts as misconduct, brutality, or abuse is determined retrospectively within

the court system. As a primary framework, police brutality/abuse/misconduct constructs an
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image of police as aggressors who act improperly toward citizens whom they are sworn to
protect. In that way, “Jonny Gammage” represents the semantic patient—the object of
police aggression—and can be used as an example or paradigm of such aggression.
Within this frame are attributes of an agent or agents (police), an action (brutality,
abuse, or misconduct), and a patient (Gammage). Moreover, this frame embeds secondary
frames such as civil rights or criminal justice in that what defines police action as abusive,
for example, is the violation of the patient’s civil rights, which suggests, too, that a crime
has been committed.
In the following example, the headline and lead instantiate the police misconduct
frame:
(27) Police Complaints Prompt Legislators’ Meet with D.A.
(28) Prompted by a growing number of citizen complaints about apparent police
misconduct, Pittsburgh’s two Black legislators will meet with District Attorney
Robert Colville sometime this month to discuss possible resolutions to such
cases. (Hill, 3 Jan. 1996: A1, par. 1)
Like the March Against Police Brutality mentioned in example (22), “such cases” makes a
broader claim to rampant police misconduct of which the Jonny Gammage incident
represents one example. Furthermore, “citizen complaints” and “possible resolutions”
invoke the embedded frames of community activism and criminal justice, respectively, to
which are further assigned three concrete values: establishing a civilian police review
board, granting the Human Rights Commission greater regulatory power in cases of
suspected police brutality, and a review of official police procedures regarding justifiable

use of force. Additionally, the article lead embeds a community relations frame given by the

introductory clause “prompted by a growing number of citizen complaints.”
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Within this framework matrix of police misconduct, criminal justice, and community
activism, “Jonny Gammage” represents a salient, real-world example of the need for this
type of conversation. The following excerpt from later in the article exemplifies this
evidentiary role:

(29) The use of force has become a matter of controversy in western Pennsylvania
since the death of Jonny Gammage while in the custody of five suburban
police officers. Gammage had been stopped for alleged erratic driving along
Route 51 just inside the Pittsburgh city limits. (par. 9)

This excerpt first reintroduces the primary framework (“the use of force”) and constructs it
as a controversial topic among the western Pennsylvania public “since the death of Jonny
Gammage.” The temporal marker since suggests that police brutality/misconduct is a
concern that has arisen after Gammage’s death, though not necessarily causally related. In
that way, Gammage’s death provides background information for the story while other
narrative details (e.g., the officers’ names, legal developments, types of community
response, etc.) are omitted. In relation to the primary frame of police misconduct, the parts
of the narrative most salient for this discussion remain clear: Gammage died while in police
custody following a traffic stop. Though the article does not mention the racial identities of
Gammage or the officers, both could be inferred given other information in the article, such
as the referential indices of “Pittsburgh’s two Black legislators” and “five suburban police
officers,” as well as the sustained media coverage of the Gammage incident and the general
knowledge that police brutality typically, though not exclusively, refers to actions against
minorities by white police officers.

In addition to the evidentiary role in example (29), in which the Gammage incident

is used to justify local action concerning police brutality, the Gammage story has been used
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as evidence of a national pattern of police brutality. In other words, Jonny Gammage is one
of the many minorities who have been unfairly targeted by police:

(30) President Clinton Urged to Examine Police Misconduct

(31) Justas President Bill Clinton urged a federal investigation into the burning of
dozens of southern Black churches, the National Urban League now is requesting
that the nation’s commander and chief top take a similar stand against police
misconduct. In light of the recent acquittals of police officers in two separate
killings of Black motorists, Urban League heads from across the nation
converged on Washington, D.C.,, demanding that President Clinton convene a
summit meant to develop a national code of conduct for officers of the law.
(Haynes, 20 Nov. 1996: A1, par. 1-2)

Similar to example (28), example (31) credits community activism (the National Urban
League) with increased attention to police misconduct. Here, though, Gammage is invoked
not only as evidence of the need for federal intervention but also as one example among
many:

(32) Lastweek, the acquittal of Brentwood police officer John Vojtas in the
roadside death of 31-year-old motorist Jonny Gammage sent shock waves
throughout the city’s Black community. Meanwhile, ripples of fear gripped the
white community which seemed to expect a violent reaction along the same lines
as the riot that filled the streets in St. Petersburg, Fla,, following a grand jury’s
refusal to indict a white officer in the fatal shooting of an 18-year-old Black male.
[...] Other incidents that give credence to the need for federal intervention
include the police beating of migrant workers in Orange County, Calif,, a study by
the American Civil Liberties Union that found that Maryland state troopers
conducting drug searches stop Black motorists disproportionately, and the
grand jury investigation in Philadelphia that unearthed a pattern of wrongful
arrests of Blacks. (pars. 8-14)

As this excerpt shows, Jonny Gammage represents a powerful narrative of police
misconduct: Vojtas’s acquittal “sent shock waves throughout the city’s Black community.”
However, the article suggests that the