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ABSTRACT

This research paper provides an exploratory theoretical examination of national
identification and uses selected examples of television sports as an empirical background
for this examination. A theoretical discussion of major themes and existing approaches to
national identity is undertaken in a dialogue with the work of leading theorists. The
constructed nature of national identity is revealed and the question of how to understand
it is developed in reference to issues surrounding ideology, subjectivity and
postmodernism. Nation as culture is seen as the terrain of contestation in which versions
of national identity may be played out.
Television sport is chosen as a relevant empirical context through which to study
the operation of national identity through nation as culture. Semiotic analysis is chosen as
the most appropriate method in this endeavour as textual practices may be seen as social
practices in search of meaning. Consequently, a discussion of theories of textual practices
takes place that complements the approach to the theoretical discussion of national
identification. This linking of the social and textual allows for consideration of the
question of whether a post-modern subject for nation may be emerging.
The empirical analysis takes the form of a thickly descriptive semiotic approach
to television sports texts, separated from the theoretical discussion of textual practices.
Analysis of the 2002 World Cup football match between Argentina and England forms
the major part of the case studies, alongside satellite analyses of a British Olympic
heptathlon winner, a British Muslim boxer and the first live female boxing match on UK
television. The sample provides different configurations of belonging, difference and
national identification. This narrative analysis of national identity is placed alongside the
theoretical discussions of textual and social practices in search of meaning so that, for the
‘active’ reader, this empirical context is revealing of processes of national identification.

INTRODUCTION

This project is primarily concerned with the subject of national identity,
presenting firstly a theoretical discussion of some major themes in this area. What starts
as a review of fundamental issues concerning national identity (the origins of nation,
where national identity is located), develops into a working dialogue with leading
theorists covering topics such as nation as class dominance, nation as real versus nation
as fake, and nation as imagined community. Encountering issues such as ideology
(Althusser, 1970), subjectivity (Lacan, 1949) and postmodernism (Baudrillard, 1983,
1985 and 1994) along the way, this theoretical discussion suggests that national
identification is best understood as a process – a relationship between individuals thrust
into the weft of collective significations (Easthope, 1999). It sees nation-as-culture as a
‘terrain of contestation’ (Schlesinger, 1991), mediated by ‘the power to define’ (Billig,
1995).
The project then seeks to take this discussion and place it alongside an empirical
context. Semiotic analyses of selected examples of television sport (cultural texts
symbolically pertinent to national identity) are used as case studies to better understand
the status of collective significations. It is intended that the theoretical discussion and
textual analysis inform one another, so that the empirical strand of analysis demonstrates
how constructions of national identity are continually re-created, disseminated,
transmitted and received in a relevant context. Essential to this effort was the
development of theories of the text, as the theoretical discussion on national identity
posits the idea that processes of identification are processes of attaining meaning. In this
sense, the empirical work on television sport implicitly sees textual practices as an
example of social practices in search of meaning.
The research therefore attempts to map out a theory of the text alongside a theory
of national identity. Where epistemological concerns are applied to the development of a
theory of national identification, they are seen as having a corresponding application to a
conception of textual practices. In this sense, a developmental view of semiotic theory is
presented (from Saussure, to Barthes, and onto Derrida). This theoretical mapping
provides a backdrop for the empirical analysis that seeks to aid in the consideration of
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Easthope’s (1999) question: ‘Could it be that a post-modern subject for nation may be
emerging…?’ (p.228)
Where the postmodernist position claims that we have lost sight of the referent of
the real, post-structuralism asserts that a lack of closure as it relates to the sign causes a
deferral of meaning. Meaning, like national identity, can therefore be seen as an ongoing
process, perhaps without closure.
The empirical work on selected examples of television sport is therefore situated
between these two theoretical discussions and set up to inform them. Consequently, the
actual empirical analyses are somewhat set apart from the evaluation of theories of the
text. Drawing from Geertz’s (1993) notion of ‘thick description’, a descriptive analysis of
the television texts is presented. In doing this, the intention is that an agenda is not, to the
extent it can be reasonably avoided, taken into the analysis. Rather than asserting any preexisting position regarding how a text is made meaningful, the analysis attempts to
discuss properties of the text as they relate to national identification, to see how signs of
national identity are played out. In this sense, the research is exploratory and avoids a
positivist methodology. There is no attempt to find out through semiotic analysis who
‘we’ are, but how a sense of ‘us’ operates in this context.
An examination of the 2002 World Cup football match between Argentina and
England forms the bulk of the semiotic analysis, with complementary analyses on
athletics and boxing providing examples of different configurations of national identity
and difference, particularly related to gender, ethnicity and religion. The intention is to
identify how meaning is generated and conveyed, framed, concealed and revealed
through and within the sample texts. The aim is not to uncover the text, but to examine
the extent to which assertions of nation frame and contain it, to identify the potentials and
limitations within a terrain of contestation that is revealing of the power to define.
In placing the two strands of investigation, theoretical and empirical, next to one
another, it is the relationship between social and textual practices that is explored. Within
this exploration, there are no overt research questions that I wish to answer, no
hypotheses to prove or disprove and no truths to uncover. The research does not suppose
a hypodermic model of receiving meaning from the text but explores the opportunities for
and possibilities of meaning-making. This avoids saying ‘this is how an individual must
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read the text’ or ‘this is what the text means’, but suggests that, as the text is not a unified
simplistic narrative of truth or reality, and nor is it read in isolation to other texts and
contexts, that different individuals are likely to have different relationships to the text and
therefore to national identity. I would hope, too, that different individuals would also
have different readings of my text, so that a descriptive semiotic analysis, set against the
backdrop of theoretical discussions that map together theories of national identity and
theories of the text, allows the reader of this document to judge my judgements and
consider their own relationships to national identity.
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CHAPTER ONE – Approaches to National Identity
In order to clarify the ways in which I am approaching the subject of national
identity, including why I have chosen to look at national identification specifically, I
want to provide a context to my work. Existing approaches to national identity vary a
great deal. These differences are often conceptual, sometimes due to a particular context
or focus in research, so an overview of some of the most prevalent themes in current
literature helps to define the theoretical concepts necessary to my research. The
approaches I discuss in this chapter are used to demonstrate how it is necessary to
abandon looking for nation as such (in a descriptive sense) to look at processes of
identification. The chapter argues that national identity is not about a fixed system or
condition, but involves continual reconstruction. It moves from the question of what
national identity is, to examine what is involved with national identification.
At this point, it might usually be appropriate to clarify some of the terms to be
used, such as ‘nation’, ‘nationalism’, ‘national identity’. However, one of the main
thrusts of the research is the understanding of these terms as flexible and fluid. Indeed,
the research that would follow such definitions would be an effort in undoing them, so I
see no need in assembling definitions now only to dismantle them later. My use of these
particular terms though is not meant to be fanciful or capricious, but to identify what
these terms mean and the scope they cover would be an exercise of limitation. These
terms do not hold any specifically cryptic meanings for me beyond the sense that any
word’s meaning may be cryptic, and are used as they would commonly be used. Where a
specific connotation of a term is being drawn upon, its meaning particular to the context
will be made clear. For example, the term ‘nationalism’ is used primarily in two contexts,
each with a very different sense. It describes the excesses of patriotism characterised by
right-wing ‘nationalists’, but is also used in the sense of ‘banal nationalism’, which Billig
(1995) uses to ‘cover… ideological habits’ in a more everyday sense. I would merely ask
the reader to read these terms within the contexts in which they are used.
In this chapter, I discuss questions and approaches that are concerned primarily
with ‘what nation is’. In this sense, the simplest of questions is used to approach the
subject. The shortcomings and strengths of relevant theories helps develop a more critical
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understanding of how national identity is to be conceived and, moreover, we learn how
the question of how to study it may be better focused. The first approaches discussed may
broadly be termed ‘blood, roots and soil’ arguments. These views, which suppose the
naturalness of national identity, are linked into theories of the origins of nations, which
emphasise the constructedness of national identity. The idea of constructedness pushes
the issue forwards and in asking ‘where is national identity located?’ we see that this
construction is not a fixed paradigm, nor a collection of immaterial signs. This
necessitates a reformulation of the question in order to focus on how national identity is
continually reproduced, from ‘what nation is’ to ‘how nation is lived.’

‘Blood, roots and soil’ arguments

‘Blood, roots and soil’ arguments suggest that there is a naturalness to national
identity and that belonging comes from a line of descent. This view also perpetuates a
myth of ‘authentic’ national identity, which is often mobilised in attempts to protect
national identity, either from so-called impure blood or from perceived threats from
‘others’. This was most dramatically demonstrated in the case of Nazi Germany and
attempts to build a pure master-race. The blood and soil argument is tied up with
conceptions of what Billig (1995) calls ‘hot’ nationalism, and Easthope (1999) ‘the bad
excesses of nationalism’ (p.229). However, it is unwise to see this ‘rightist’ conception of
nation as limited to the extremes of the holocaust, or even as the property of others.
Tester (1999) notes how the blood and soil argument gained popular support in
England, most notably through the influence of Enoch Powell in the 1970s. Powell said:
‘The nation has been, and is still being, eroded and hollowed out from within by the
implantation of large unassimilated and unassimilable populations ... in the heartland of
the state’. (Powell, cited Tester, p.99) Paxman (1999) says of Powell: ‘Only a fool would
claim that there is not a significant section of the English population who still share
Enoch Powell’s belief that the influx of large numbers of members of alien cultures has
been a mistake.’ (p.72) This observation finds evidence in recent debates and discourses
surrounding immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Howe, in the Channel 4 series
White Tribe, found huge resentment in Dover towards any influx of ‘outsiders’. The
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British Nationalist Party has adopted and attempted to disseminate the myth that outsiders
dilute ‘our’ British identity. A BNP leaflet from 1999 states: ‘join our campaign to put
the British people first, before bogus asylum seekers and before new immigrants...before
it’s too late.’ Providing an anti-thesis, however, Paxman is incisive when he draws
attention to the fact that ‘the first thing you discover about the English, is that they are not
English - in the sense of coming from England - at all.’(p.54) This is borne out by the fact
of successive waves of foreign invasion, and later immigration. The Romans, Jutes,
Angles, Saxons, Celts, as well as Scandinavian imports make the idea of an indigenous
‘pure’ English, let alone British, race sound absurd, even before the Norman invasion of
1066. (Paxman, 1999, p.55)
Despite the suggestion that there may still be popular support for such views, even
if these are made limited or marginal, primordialism and blood-ties are largely either
ignored or rejected by theorists of nationalism. The rhetoric that follows such views is
generally politically motivated, stating that national identity should be about blood-ties or
lines of descent. These views are, in their own disturbingly unique way, a utopian
narrative – about the way things should be, and of course about who is excluded from the
definition of nation more than about who is included. In this sense, it is a nationalism, a
way of conceiving of national identity through a narrative structure. What marks this
‘rightist’ view out is its reliance upon the truth of its own narrative in order to mask its
own inconsistencies in light of empirical actualities. Any attempt to name nation is, in
effect, an effort to frame and contain nation, which raises ideological questions and
encourages us away from ‘what national identity is’, to see ‘how nation is lived’.
The rejection of primordialism does not mean that theorists have neglected to look
to the past to see traditions and continuity. Smith (1991), in particular, talks of ‘ethnic
cores’, or ‘ethnies’, and ‘the living presence of traditions embodying memories, symbols,
myths and values from much earlier epochs in the life of the population, community or
area.’ (p.20) However, ethnies are not treated as primordial, fundamental, natural or
given; likewise they are not treated as ‘situational’, ‘fleeting and mutable’, but rather
‘Between these two approaches ... stress[ing] the historical and symbolic-cultural
attributes of ethnic identity.’(p.20). The word ‘myth’ is important in Smith’s account, as
it avoids naming as true and imperative those collective memories around which ethnic
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cores grow. Indeed, Smith sees the myth and the ethnie as almost mutually dependant:
‘not only are historical memories essential to their continuance but each such ethnic
group is the product of specific historical forces and is therefore subject to historical
change and dissolution.’ (p.20) In this sense a question of cultural dominance and
resistance appears to be at issue, where ‘the stronger and more persistent the pre-existing
ethnic identity, the more likely was any nation that might emerge to be based on that
identity.’(p.71) As opposed to the primordial view, which seeks to reverse or ignore
specific historical forces, national identity is seen to be based around lived experiences
and cultural negotiations rather than any fixed narrative. As Smith argues, ‘the ethnie is
anything but primordial, despite the claims and rhetoric of nationalist ideologies and
discourses.’ (p.23)
It follows that if national identity is not primordial, it is in a broad sense,
‘constructed’. In the quotation above, Smith talks about the emergence of nation, another
preoccupation of theorists of nation. To look at how nations have emerged allows us to
see what goes into the construction of national identity. Whilst providing a more
developed conceptualisation of ‘what nation is’ than the ‘blood, roots and soil’
perspectives, these approaches, like the discussion of the primordial approach, urge us to
progress to the question of ‘how nation is lived’. Where primordial approaches highlight
the ideological undertones of naming nation, theories of the origins of nations help to
elucidate this ideological dimension.

The emergence / origins of nation

Different theorists date the emergence of nation at different times. Gellner (1983)
saw it emerging as a necessary result of industrialisation, which brought with it new
forms of production, a division of labour, standardised education and a standardised
linguistic medium. There is some debate as to what Gellner places the most emphasis on
in his account of the origin of nations (Schlesinger, 1991a). Giddens sees communication
as foremost in Gellner’s account, Smith (1991) cites language and Schlesinger reads
Gellner as ‘a cultural theory of national identity in which the nature of the culture has
definite preconditions in industrial development.’ (Schlesinger, 1991a, p159) Others
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argue that modernity is the essential precursor for nation (Hobsbawm, 1992; Easthope,
1999), although this is perhaps to restate what has already been said above: modernity
being a cultural shift influenced by politico-economic changes.
Anderson (1991) also sees the nation emerging in the era of modernity, as the
community becomes imaginable through the ‘interaction between a system of production
and productive relations (capitalism), a technology of communications (print), and the
fatality of human linguistic diversity.’ (Anderson, 1991, pp42-43) Where Gellner points
to the primacy of industrialisation in the formation of nations, Anderson’s account
emphasises the role of print-capitalism. This, argues Anderson, ‘made it possible for
rapidly growing numbers of people to think about themselves, and to relate themselves to
others, in profoundly new ways.’ (p.36)
This is the key feature of theories of the origin of nation – that national identity
requires certain social conditions that allow individuals to think of themselves and relate
themselves to others. Whether it is through standardised education, a standardised
linguistic

medium,

language,

communication,

modernity,

print-capitalism,

industrialisation, theorists of the origins of nation demonstrate the opportunities for
collectivity through structural and cultural features of nation. To name these features,
however, is a problematic exercise. Smith (1991) provides a working definition: ‘nation
can ... be defined as a named human population sharing an historic territory, common
myths and historical memories, a mass, public culture, a common economy and common
legal rights and duties for all members’ (p.14). In this sense, we could argue that
‘nation’, given the precursor of common legal rights, could not possibly have existed
until, at the very least, the realisation of full suffrage. Empirical actualities problematise
any schematic that lays down the precursors of nation. Whilst these conditions have a
general relevance to the context in which national identification takes place, they do not,
unfortunately, address that identification.
The approaches mentioned above, whilst contributing to the study of nation, may
be criticised for their lack of theoretical insight when it comes to the transition from what
nation is to how nation is ‘lived’. Gellner has famously said: ‘Nationalism is not the
awakening of nations to self-consciousness; it invents nations where they do not exist...’
(Gellner, cited in Smith, 1991, p. 71). These accounts tell us when nation emerged, the
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conditions under which it emerged, and highlight the fact that nation is ‘created’. As
Schlesinger (1991a) points out though, studies of the origin of nation may also be
criticised for treating nation, once it has been created, as a finished article, almost
unworthy of further study. Of Gellner, Schlesinger says ‘the theory does not contain an
account of the active construction of collective identity’ (1991a, p.162). Anderson
receives similar criticism: ‘I would suggest that it shares a similar shortcoming to
Gellner’s model...: the structural point about how a national mode of address is first
constituted (by education in the one instance, print capitalism in the other) is conflated in
each case with the analytically separate question of how a national culture is continually
redeveloped and the contours of national identity chronically redrawn.’ (p.165)
Approaches to the emergence of nation commonly suggest, even if only implicitly, that
national identity exists within, and because of, the specific features of nation. The
features highlighted – whether print capitalism, education or the more over-arching ethos
of modernity - typically allow for a national mode of address. Where these approaches
are lacking is in the failure to describe the relationship between individuals and these
modes of address. Schlesinger (1991a) rightly asserts that ‘we should better look to a
process of continual reconstruction than to an accomplished fact’ (p.165), as it through
these relationships that identification and recreations of national identity take place.
It is clear that ‘The effort to arrive at an ‘objective definition’ of the nation or at
an inventory of traits which a group must possess ‘to be a nation’’ (Bauman, 1992, p.677)
is impractical and redundant. Moreover, it may be suggested that such approaches are
more an effort in defining and fixing national identity (or even an attempt to reinforce a
national hegemony) than of subtle analysis. Bauman states that we need to ‘abandon the
vain, time-wasting search for the attributes of ‘nation as such’’ (Bauman, 1992, p. 678).
Hobsbawm supports this, saying that ‘the criteria used for this purpose [objectively
defining nation] - language, ethnicity or whatever - are themselves fuzzy, shifting and
ambiguous, and as useful for the purposes of the travellers’ orientation as cloud-shapes
are compared to landmarks.’ (Hobsbawm, 1992, p.6) This itself is apparent in the
constant slippage in the use of the terms ‘nation’, ‘nationalism’ and ‘national identity’.
Theories of the origins of nation highlight the conditions that allow individuals to
attain national identity. Gellner and Anderson’s accounts imply a top-down approach;
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nation emerges as a consequence of nationalism and the nation-state. Hobsbawm (1992),
however, says ‘If I have a major criticism of Gellner’s work it is that his preferred
perspective of modernization from above, makes it difficult to pay adequate attention to
the view from below.’ (Hobsbawm, 1992, pp. 10-11) Theorists of the origins of nation
tend to imply that in national modes of address we find national identity, but it is not in
modes of address that we find identity, it is through them.
I shall attempt to demonstrate this shortcoming more clearly by looking at Billig’s
Banal Nationalism (1995). Whilst Billig emphasises the reproductive aspects of
nationalism, and so provides a contrast to Gellner and Anderson, without a proper theory
of collective identification, he too finds only the signs of nation-as-such. This allows us
to see that modes of address are not enough in themselves. To understand national
identity is to understand how meaning is made, which leads onto, in the following
chapter, a discussion of how the individual may enter into the collective.

Banal Nationalism

Billig (1995) uses the term ‘banal nationalism’ to ‘cover the ideological habits
which enables the established nations of the West to be reproduced.’ (p.6) He is keen to
emphasise that banal nationalism does not mean benign nationalism, which is suggested
by the ideological reproduction aspect of his definition. However, the distinction between
banal and benign is not always clear. The use of the term ‘nationalism’ in Billig’s phrase
suggests an active engagement, in the sense of nationalism being the drive for national
identity. He examines political speeches, newspaper sports reporting and other instances
where nation is flagged, providing great insights into the ‘signs’ of national identity.
Emphasising how and in what ways national identity is flagged, though, does not provide
enough insight into the nationalism aspect of the term he has introduced. Rather it
supposes a relationship between these flaggings and national identity without
conceptualising how this relationship operates.
As an example, he asks, in the context of his survey of newspaper sports reporting:
‘what is the significance of this daily flag waving...?’ (p.122) The reply is given that
‘men’s concerns are presented as if defining the whole national honour.’ (p.123) This
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may be so, but it is a description of a feature of sports reporting rather than a description
of how such discourses are read, understood and interpreted, or even how such repeated
flaggings affect a national identity. It is not enough to catalogue the characteristics of a
nation, to highlight modes of address, or to identify signs of national identity. Hobsbawm
(1992) says ‘official ideologies of states and movements are not guides to what it is in the
minds of even the most loyal citizens or supporters.’ Similarly, the banal ideologies and
flaggings of nation that Billig cites, stood alone, do not provide an account of nation.
Whatever the mode of address, signs of national identity do not fix national identity in
their own image, whether these signs originate from culture or from state.
The strength of Billig’s account of nationalism is its emphasis on ‘everyday’
flagging. Nationalism is not treated as something periphery or as an extreme behaviour,
attributed to others. It is the possession of ‘us’. In this sense, there is the implication that
this is a bottom-up account, but Billig also describes ‘a syntax of hegemony’ (p.87). Just
as with theories of the origins of nation, a complex theory of the relationship between that
which, in crude terms, is ‘transmitted’ and that which is ‘received’ is lacking. By leaving
the formulation and operation of crucial theoretical concepts unspecified, the assumption
is that culture represents a given hegemony, unchanging and unchallengable. Culture,
however, is a site of contestation, where legitimacy may be asserted, but also challenged;
where relationships of inequality, of dominance and subservience, are played out, but
where they may also be questioned. (Schlesinger, 1991a, p.160) This difficulty of moving
from signs of nation to national identity is revealed by the discursive nature of culture,
but also in the indeterminacy of reading such signs.
Billig’s account may be termed ‘textual’ in its approach to nationalism, dealing
with what Bhabha (1990) calls ‘the interpretation of ‘events’ that have a certain
transparency or privileged visibility.’ (p.3) Although Billig is able to point to moments
when nation is flagged, his interpretation of such instances is, in a textual sense, weak.
Bhabha writes:
To encounter the nation as it is written [as it is flagged] displays a
temporality of culture and social consciousness more in tune with the
partial, overdetermined process by which textual meaning is
produced through the articulation of difference in language; more in
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keeping with the problem of closure which plays enigmatically in the
discourse of the sign. Such an approach contests the traditional
authority of those national objects of knowledge (Bhabha, 1990, p23).

I would argue that Billig’s approach does not contest the traditional authority of
those national objects of knowledge, or demonstrate that those objects of knowledge may
be contested. However, it is central to Billig’s work that these banal flaggings are not
generally contested (even if they may be). That they are banal is their power. To treat
them as ‘signs’, though, should contest any claim to authority that they may be thought to
hold. A textual account of nation - looking for the signs of nation – needs not only to look
at a narrative address but also at the ‘wide dissemination through which we construct the
field of meanings and symbols associated with national life.’ (Bhabha, 1990, p.3) The
construction of meanings is key and must accommodate both the transitional nature of
social reality and the problem of closure as it relates to the sign.
Billig (1995) suggests that ‘The battle for nationhood is a battle for hegemony’
(p.27), but frequently ignores the ‘battle’ or negotiative aspect of this equation. Although
Billig seeks to identify and accentuate the reproductive aspects of national identity, as
opposed to focusing on the establishment of nations, he still falls into many of the same
traps. Forms of national address, although drawn from more dispersed, everyday sources,
are still read at face value in Billig’s account, just as with theories dealing with the
origins of nation. He is unable to move from the signs of nation to national identity as he
fails to conceptualise the relationship between individuals and the collective. Like
Anderson (1991), Billig is unable to deliver an acceptable assessment of nation as
collective identity because, although he recognises that nation is a ‘lived experience in a
relation between social structures and subjectivity’, a theory of subjectivity is lacking
(Easthope, 1999: p.8). Billig also shares with Smith (1991) a failure to explain how
myths, and nationalisms, are retold and reinvented, except through the suggestion of the
undefined concepts of cultural dominance and hegemony.
This battle for hegemony is tied up with the need to ‘fix’ national identity, to
make it obvious and knowable. In terms of the question of how to study national identity,
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an understanding of the processes through which national identity becomes meaningful is
necessary. The flaggings of nation may well be pervasive in contemporary society, as
Billig emphasises, but their meanings are not so obvious and transparent. The signs of a
national identity are not the truths of national identity. Billig’s approach, however,
implies the opposite by dealing with the signs of nation independently to those who
negotiate their meanings. The individual is removed from the account as he tackles the
structural aspects of the construction of national identity, even if these structural elements
(modes of address) are visible in more everyday, cultural contexts. Billig says:

If the world of nations is to be reproduced, then nationhood has to
be imagined, communicated, believed in, remembered and so on.
An infinite variety of psychological acts is required for the
reproduction of nation-states. These psychological acts should not
be analysed purely in terms of the motives of individual actors. An
ideological analysis of psychological states stresses that acts, and,
indeed, the motives of the individuals, are constituted through
socio-historical processes, rather than vice-versa. This necessitates
reversing the theoretical frameworks of many conventional theories
of social psychology, which presume that psychological variables
are universal, rather than historically created. (Billig, 1995, p.17)

Billig suggests that socio-historical processes constitute individuals, which
ignores the fact that individuals have to enter these socio-historical processes. This itself
actually universalises any psychological variables by taking the individual out of the
equation. The notion of a developed model of subjectivity is proposed in order to allow
for individual, and indeed, group variations, rather than assuming a national hegemony as
represented in the visibility of signs of nationhood. Although Billig (1995) highlights that
‘ideology operates to make people forget that their world has been historically
constructed’ (p.37), it is not enough to just point that out. In doing this he falls foul of
what Bauman describes as ‘the tendency to take at face value (as descriptions of reality),
the rhetoric figures serving the discourse of domination’ (Bauman, 1992, p.677).
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To take these rhetoric figures at face value also lends nothing to being able to
understand resistance to a supposedly imposed nationalism. When talking of ‘definitional
struggle’, the struggle to define national identity, Schlesinger (1991a) highlights that ‘the
crucial point is that the production of rival versions of national identity is seen as taking
place upon a terrain of contestation.’ (p.171) The ideas of ‘rival versions’ and
‘contestation’ problematise Billig’s work. He is correct when he says that the ‘battle for
hegemony’, which he associates with the battle for nationhood, ‘is reflected in the power
to define’ (p.32). Where Billig’s account is lacking is in how it conceives, or does not
conceive, of ‘the power to define’. It suggests that national identity resides with those
with the means of communication, those with the power to assert. However, nationalist
ideologies are not national truths, just as an assertion of hegemony is not incontestable.
Like theorists of the origins of nation, Billig is in need of a theory that takes account of
the reproductive aspects of national identification, rather than identifying and examining
the reproductive, banally pervasive, modes of national address.
The ‘power to define’ is about processes of meaning-making, so to study national
identity is to ask how national identity gets its meaning. National identity is not purely an
imaginative act, nor purely an ideological imperative - it is a relationship between
individuals thrust into the weft of collective significations.
There are clearly some fundamental ideas that arise in this chapter – that national
identity cannot be described as a collection of traits or characteristics; nor is national
identity an a priori fact guaranteed by birthplace or descendancy; that questions of
power, and therefore ideology, are associated with processes of national identification;
and that a theory of collective identification is necessary to understanding how national
identity operates. The next chapter, therefore, provides an enquiry into the status of
collective significations. Asking where national identity is located, and whether it may be
considered real or fake, an evaluation of some orthodoxies in theories of national
identification takes place through a dialogue that is set up with and between leading
theorists.
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CHAPTER TWO - Where is National Identity Located?

The relationship between individuals thrust into the weft of collective
significations is to be dealt with in two parts initially. Firstly, this chapter discusses
approaches to ‘collective significations’, before moving to the investigation of ‘individual
projection’ into the collective. In questioning ‘collective significations’, I am asking two
questions – where is national identity located, and what is the status of these collective
significations? To this end I wish to examine something of an orthodoxy amongst
theorists of nation – the incongruence of nation-as-culture and nation-as-state and the
effort to bring them into alignment. In questioning the status of collective significations, I
confront the issue of national identity as material or ideal, real or fake.

Nation-as-state, nation-as-culture

The distinction between states and nations is fundamental… .
States can exist without a nation, or with several nations,
among their subjects; and a nation can be coterminous with
the population of one state, or be divided between states.
(Seton-Watson, 1977, quoted in Easthope, 1999, p. 42)

The distinction between states and nations presented here is one of physical
boundaries defining states without necessarily delimiting the boundaries of a nation. This
sets up a binary between nation-as-state, represented as an empirical entity, and nationas-culture as an abstract concept. In the context of this particular research effort, this is to
represent the state as England and the nation as the English. Put this way, the distinction
is clear and to make this distinction is an effort to avoid confusion from the slippage of
terms. It also suggests a dislocation between state and culture, a separateness and
simplicity that denies the connected nature of state and nation. Such simplicity, however,
is dissolved by this connection.
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Many analysts have sought to resolve this relationship of dislocation and
connection between states and nation. Billig (1995) argues that ‘The term ‘nation’ carries
two interrelated meanings. There is the ‘nation’ as the nation-state, and there is the
‘nation’ as the people living within the state. The linkage between the two reflects the
general ideology of nationalism.’ (Billig, 1995, p.24) Schlesinger (1991b) says that ‘the
problem of the very nationalist project itself [is] namely the desire to make polity and
culture align with one another.’ (Schlesinger, 1991b, p.305) Gellner defined nationalism
as ‘primarily a principle which holds that the political and national unit should be
congruent.’ (Gellner, 1983, p.1) Bauman (1992) also recognises this attempted unifying
process: ‘nationalism played the role of the hinge fastening together state and society
(represented as, identified with, the nation). ...In this sense, nationalism was a programme
of unification and a postulate of homogeneity.’ (p.683) Easthope (1999) describes the
process of national identification as ‘a drive to bring state and culture into alignment.’
(p.43)
The consensus view - despite slippage in the terms ‘people’, ‘culture’, ‘national
unit’, ‘society’ on the one side of the binary and ‘nation-state’, ‘polity’, ‘political …unit’,
‘state’, on the other – is that nationalism is the drive to bring these two spheres into
alignment. It is the attempt to bring together two fundamentally distinct entities that is the
goal of national identification. The theorists quoted above ultimately do not see this drive
for alignment as achievable. Billig (1995) says it ‘reflects the general ideology of
nationalism’; Schlesinger (1991b) talks of ‘desire’; Gellner talks of a ‘principle’ that
speaks of how the ‘political and national unit should be’; and Easthope (1999) talks of a
‘drive’ for alignment. In this sense, identity is seen as an effort towards a particular aim –
bringing culture and state into alignment. How this might manifest itself is unclear
though – how can these opposing entities be brought into alignment when they are
described as fundamentally distinct?
My argument is that the relationship between nation-as-state and nation-as-culture
has a different relevance to national identification. The setting up of the binary between
nation-as-state and nation-as-culture implies a dislocation between two connected
spheres. The two may never be fully integrated as they are conceptually different to begin
with. The nation-as-state shares many of the qualities given in empirical checklists by

16

which to measure nation, including: a bounded territory, shared myths and historical
memories, legal rights, a common language, public culture and so on. Whilst these
empirical features are themselves problematised by the inconsistency of empirical
evidence, their relationship to nation-as-culture reveals the divisions between state and
culture.
The idea of a common language as an integral facet of nation is problematised by
many multi-lingual nations. Even in nations that have one ‘official’ language, many
versions and subversions of that language may be used. An ‘official’ language also denies
any other languages that may be used in society, or at least demarcates the mainstream
from the margins if used as a signifier of national identity. For England, the official
language is English – used in parliament and within legal spheres – but the English
language is continually changing and adapting as it is used within nation-as-culture,
adopting and borrowing from other cultures. In terms of a bounded territory, a position as
‘This sceptr’d isle’ provides a natural boundary to an extent, but the limits of England’s
territory are not able to define the boundaries of Englishness (Hobsbawm, 1992, p.189190). Most notably, within these checklists by which to measure nation (or at least the
nation-as-state), is culture itself. Culture is necessary to the reproduction of the nation-asstate and is seen as a feature of it, rather than separate to it.
Nation-as-culture is arguably the ‘terrain of contestation’ that Schlesinger (1991a)
identifies as ‘the crucial point …[in] the production of rival versions of national identity’
(p.171). Nation-as-state, of course, is not just about empirical features of nation; it may
also produce versions of national identity. Such versions of national identity issuing from
nation-as-state are not fundamentally distinct from nation-as-culture. Rather, the state
communicates and negotiates through culture, adopting cultural reference points,
concentrating upon image, soundbites, slogans and spin. Symbols of state and of state
power have been transformed into cultural tokens – St. George’s Cross, Rule Britannia,
Princess Diana: the people’s Princess. In Shakespeare, the monarchy was seen to
represent the State – ‘Something is rotten in the State of Denmark’ (Hamlet, I.iv.89-90 in
Shakespeare, 1993) – whereby the health of the Court reflected the health of the nation.
Reference points for national identification have shifted somewhat, from symbols of state
to symbols of culture so that the health of the state is judged by its health as seen through
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culture. Indeed, cultural negotiation goes some way to negating the need to recourse to
actual details of state. A politician needs only to be seen cycling to promote a cultural
image of being concerned by Green issues.
Nation-as-culture is about a discursive field of meanings and significations, where
rival versions of national identities may be played out. The role of nation-as-state has
been reduced somewhat so that its influence is mediated through nation-as-culture. The
concept of globalisation supports the idea that the influence of state has receded in the
formation and renegotiation of national identities. This posits that political, economic and
cultural transformations in late-capitalism have contributed to a global community over
which individual nation-states have less control. Dicken (2001) summarises the extreme
position: ‘We live, it is asserted, in a globalized world in which nation-states are no
longer significant actors or meaningful economic units’ (p.18).
In terms of the nation as state / nation as culture divide, the nation-state appears to
offer the more uniform expression of nation, as a system of political and social
institutions acting in Britain or England’s independent and sovereign interests. ‘They’ act
on ‘our’ behalf - ‘they’ represent, stand for, ‘us’. However, a common economy, political
and legal rights - traits of a nation included in any cataloguing exercise of national
attributes - increasingly draw from the supranational, beyond the bounded territory of the
state. Hobsbawm (1992) suggests that the nation-state is likely to retreat, adapt to, be
absorbed or dislocated by ‘the new supranational restructuring of the globe’ (p.190)
making the idea of a sovereign nation-state an anachronism. Questioning the role of state
has become less about the role it plays in the lives of individuals than about its role in a
global context.
In this way, local identities – contextually speaking, national identities – can
coexist with the concept of globalisation. Indeed global markets and national identities
are somewhat inter-dependant with the divisions between nation-states demarcating
different markets. Within the contexts of those markets, national identification can take
place through nation-as-culture, with nation-as-state providing a context for such
identifications. The Olympic Games, as an example, have a global significance but
reinstate national distinctions by marking out individual nation-states. Whilst contributing
to a global community – and more pointedly a global marketplace – the breaking down of
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borders and differences takes place concurrently with the demarcation of the localities of
those who constitute it – a nation is a nation amongst nations (Billig:1995). As Billig
(1995) notes, although ‘globalism is the order of the day … a reminder is necessary.
Nationhood is still reproduced … and, daily, its symbols and assumptions are flagged.’
(p. 8)
The gap between nation-as-state and nation-as-culture does not define national
identification, it contextualises our cultural negotiations. Whilst state and culture do not
fall into alignment, the processes of attaining national identity have little immediate
relation to renegotiating the boundaries of state. The opening ceremonies at events such
as the football World Cup or the Olympic Games celebrate cultural identities under the
banner of togetherness, even if this togetherness can degrade into violence and
hooliganism (Tomlinson, 1996). Differences in political or state policy are not addressed,
even if any pre-existing discord is put into relief by configurations of sporting conflict
(e.g. USA vs. Iran at the 1998 football World Cup finals). In such instances, the political
is projected onto the event, rather than the other way around – the relationship of the
nation-states provides a context to the cultural event, rather than a reconfiguration of the
relationship between the nation-states occurring through the cultural event.
Some of the more visible instances of nationalism over recent decades – the
BSE/CJD crisis, anti-European vociferations and issues surrounding immigrants and
asylum seekers – have been presented with national interests being of utmost importance
(Brookes, 1999). A perceived loss of political sovereignty in a climate of increased
globalisation suggests that the nation-as-state in such instances has been under threat. In
this sense, the role of state may be perceived as having changed, but not erased, by forces
of globalisation. Emphasising this shift, Tony Blair, in his final speech to the Labour
Party Conference as Prime Minister, said:

The scale of the challenges now dwarf what we faced in 1997.
They are different, deeper, bigger, hammered out on the anvil of
forces global this time in nature, sweeping the world. In 1997,
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the challenges we faced were essentially British. Today, they are
essentially global. (BBC2: 26/09/2006)

The reduced role of the state in processes of national identification could be read
as national identity being in crisis, with sovereign interests being under threat. It may also
be interpreted that those sovereign interests are separate, though still relevant, to the
discursive engagement by which subjects attempt to situate their national identity in an
active engagement with cultural representations. The nation-as-state is contextualised by
forces of globalisation, which raises concerns about the role of state for those who wish
to defend its solidity. The state’s axiomatic solidity has become largely symbolic, so that
questioning its boundaries has become less relevant than questioning its influence and
power to negotiate on a global stage.
By contrast, where the supposedly monolithic state rouses nationalist tensions if
its authority is challenged from outside, the pluralistic nature of nation-as-culture is
almost immune to outside influence, absorbing from other cultures and nations without
being under threat from them. Nation-as-culture is more easily characterised as fluid,
mutable and inconstant as compared to the consistency, rigidity and stability expected of
the nation-as-state. Cultural imperialism lacks the same intensity that causes some to be
concerned by changes to the role and dissolution of the power of the nation-as-state. And
this perhaps marks the transition towards nationalism in the broader sense as a discursive
engagement by which all subjects attempt to situate their national identity.
The gap between state and culture is not the ‘terrain of contestation’ (Schlesinger,
1991a, p.171) through which identities are negotiated and renegotiated. Easthope (1999)
is correct to note that this gap is the ground upon which ‘individual existence is
‘projected’ into the collective’ (p.11), but it is the nature of that projection that constitutes
processes of identification. Where theorists have rightly seen the gap between state and
culture as fundamental, it does not follow that this distinction defines national
identification. The important relationship in terms of identification is that between the
individual and the collective, rather than that between state and culture. The latter
relationship provides the context for identification, the context for meaning-making. This
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meaning-making may have the consequence of achieving the transitory appearance of
unity of identity, but it is not the gap between state and culture that identification seeks to
bridge. Rather, this gap contextualises our cultural negotiations. The process is not the
bringing together of state and culture, but of finding meaning within the context of
culture and state, but primarily through culture.
Easthope (1999) helps to demonstrate the importance of culture over state in the
processes of national identification. His claim is that the English tradition is an empiricist
one, and he examines examples of discourse to exemplify his claim that empiricism ‘can
speak us even when we may think we are speaking for ourselves’ (p. 5). In this sense,
Easthope (1999) illustrates the unconscious results of identification, the effectivity of
national identity, rather than focusing on moments when that identification takes place.
What he found was that, although young people in the UK felt disconnected from
national identity, they expressed this disavowal in cultural terms that inadvertently spoke
of their national identity (p.225). Ironically, although this does demonstrate the gap
between state and culture, the identities Easthope names as English are seen to derive
from and be expressed through culture.
To prioritise culture allows us to see moments of national identification rather
than accepting assertions of national identity or looking to features of nation. Prioritising
the significance of culture (as this is where meaning-making and negotiations take place)
in processes of national identification leads into an examination of those processes, rather
than seeing national identity as ‘an accomplished fact’ (Schlesinger, 1991a, p.165). This
necessitates firstly an understanding of the status of nation-as-culture, into which
individual identity is thrust. Entering the collective through nation-as-culture, individuals
participate in negotiations that necessarily involve an ideological dimension.

Nation as real / nation as fake

We are not born, but become, English or British. We enter into it and yet we
cannot just wake one morning and swap national identities immaterially – “Tonight
Matthew, I’m going to be Venezuelan”. Bauman (1992) is correct when he says that
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‘More than ever before identity-building has assumed a symbolic character, and
expresses itself in the choice or rejection of cultural tokens together with their carriers’
(pp692-693). He is also correct to note that choosing or rejecting cultural tokens is not
unconditional, nor immune to relations of power. Where Billig (1995) suggested that ‘the
battle for hegemony is reflected in the power to define’ (p. 32), it may be more broadly
seen that identity-building is reflected in the power to define.
This, of course, begs the question of how national identity becomes defined. The
important relationship is that between the individual and the collective. Easthope’s (1999)
discussion of three difficulties in analysing nation is enlightening here. He elucidates the
context of the relationship between individuals and the collective, demonstrating two
things – that the binary between nation as real and nation as false needs to be rejected
and, in doing so, a proper theory of collective identification is necessary.

Nation as Class Dominance

Easthope (1999) firstly points to nation as class dominance as a problematic
belief whereby ‘the idea of nation, the nation state and national unity is a hegemonic
deception perpetrated by the ruling class in order to mask its own power’ (p.6). This topdown representation is rejected by Easthope, who makes reference to its counterpart. He
correctly asserts that national identity is ‘not just imposed from above but spontaneously
supported from below, not just an ideology but something actually lived into’ (p.6-7).
Easthope (1999) may be calling for a clearer conception of the view from below as it
relates to ideological processes, but he ignores the ‘imposed’ part of the equation, which
is the emphasis of the class dominance model.

Nation as Imagined Community

The second of the three difficulties Easthope cites in analysing nation is
Anderson’s (1983) concept of nation as ‘imagined community’. Anderson (1983) argues
against the imposed-from-the-top reductionist Marxist view of nation by arguing that
national identity is ‘imagined’. He writes, ‘It is imagined because the members of even
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the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even
hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.’ (Anderson,
1983: p.6) Easthope (1999) criticises this as Anderson draws an opposition between the
real and the fake society, represented respectively by ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies.
He argues that if a member of society does not ‘know most of their fellow-members,
meet them, or even hear of them’ (Anderson, 1983: p.6), then their imagined communion
is ‘supposed in opposition to personal knowledge, direct encounter and being within
actual earshot of another person’ (Easthope, 1999: p.9).

Nation as real vs. Nation as spirit

The problem of nation as real vs. nation as spirit, argues Easthope (1999), sees
the ‘prevalence of a binary opposition between objective and subjective aspects of
historical development.’ (p.11) By this he means that historicised accounts of nation (the
example he uses is Colley (1992)) have an ill-founded confidence and assurance when
discussing so-called ‘objective’ factors of national development, but are ‘Lacking an
explicit theory of a historicised subjectivity’ (p.11). This, argues Easthope, is the leftdeviation in the operation of this objective / subjective binary - the belief that ‘the
economic and political are real while culture and identity are not (or not so real).’ (p.12)
The ‘rightist’ perspective on this objective / subjective binary, Easthope argues,
proposes that national character ‘is only moral, spiritual and subjective’, and not
objective. In this view, the nation is a personified concept, a set of characteristics
associated with a particular nation; nation is about values and duties that can be named.
But that these characteristics, values and duties exist does not mean they are fixed or
constant or comprehensively descriptive of national identity, or that they are more or less
real than the economic and political. Nor, of course, does it mean that these
characteristics cannot be resisted.
The nation as class dominance and the nation as imagined community models are,
as they are presented by Easthope (1999), two sides of the same coin. Easthope (1999)
rejects Anderson’s (1983) conceptualisation, as the idea of real or authentic national
identity embodied in ‘traditional’ in contrast to ‘modern’ societies supposes that
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indeterminacies in communication do not occur in the micro-situation of direct encounter
as opposed to imagined collectivity. However, in rejecting the imposed from the top
nation as class dominance model, the implication is that Easthope is invoking a lived
experience conceptualisation. Where he says that national identity is ‘not just imposed
from above but spontaneously supported from below’, in the context of rejecting a model
that emphasises the ‘imposed from above’ aspect of identification, he appears to draw an
opposition between genuine (lived) and false (imposed from above) national identities.
Easthope (1999) is right to reject the nation as class dominance model, but not for
the reason he has proposed. That ideologies are supported from below at the same time as
they are imposed from above does not oppose a class dominance model; it highlights that
mass support serves to hide the power of ruling classes. The nation as class dominance
model needs to be rejected because it is based on the premise of false consciousness. This
is partly why Easthope rejects this conceptualisation, as it supposes that those who are
subject to ideology are not aware of its masking effects. Easthope’s view from below, of
course, suggests subjects are not mere victims of ideology but negotiate their identities.
This is valid, but a little un-focused. The nation as class dominance approach must be
rejected, or at least modified, because it supposes a binary between real and false national
identity. Of course, ‘To try to understand the nation-state exclusively in terms of class
power exercised through the state is simplistic and reductive’ (p. 8), but to counter this
argument with the idea that ‘lived experience’ is a somehow more valid way of
understanding nation is equally naive. To believe in the authenticity of lived experience
privileges them as true and untainted by external factors, and, in this sense, is a measure
of the effectiveness of ideology.
Clearly the word ‘exclusively’, used above, is key – Easthope (1999) rejects the
idea of using the class dominance model exclusively, which suggests that its use is
acceptable in conjunction with other models or with caveats highlighted up front. In this
sense, the treatment of Anderson follows on as a response to the inadequacies of the class
dominance model, demonstrating how the individual must enter into national identity.
Anderson (1983) pays attention to the view from below in the relationship between the
individual and the collective, thereby representing national identity more as an
internalised consideration than an external imperative that masks ‘true’ conditions.
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Easthope (1999), who sees these three difficulties of analysing nation as ‘founded
in a belief that nation is somehow not material, not real’ (p.6), approaches Anderson’s
work with reference to the real/false question. For Easthope (1999), the ‘somehow
fictional’ orientation of imagined collectivity cannot be upheld by the binary of ‘genuine’
face-to-face contact. He draws out the opposition between direct encounter and imagined
collectivity, criticising Anderson, whose work focuses on the concept of imagined
community, for the direct encounter part of the equation. However, Anderson (1983)
states that ‘Communities are to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by
the style in which they are imagined’ (p. 6). The more pertinent criticism of Anderson,
therefore, is that he does not define this term ‘style’. Anderson (1983) does recognise that
nation is a ‘lived experience in a relation between social structures and subjectivity’ (p.8).
As Easthope (1999) highlights though, he ‘is not able to come up with the account of
nation as collective identity which his rejection of nation as ideology had shown to be
necessary (Easthope, 1999: p. 8).
The nation as real vs. nation as spirit opposition also leads Easthope (1999) to
stress the importance of processes of identification. Whether discussing so-called
objective factors of nation or its ‘moral, spiritual and subjective’ (p. 12) opposition, it is
important to conceptualise how these operate rather than accepting the truth of either side
of the binary. In common with the first two difficulties in analysing nation that Easthope
(1999) identifies, the truth and falsehood of assertions of national identity is in question.
The authority of each position is dissolved through the strength of its opposition, thereby
demonstrating the invalidity of the opposition - nation is not just real, material and
objective; nation is not just moral, spiritual and subjective. This demonstrates how the
binary, which follows its own internal logic of being defined by its opposition, cannot
actually be sustained by that opposition. Objective factors cannot be factors unless they
are ‘lived’, subjective; in which case they cannot be objective. Subjective factors cannot
be moral or spiritual unless they are informed by a context, in which case they cannot be
entirely subjective.
The nation as class dominance model sees the influence of ideological apparatus,
leading to false consciousness. The view from below, however, implies that individuals
enter into these narratives, but this can lead to privileging the individual experience as
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sovereign, but also potentially to the view that identity is based upon the acceptance of
immaterial cultural tokens. In this sense, Easthope’s contrast of approaches sees the
ideological top-down view as characterised by ‘real’ institutions producing a false
consciousness, and the bottom-up view characterised by genuine identity deriving from
fictional cultural signifiers.
By discounting the idea of genuine ‘direct contact’ and having not rejected the
class dominance model completely – only its use ‘exclusively ’ – Easthope’s (1999)
stance seems to imply that all communities could be ‘imagined’, without any ‘real’
counterpart to this imagined communion. Despite these ‘difficulties’ in analysing nation
being seen by Easthope (1999) to be characterised by the belief that ‘nation is somehow
not material, not real’, he is not led to state that nation is material or real. He believes that
the ‘idea of nation as somehow fictional’ is ‘mistaken’ (p.10), and yet the idea of
‘authentic’ identity seems equally invalid to him.
However, Easthope (1999) does demonstrate that a methodology that
encompasses the tension between rival versions of national identities is necessary if
rejecting any perceived dominant view, either from above or from below. And, within
this, that - whether taking the view from above or below, whether looking to subjective or
so-called objective elements of national identity - the analyst must beware of naming
their perspective as real. Rather the analyst should look to processes of construction and
re-construction through an active theory of collective identification, which avoids naming
as real or fixed any resulting analysis.
That either side of the binaries Easthope (1999) identifies exists does not appear
too problematic for him per se. He does not spend time endorsing or specifically rejecting
either of these positions, except through the juxtaposition of the relevant opposition, so
that the linking ‘difficulty’ is actually the binary itself. He says, ‘My aim here will be to
breach any inherited binary between objective and subjective, material and ideal.’ (1999:
p.12)
The binary Easthope (1999) seeks to breach is that between ‘objective and
subjective, material and ideal’, rather than that between real and fake. This evades the
opposition. He states that: ‘For a better account of nation we need to understand
collectivity, how individual existence is ‘projected’ into the collective.’ (p.11) Whilst
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Easthope is correct to identify the relevance of individual existence being ‘‘projected’
into the collective’, the binary between real and fake has to be resolved before looking at
individual existence. My understanding of this is that in order to breach the gap in the
opposition between real and fake national identity, you must first dispense with the
opposition itself, rather than trying to breach any divide. The analyst of nation must
concentrate on the question of meaning, which is interpretive rather than real or false, and
not on divisions between the real and the fake. Instead of looking for ‘authentic’ national
identity, the focus must be on the processes of national identification and hence contain a
theory of collective identification. In this sense national identity is not seen as an
essentialist entity guaranteed by measurable empirical precursors. Modes of address,
deriving from state or from culture, whether in the microcosm of face-to-face contact or
through collective significations are neither real nor false. These ‘modes of address’ are
the textual, relating to a narrative of ‘who we are’. If we take these narratives as holding
the potential to be true or real, then identity is being provided with signs that demarcate
true or false, real or fake, national identities.
That nation-as-culture has more relevance than nation-as-state in processes of
national identification may seem to imply, though - as culture is a more fluid notion than
state - that national identities are taking on more ‘fictional’ or performative qualities.
Whilst this is a possibility, the idea that nation-as-culture has more of a fictional
orientation than nation-as-state is not intended to set up a binary between ‘real’ and ‘fake’
national identities. Rather this binary signals the demarcation between fluidity and
rigidity of associated meaning. Rejecting any such binary between real and false is
important to the question of national identity as this links into issues of ideology,
subjectivity and the ‘power to define’ (Billig, 1995, p.32).
Gender theory and the notion of performativity help to demonstrate this
ideological element, showing how identities do not follow a route of causality issuing
from any fundamental truths or realities. Rather, assertions of truths may be seen as
textual, discursive, open to interpretation, but not without limitation or consequence. I
propose that identification and the textual are integrated, so that dispensing with the
real/fake opposition likewise rejects any essential line of causality between text and
identity. This notion of a textual approach is therefore not associated with encountering
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nation ‘as it is written’ (Bhabha, 1990, p.2), but understanding how national identity
becomes meaningful. It dispenses with any notion of top-down effectivity or bottom-up
freedom of choice. It rejects the idea that signs are immaterial, but also rejects the
necessity of any received authority that is perceived to reside with them. The signs of
national identity are not the truths of national identity, so to study the ways in which
national identity operates is a task in search of negotiated meaning; identity is an effect,
not guaranteed by ‘being’. Identity is not seen to exist purely in the hearts and minds of
individuals; nor is it purely external to individuals, existing as some ideological
transmission or given hegemony. Identity is not wholly structural, nor entirely subjective,
but a process of negotiation between these two.
In providing a brief foray into the concept of performativity, I wish to show that
signs of identity should not be seen as immaterial, but neither should they be seen as true
or false. Rather they provide the basis through which identities may be negotiated upon a
‘terrain of contestation’. That boundaries of identity are redrawn, are contextual, means
they are not fixed or fundamental, but this does not mean that in defining who we are that
the boundaries of identity are meaningless.

Performativity

The concept of performativity has been most notably mobilised in relation to
gender identity, but is useful too in the context of national identity. Chinn (1997) refers to
Althusser in order to expound the idea that the boundaries of identity - even when this
identity is seen as anti-essentialist – can be regulated.

Part of Althusser’s discussion of ideology is an analysis of the
punitive and policing elements of interpellation’s performativity.
There is a constant threat of not being a subject, or of having
one’s subjectivity severely compromised. As we see, this kind of
policing is particularly effective in the realm of gender - people
who don’t conform to expectations of gender are accused of not
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being ‘real women’ or ‘real men’. (Chinn, 1997: pp.297-298)

This regulation suggests that there is a certain in-built rigidity to gender identities,
but as we have seen with national identity, to have assertions of ‘real’ identities negates
empirical realities. In this respect there is visibly an eclectic variety of gender identities in
society, exposing the mask of gender. Practices such as drag, for example, blur the
arbitrary distinctions between the real and the fake:

By performing gender in such a hyperbolic, stylized way, drag
queens don’t simply imitate femininity, they reveal how women
imitate femininity as well, and what hard work it is.
(Chinn, 1997: p.300)

The question of the real-fake divide, in the context of national identity above,
revealed how the binary itself is problematic. For gender identity too, the imposition of
such a divide is likewise exposed as redundant and meaningless. Riviere (1986) says:

The reader may now ask where I draw the line between genuine
womanliness and the ‘masquerade’. My suggestion is not,
however, that there is any such difference; whether radical or
superficial, they are the same thing. (Riviere, 1986, p.40)

The argument is that gender identity is not a given condition but a continuous
effort - and the same is true of national identity of course. The threat of not being a real
subject - ‘real man’ or a ‘real woman’ - demonstrates how individual identity gets thrust
into the collective. Whilst the individual is the bearer of their own reading of what it
means to be a man or a woman (or to ‘really’ be English), particular readings represented
through identity are likely to receive response from the collective in the form of support,
opposition or even violence. Even without the State, cultural negotiations have both an
ideological and repressive (violent) orientation, making manifest certain preferred
versions of identities. Gender identity is about the ways in which individuals interact with
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the discourses of Others - choice is not always personal (or at least not always governed
by individuals) but comes from an external Symbolic world of meaning. Meaning must
be negotiated in the collective in order for individuals to recognise their position and
negotiate their identities. As with gender identity, where there is the threat to one’s
subjectivity, in the case of national identity, boundaries (provisional, arbitrary,
contestable) attempt to define and redefine who is inside and who is outside, who is
included and excluded, who is English and who might not really be English.
It is in this sense that this project intends to focus upon the operation and
processes of national identification and meaning-making to evaluate the extent to which
choice of identity is regulated or curtailed through cultural discourse. By examining
representations of national identity in cultural discourse it is hoped, not that the traits of
English national identity can be catalogued and described, but that the ways in which
contestable and provisional versions of national identity are played out reveals the
possibilities and limitations of national identification.
To this end, the next chapter tackles the relationship between individuals thrust
into the collective. Having demonstrated the need to prioritise culture in the search for
negotiated meaning, having rejected the real/fake divide, we see how these elements
affect the development of a theory of collective identification. This necessitates a reexamination of terms such as ideology, which I have continued to use without definition,
even after having rejected the real/fake divide partly through the difficulty of false
consciousness. The issue of ideology, and the introduction of a theory of subjectivity,
both need to have the resolution of this real/fake divide question feed into them.
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CHAPTER 3 – National Identification, Subjectivity and Postmodernism

Where the last chapter concerned itself with the ‘status’ of collective
significations into which individual identity may be ‘projected’, this chapter moves on to
that projection of individual identity into the collective. A model of subjectivity is firstly
introduced and critiqued with reference to two of the key elements of this research so far
– that nation-as-culture is to be prioritised over nation-as-state when looking at processes
of identification, and that the real-fake binary should be rejected. This leads onto
questioning the possibility of a ‘postmodern subject for nation’, developing from theories
of ideology and subjectivity.

Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage’

Bauman (1992) suggests that ‘the one comfort identity is expected to offer is selfconfidence, certainty, ‘knowing where one stands’.’ (p.679) This potential security and
assurance is attained through ‘meaning’, but as this is always open to debate, the meaning
of national identity is constantly contentious, negotiable and re-negotiable. Easthope
(1999), drawing on Lacan, describes how the drive for this self-confidence and certainty
of identity is always in process, deferred. It therefore continually reproduces the desire
for the transitional appearance of security and unity of identity: ‘Unity of identity is an
imaginary consequence of the symbolic process which produces it’ (p.22).
For Lacan (1949) the unconscious is structured like a language. This element of
psychoanalysis is emphasised in the strong linguistic dimension of Freud’s analyses ‘since puns, allusions, and other kinds of word play are often the mechanisms which
make manifest the content of the unconscious’ (Barry, 1995, p.112). As Lacan sees the
unconscious as the centre of our being, ‘the self is ‘deconstructed’, shown to be merely a
linguistic effect, not an essential entity’ (Barry, 1995, p.113). In order to achieve this
effect – and thus emerge into consciousness - the individual has to move from the realm
of the Imaginary to the Symbolic. In the Imaginary realm there is no distinction between
self and Other. The Symbolic realm marks the move to order and logic, characterized by
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lack and separation. The transition occurs, or is initiated, at what Lacan calls the mirror
stage.
During the mirror stage, Lacan (1949) argues, an infant’s lack of awareness about
the difference between itself and the surrounding world starts to be eroded. This state of
‘being’ - where there is an absence of identity (manque a etre) - is replaced by a
recognition of the self as distinct from Others. There is a split between the ‘I’ that looks
into the mirror and the ‘I’ which is seen/reflected. This gap is bridged by the self
identifying with the image of the Other, as it appears to have the unity and control of
itself which the perceiving ‘I’ lacks. The lack or absence of identity that is a part of
merely ‘being the self’ is made good by meaning, which is the possession of Others.
Lacan argues that identity is formed by that which is Other than the self.

... against Descartes’s account of the I as a Cogito (‘I think
therefore I am’) in which my identity and my being are at one,
Lacan argues that the I depends on what is other than itself; the I
is therefore an effect socially - discursively - constructed.
(Easthope and MacGowan, 1992, p.243)

Identity is therefore seen as an effect, not guaranteed by our ‘Being’, but created
through meaning in order to attain the comforts of identity that Bauman talks of: selfconfidence, certainty, ‘knowing where one stands’. The subject misrecognises themself
as they are reflected in Others, in the world of meaning, and takes that world of meaning
as the basis for their identity. But, as language may be seen as always in process, with the
signified sliding beneath the signifier, never fully determined, always seeking but never
finding closure, the same may be said of identity. This lack of stability and unity of
identity, however, therefore produces the desire to attain it.
Easthope (1999) argues that it is the fissure between nation-as-state and nation-asculture that produces this incoherence in and therefore the desire to attain national
identity. The incongruence or gap between cultures and states constitutes a lack of order
and logic, which must be made good by meaning. State and culture do not align
themselves naturally but slide and shift across and along one another, achieving only the
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appearance of unity through processes of negotiation. ‘National unity, nation as unity, is
an effect’ argues Easthope:

It is an effect, first of all, of the process of collective
identification with a common object which is accompanied by
identification of individuals with each other. And, as a
precondition for this effect, there is already the process within
the individual subject in which an identity, mirrored from the
Other and never more than provisionally fixed, is treated as the
self... . Unity of identity is an imaginary consequence of the
symbolic process which produces it
(Easthope, 1999, p.22)

The words ‘never more than provisionally fixed’, used by Easthope above, also
point to the potential flux in the intensity of national feeling, suggesting that as desire for
national unity intensifies, so the belief in its reality (‘is treated as the self’) likewise
escalates. With identity as provisional, what constitutes a national identity - what
transitionally demarcates inside from outside, what is included and excluded - is
modifiable, contextual and contestable. Consequently, the never more than provisionally
fixed ‘we’ can appear to be threatened by anything not ‘us’ and, thus, the issues of
nationalism and difference become problematic.
This would suggest that desire for national identity, and therefore the belief in its
reality, would increase given the increasing dislocation of state from looking inwardly to
nation to looking outwardly to a global context. However, I would suggest that belief in
the reality of national identity comes from the belief in the reality of its signifiers, the
level of attachment to cultural tokens. Taking the view that nation-as-culture plays a more
important role in processes of national identification than nation-as-state, the reduced role
of state is not thought to lead to an increase in desire within the attainment of national
identity. Whilst this dislocation of state and culture may well produce desire to attain
national identity, the resolution of this fissure is a resolution of the context of one to the
other, which can never be achieved. This is to make a distinction between desire for
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national identity caused by the lack that exists between nation-as-state and nation-asculture, and the lack that needs to be fulfilled within processes of national identification.
Within processes of national identification, the model of subjectivity should be
closer to Lacan’s (1949) original theory than Easthope’s (1999) development of it. For
Lacan, identity is a discursive effect and the unconscious structured like a language, so
that the attainment of identity is the effect of attaining meaning. Where the desire for
national identity may well come from the state/culture divide, the lack that national
identification seeks to fulfill is a lack of meaning within cultural negotiations. In this
sense, within national identification there is desire – desire to attain the ‘certainties’ of
identity through processes of meaning-making. This does not, of course, make Easthope’s
(1999) analysis incorrect, but casts the relevance of the divide between nation-as-state
and nation-as-culture in a different light. Perhaps most demonstrative of this is that
Easthope (1999) concludes his analysis with the following speculative question:

Could it be that a post-modern subject for nation may be
emerging for whom nation as independent nation-state matters
somewhat less than nation-as-culture? (Easthope, 1999, p.228)

Desire for identity can be perpetuated through engagements with nation-asculture, and, for the postmodern subject for nation, it comes from a lack of meaning and
lack of reality principle. For the postmodern subject for nation, the nation-as-state has
ceased to hold relevance as guarantor of ‘true’ national identity. This is not just to reject
the ‘real’, but rejecting the real/false divide and hence the referent of the real. This
consideration has implications for theories of subjectivity and ideology.
In order to examine the ways in which national identification operates in a
relationship between subjectivity and nation-as-culture, some adjustments need to be
made to theories of ideology. Modernist conceptions of ideology and subjectivity must be
adapted in order to confront the problem of the real-fake divide as acted upon by
postmodernist concerns. By examining the move from the modern to the postmodern we
begin to see the necessity of developing theories of identification, moving on from
concepts of false consciousness and misrecognition.
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From modernism to postmodernism

Postmodernism is often thought to have developed out of, or as a reaction to,
modernism. A brief look at the epistemological stance of modernism demonstrates its
contribution to the breaking down of the Grand Narratives as legitimate foundations for
truth. A.J. Ayer’s (1990) influential Language, Truth and Logic declared the death of all
metaphysics: ‘it cannot be significantly asserted that there is a non-empirical world of
values, ...or that there is a transcendent God.’ (p.10) But Ayer’s Logical Positivism and
G.E. Moore’s empiricism still espoused so-called truths, obtained through experience and
verification. Modernist literature similarly rejected metaphysical notions, rejecting also
the received ‘ethics’ of art and culture. However, the modernist movement still searched
for its own ‘truths’, its own totality. Hawthorne (1992) says: ‘Behind much modernist
pessimism lies ...[a] philosophical belief that although the world may be single and
knowable, it is only knowable in small pieces at once.’ (p.153)
Postmodernism does not see the world as single and knowable, and breaks from
the modernist assertion of a reality principle. Despite this crucial difference, though, the
epistemological concerns of modernism helped shape the postmodern condition. The
early twentieth-century witnessed experimentation in art, literature and architecture.
Darwin had, in 1871, provided an alternative to the ecclesiastical account of creation; in
1900, a democratic socialist party was formed, later named the Labour Party in 1908,
providing a new political voice; and demands for female emancipation provided a shift in
political values. Fragmentation, experimentation and innovation, as well as new
discourses such as psychoanalysis and sociology, provided new ways of seeing. Marxism
too provided a new narrative, arguing that the masking effects of ruling-class ideology
disguised ‘true’ conditions of society. Traditional values and explanations, and previously
legitimate foundations for truth, were undermined, even if they were to merely be
replaced by new narratives.
Marxism also called for change and, when we talk about postmodernism’s
rejection of Grand Narratives, we may think of these in terms of what the Marxist Louis
Althusser (1970) called Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs) (pp. 50-57). It is perhaps
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best to liken Grand Narratives to ideologies and to recognise their distribution and
legitimation through State Apparatuses, as the way in which Althusser deals with these
concepts demonstrates why a development is needed in light of the rejection of the
real/fake divide.
Althusser (1970) says, ‘Ideology is a ‘representation’ of the imaginary
relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’ (p.52). The legitimation
of such (un)truths filters through such institutions as the education system, the church, the
legal system, politics, the family, cultural arts and media communication. Though these
institutions remain active, the messages they transmit are, under the terms of
postmodernism, no longer regarded as truths. Moreover, where Althusser sees real
conditions of existence as concealed by ideology, postmodernism asserts that there is no
truth to be concealed. This is an important point as it problematizes the idea of identity, in
Lacanian terms and in Althusser’s conception.
Lacan (1949) claimed that the mirror stage ‘leads us to oppose any philosophy
directly issuing from the Cogito.’ (p.71) This has been interpreted by both Lodge (1988)
and Barry (1995) to mean, instead of ‘I think, therefore I am’, ‘I am where I think not’.
Barry (1995) expands on this by saying, ‘in the unconscious [is] where my true selfhood
lies.’ (p.112) And, given that for Lacan the unconscious is structured like a language,
Grand Narratives can be seen as important in the construction of identity. These
narratives filter through the world of meaning into which the individual must enter to
attain identity (from the Imaginary to the Symbolic). In Lacanian terms, the rejection of
the truth of Grand Narratives in turn repudiates the truth of the Other and the truth of
identity. In this respect, Lacan and Althusser fit together nicely - Althusser noting that
subjects are hailed and recognise themselves in ideology, but that ideology is not truth,
and Lacan demonstrating that this recognition is therefore a mis-recognition.
In Simulations (1983), Baudrillard takes this a stage further. He explains how we
have become detached from any conception of the real, using the analogy of Disney to
explain how contemporary society is of the hyperreal and third-order simulation. He
says:

Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us
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believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and
the America surrounding it are no longer real, but of the order of
the hyperreal and of simulation. It is no longer a question of a
false representation of reality (ideology), but of concealing the
fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of saving the reality
principle. (Baudrillard, 1983: p.25)

This reality principle saves us from the possibility or inevitability of alienation meaninglessness. Identity construction in this sense appears to be a process of reification,
so that the absence of a real-fake binary (where to make a distinction between authentic
and fictional identities would be senseless) creates a lack that produces the desire for
meaning. This also demonstrates the linkage between the textual (in this research,
represented by nation-as-culture) and identity (in this case, national identity).
The idea of national identity as authentic or real is mistaken. The idea of national
identity as fictional or fake is mistaken. Both are mistaken as they draw from their
opposition when the real and the fake are of the same order. Baudrillard (1983) uses the
analogy of psychosomatic illness in order to make clear this move away from the idea of
ideology with a real/fake dynamic by drawing the distinction between dissimulation
(feigning or representation) and simulation (where the image ‘masks the absence of a
basic reality’ (p.11)). Where representation masks a basic reality - in the case of feigning
illnesses this is the health or otherwise of the patient - simulation disrupts such a reality
principle. The psychosomatic actually reproduces ‘real’ symptoms, so are they ill or not?
Contemporary Western societies produce their own ‘realities’ in the same way but, as
with the psychosomatic, there is no recourse to a reality principle. We cannot see the real
for all the representations of the real.
National identity is not real in the sense that it is guaranteed by our ‘Being’ - it
has to be ‘lived into’ and is therefore best understood as a process. It is not fake or
fictional in the sense that it can be anything we want it to be and, consequently, processes
of national identification need to be observed in order to recognise the ways in which
meaning-making is effected by structures of power. As opposed to a relationship of
interpellation (Althusser, 1970) or misrecognition (Lacan, 1949) within this process, a
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postmodernist perspective implies that the subject is both active in and acted upon
through identification; that they have both choice and responsibilty.
Barnes’ (1995) concept of fabulation, from his novel A History of the World in 10
½ Chapters, is potentially illuminating here:

You make up a story to cover the facts you don’t know or can’t
accept. You keep a few true facts and spin a new story round
them. (Barnes, 1995, p.114)

As it relates to a theory of subjectivity, this initial definition seems very simplistic
and unscholarly, starting as it does with the words ‘You make up a story’. The idea of
‘true facts’ too seems problematic – how, without recourse to a reality principle, can facts
be thought of as true? Likewise, without recourse to a reality principle, the implication is
that we are free to choose, to ‘make up’, our identity, our knowledge, our conceptions of
national identity and truths. However, a world of unbounded choice and free-will would
lead us to be confronted with the prospect of alienation, where there is no Other and
where there is no meaning. Without recourse to a reality principle we are caught between
the alienation of free-will and the delusion of fabulation.
Whilst fabulation, like ideology, is certainly a delusion, the term is used by
Barnes (1995) to refer to a creative delusion that covers over meaninglessness and thus
serves to save the reality principle. It is not thought to conceal the real, as ideology is
often conceived of as doing, but allows us to deal with narratives that conceal the fact
that there is no ‘real’. It conceals the loss of the reality principle, saves us from alienation
and implicates us in the negotiation of identity as reflected in the Symbolic realm. The
individual is projected into the collective, projected into engagements with collective
narratives. We are not entirely free to choose our national identity but, in moving from
the Imaginary to the Symbolic (from the self to the Other), we have a negotiative space –
a terrain of contestation (Schlesinger, 1991a) – in which to negotiate readings and
meanings of national identity. If national identity is purely about choice it would have no
meaning; it is because it has to be negotiated in the collective that it has meaning. And,
although national identity has fleeting, inconstant and provisional meaning, it is neither
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real nor false, but about the processes surrounding the attainment of that volatile and
transient meaning. And, whilst fabulation is not truth, Barnes argues it is better to have
our truths than one we have been subjected to:

We all know objective truth is not attainable, that when some
events occur we shall have a multiplicity of subjective truths
which we assess and then fabulate into history, into some Godeyed version of what ‘really’ happened. This God-eyed version
is a fake - a charming impossible fake... . We must believe in it,
or we’re lost... . If we don’t, then we merely surrender to the
history of the world and to someone else’s truth.
(Barnes, 1995: p. 246)

The result of Barnes’ concept of fabulation as a process of moving from the
individual to the collective is social contract, so that one is not subject to someone else’s
truth (someone else’s assertion). It is a lesson in valuing the Other, a process of
negotiation in which we become moral beings by balancing altruism and self-interest.
Realness, truth and identity are premised on the acceptance of terms and occupying a
position of perspective.
However, if the loss of the real, central to the postmodern condition, is to be
acknowledged and accepted, the postmodern subject must also accept the ethical
implications of this condition. If there is no truth, then where is the basis for morality, if
not through valuing the Other and making choices by entering into the collective?
Easthope and McGowan (1992) explain:

While the disparate struggles of women, gays, blacks, colonials
and postcolonials in and of themselves seem encouraged by the
unmourned loss of a simplistic ‘real’, demanding a micropolitics of resistance, such activists have often resisted the
incorporation of their work within the rubric of postmodernism
on the grounds that its resolute undermining of the referent of
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the real diffuses their own very ‘real’ political agendas.
(Easthope and McGowan (eds.), 1992: p. 182)

If there is no real, if there is no guarantee of truth, then logically there can be no
guarantee of falsehood. If so, if national identity is to be conceived of as discursive, then
surely without truth or falsehood, without right and wrong, all that remains is assertion.
Nationalism would then be propelled by those with the means of producing and
communicating most effectively a dominant position – those with the power to define.
The temptation is to return to a Marxist critique, to decipher that which lies beneath this
dominant position, and see postmodernism as self-defeating. However, we may look to
Kellner (1997) who advises the reader of texts to ‘Get the story crooked’ (p. 118), to see
many sides to a story, rather than the ‘straight’ story. Partly explained through a simile
concerning a pair of opera glasses, Kellner explains how History is ‘an instrument of
calculated distortions ... for a precise purpose’ (p.131). However, getting the story
crooked is not entirely sufficient.

...it is the tension between modes of explanation, emplotment,
ideology, and structure that do not “naturally” align themselves
that causes a work to retain that special power found in the
classics of historiography, as opposed to the shorter-lived
consistencies of the doctrinaires. (Kellner, 1997: p.131)

For the analyst of nation as well as the postmodern subject for nation, then, there
is a responsibility related to the reading of texts. Foucault (1991), who says, ‘The final
trait of effective history is its affirmation of knowledge as perspective.’ (p.90), explains it
best from the position of analyst, but the same is true for the subject. Belief in the fixed
reality of national identity comes from the value given to its signifiers. Multiplicity and
diversity of discourses rests, for Foucault it seems, upon honesty and integrity.
Unfortunately, honesty and integrity, where power is involved, are not reliable. For the
analyst of nation, if not for those who produce narratives of nation, knowledge as
perspective has to be the aphorism though.
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This knowledge as perspective is also brought out in the postmodern approach,
the power of which lies in the tension between varied texts. In this sense, getting ‘the
story crooked’ (Kellner, 1997, p.118) is not about having a distorted view of the text, but
of developing an awareness of the text that might demonstrate that it is itself a distortion,
a perspective and not a truth. Awareness of the text, its faults, its agenda(s), its use of
rhetorical devices, its contrariety with other texts and perspectives, and so on, does not
lead to knowledge but to understanding. Likewise, re-emphasising the linkage between
identity and the textual, national identity is not something fixed, something ‘known’, but
a continual process of understanding and seeking meaning. However, where Baudrillard
asserts that we have lost sight of the real, insisting that we are living in an age of
hyperreal and simulation, to be aware is to be aware without recourse to a reality
principle. But the reading of a text (entering collective narratives) is always an
intertextual experience, bringing with it pre-existing perspectives. A multiplicity of
subjective truths already believed to be true (within whatever frame of reference or
context and with whatever level of attachment) may help us situate any new claim to
truth. A reality principle is not necessary to meaning-making. Meaning has its own
internal logic that needs no guarantee of reality or truth. If we are left with assertion, we
may take these assertions and translate them into some personal truths. These are
personal in that they involve a subjectivity, but not yet personal in that subjectivity is
affected by the Symbolic, by language, by the collective. In this sense then it seems we
have not rejected Grand Narratives totally, but that we have perhaps - to use Lyotard’s
phrase - waged war on their totality, refused their assertions of truth as truth. The crucial
feature of postmodernism is that it invites the reader-subject to be active in their use of
Grand Narratives and other forms of discourse and assertion. The reader-subject is
therefore a participant in the construction of national identity, but participation does not
equate to total control.
Easthope (1999) provides an analogy to aid in the communication of his subtly
insufficient model of subjectivity. In this analogy Easthope’s methodological stance
demonstrates his reliance on the real / fake divide and illustrates how he evades the
opposition but cannot reject it. By rejecting the real-fake divide (as opposed to merely
evading the opposition) the implications to ideology and identity further the significance
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of speculating about the possibility of postmodern subjects for nation. By drawing out the
inadequacies of Easthope’s model I hope to communicate how my own work gains
impetus from Easthope, but has significant points of departure with ensuing implications
for studying national identity in a relation between social structures (nation-as-culture)
and subjectivity.
In his analogy Easthope says that ‘Driving offers us two radically different
positions’ - these being the ‘I drive’ and ‘the car and the roadway system drive me’ (p. 34) alternatives. This analogy is referred to elsewhere in the book as providing an
understanding of the subject’s position in society; the ‘I drive’ model suggests individual
autonomy and choice, with the ‘roadway system’ model suggesting control over the
subject and implications of ideology and hegemony. The synthesis is simple in theory:
the driver / subject is both active in a roadway system / society, but also subject to them,
paying attention to the views from ‘above’ and ‘below’. But, where Easthope looks for a
synthesis in the ‘two radically different positions’ of the driving experience, my
contention is that these two radically different positions are inseparable. In ‘The Ecstasy
of Communication’, Baudrillard (1985) says of driving:

little by little a logic of “driving” has replaced a very subjective
logic of possession and projection. No more fantasies of power,
speed and appropriation linked to the object itself, but instead a
tactic of potentialities linked to usage: mastery, control and
command, an optimalization of the play of possibilities offered
by the car as vector and vehicle, and no longer as object of
psychological

sanctuary.

The

subject

himself,

suddenly

transformed, becomes a computer at the wheel, not a drunken
demiurge of power. The vehicle now becomes a kind of capsule,
its dashboard the brain, the surrounding landscape unfolding like
a televised screen (instead of a live-in projectile as it was
before).
(Baudrillard, ‘The Ecstasy of Communication’ in Foster, 1985:
p.126)
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Baudrillard’s style of writing is certainly not as accessible as Easthope’s, is more
open to interpretation and often seemingly deliberately indeterminate. It is in this sense
justifiable that this passage be used slightly out of context (Baudrillard is talking about
moments of consumption which, of course, he sees as linked to processes of
identification), and be compared to Easthope’s analogy. The passage shows the ‘mastery,
control and command’ of the driver, whilst at the same time emphasising the importance
of the object in which driving takes place - the car, ‘its dashboard the brain’. The car has
the brain and the subject becomes ‘the computer at the wheel’. Baudrillard says, ‘The
fundamental issue becomes the communication with the car itself, a perpetual test of the
subject’s presence with his own objects, an uninterrupted interface.’ It is neither the ‘I
drive’ or the ‘I am driven’ model, but rather the two hand-in-hand. As Easthope says:

The one thing everybody says about driving is that you don’t
learn how to do it until after you’ve passed your test. You know
how to drive when it has become a habit, a pre-conscious
integration of perception and movement. (1999: p.3)

This ‘pre-conscious integration’ may be likened to Baudrillard’s idea of ‘an
uninterrupted interface’, but for Baudrillard the idea of being driven by the objects that
surround the subject is more subtle. It is not that the driver overlooks the roadway system
(p.22, Easthope), but that the driver and the roadway system become integrated; the
identity and the ‘textual’ become integrated. This is the ‘logic of “driving”’. To
contextualise the analogy and think of national identity, the postmodern subject no longer
misrecognises the self in the appearance of completeness in the Other (pre-conscious
integration), as in the Lacanian conception of subjectivity, but, in their actions, through
their objects, a transitory potential is reached. It is the vehicle, the process of meaningmaking, that has life, that has the brain. The subject, presented by Baudrillard as the
computer at the wheel, is the processor of the information, not as ‘a demiurge of power’,
but negotiating a tactic of potentialities. These are potentialities whose meanings are
deferred, temporary, contingent, contextual, creating that hyper-reality outside the

43

vehicle, ‘unfolding like a televised screen’. As opposed to Easthope’s model, which
implies the vehicle is a ‘psychological sanctuary’ in which the subject may ‘drive’
knowingly – having both knowledge of how to drive and of the roadway system Baudrillard sees the relevance of neither the top-down or bottom-up approach. This
rejects the notion that national identity is ‘not just imposed from above but spontaneously
supported from below’ (Easthope, 1999, p.6-7), and sees the integration of text and
identity, the implication of one in the other. In this sense, postmodernism shifts the locus
of knowledge from the institutional to the personal and links the power to define to a
tactic of potentialities linked to usage. This also suggests some expectation that the
subject should be ‘active’ in this system.
The ‘logic of “driving”’ in terms of national identity can be thought of as just
‘living’, just ‘everyday life’, and national identity in this context as a nationalism that
washes over subjects of nation, ebbing and flowing banally. But this utopian view
(utopian in that it initially suggests subjects are totally free and not acted upon in any
way) negates the fact that everyday life cannot be observed ‘as it is lived’, free from
interference and beyond contestation and negotiation. It also negates the very complex
nature of ‘everyday life’ by reducing it to a manageable concept. More complexly
national identity should be conceived of as an uninterrupted - which is not to say
unmediated - interface between the subject and the society, culture, community, nation
they live in. The subject / individual still identifies with the world of the Other, but no
longer relates to it by misrecognition, as in the Lacanian model, or, for that matter, by
being interpellated or ‘hailed’ as in an Althussian conception. The subject enters into the
Other, the world of meaning, in a relationship of integration and interface predominantly drawing, according to many analysts, from culture, the performative site
of meaning-making which offers the potential for acts of becoming. There is no real or
fake national identity, there are signs (which are not truths) of national identity, loaded
with provisional meaning and therefore offering the possibility of identification with
discourses of nation - potentiality. The fundamental issue - to adopt Baudrillard’s
phraseology - becomes the individual’s communication with narratives of nation and
collectivity, to understand how individuals are thrust into the weft of the collective.

44

In order to see if a postmodern subject for nation is emerging – and what this
involves or means – it is necessary to set out a method that takes into account, and tests,
the issues we have encountered. The next chapter seeks to do this, developing an
approach to analyse the projection of national identity in an empirical context.
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CHAPTER FOUR – Approaching a methodology for ‘national identification
through television sports’

Believing with Fiske (1996) that ‘The postmodern needs grounding in social
materialism’, I wish to carry out an empirical investigation to substantiate my work on
national identity. In this way, postmodernism provides what Fiske (1996) calls ‘unique
and valuable insights into contemporary culture’ (p. 64) because it is put to use, rather
than being a theoretical concept divorced from actuality. This empirical analysis will
focus on representations of national identity disseminated through media texts. The ‘data’
gathered in this undertaking derives from taking the methodological standpoint from the
work on national identity and applying it to the study of media texts. A comprehensive
ethnographic study of how individuals enter into collective narratives (especially in the
macro-context of national identification) may well be impossible, but one which is
certainly beyond the scope of this project. What can be achieved, however, is to put the
theoretical work into a relevant empirical context.
This chapter firstly introduces the chosen empirical context, justifying it in terms
of its relevance to national identity. Following this, the theoretical framework for the
empirical analysis is set up, drawing out the linkage between textual and social practices
in search of meaning.

National Identification through Television Sport

An investigation into television sports is intended to provide an empirical body of
research that will inform and develop the earlier exploration of national identity. In this
sense television sports are being used as a case study in order to focus more clearly upon
how constructions of national identity are continually re-created, disseminated,
transmitted and received in a given context - that of television sport. This also allows for
a consideration of the ways in which constructions of national identity are mediated
through a particular medium, how they may be read and, therefore, questioned and
contested (Blain et al.(1993), Brookes (2002), Rowe (2004), Hand and Crolley (2006),
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Boyle and Haynes (2009)).
Television sports are a valid and appropriate site of cultural analysis and
particularly relevant to the study of national identity. As many have emphasised,
conceptions of nation and sport are closely linked:

The imagined community of millions seems more real as a team
of eleven named people. The individual, even the one who only
cheers, becomes a symbol of his nation himself.
(Hobsbawm, 1992: p.143)

Modern sport has a social and political significance, extending
through the media beyond the player and the spectator.
(Billig, 1995: p.120)

Having once made the imaginative leap and accepted that the
eleven men who appear in white shirts at Wembley, or the
fifteen at Twickenham, are ‘England’, the possibilities of
defining or redefining what it means to be ‘English’ are
inextricably linked to what happens on the field of play.
(Smith and Porter, 2004: p.2)

Sport, and particularly television sports, are a site of performance. And, as Miles
(1998) states:

sport as a participatory experience [has] become superseded by
sport as a spectator event. ...Nowadays, people’s experience of
sport is increasingly about participating third hand, through the
media in general and television in particular. (p. 126)

Sport, as a participatory event, is about endeavour and embodies an actuality - it is
about what you are doing and what you are trying to achieve. Television sport, by
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contrast, is less about the performance itself in its manifest form and more about
performativity - about significations. The television representation is not a mirror held up
to reality, but rather an effort in framing an event, re-presenting it and directing it to an
audience. It is not merely a matter of documenting a sporting moment, merely reporting
objectively on ‘what is happening’, but of creating that televisual moment, interpreting,
commenting, bringing together a story with cultural values either implicitly or explicitly
integral. What is played out on the sports field is of secondary importance to the cultural
and social significances that accompany the action, although these significances may be
affected by that action. As Whannel (1992) suggests, there is a potential conflict between
values of realism and of entertainment in television sports, where the actuality of the
sports event is transformed into the TV event. (p.94)
In this respect, television sports are an example of collective narratives, issuing
from nation-as-culture, into which individuals may enter. The transformation from sports
event to TV event is often achieved through the presentation of configurations of
difference, related to national contexts. To engage with narratives of national identity
through television sports, then, is to relate to that which is Other than the self, engaging
with the processes of meaning-making through which identity is formed.
Of course, television sports are not representative of an entire nation without
omission (Blain et al., 1993, Boyle and Haynes, 2009). However, that this is the case,
coupled with the fact that configurations of national identity are presented, demonstrates
that they reveal a terrain of contestation. To uncover the narrative of national identity
through television sports is obviously not the intention of the analysis. Rather, the
intention is to understand better the ways in which national identity operates. The mediatext is seen as a discursive opportunity mediated by the power to define. The model of
national identification presented in the opening chapters can be questioned by focusing
on this ‘power to define’. Where Baudrillard talks of a ‘tactic of potentialities’, this
potential is counter-balanced by limitation.
The empirical analyses therefore examine collective narratives for their own
textual properties as they relate to national identification. National identification is
conceived of as a creative act, related to that which is other than the self, with no recourse
to an underlying reality. To examine that ‘otherness’, then, is to examine the substance
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with which national identity may be continually reconstructed – where meaning can be
made and identity formed. It examines narratives of national identity, through a
discursive example of nation-as-culture, not to find any underlying ‘reality’ of nation, but
to understand the fabrication of national identity. By putting the theoretical work on
national identification into an empirical context, it tests whether national identity is
arbitrary, having its own internal logic. It tests whether cultural engagements can sustain
national identity, so that an assertion of identity can be undermined as well as be believed
in. Any sense in which the reader / viewer has a narrative imposed upon them might
support a top-down view of national identification. Any sense in which the reader /
viewer is free to make immaterial readings might support a bottom-up conceptualisation
of national identification. The intention is that this empirical work may complement and
therefore question the theoretical work on national identity.

Empirical methodology

In order to achieve this relationship between national identity as a theoretical
construct and its operation in an empirical context, a complementary methodology is to
be employed. By this I mean that textual practices are seen as social practices in search of
meaning so that epistemological concerns applied to the development of a theory of
national identification have a corresponding application to a conception of textual
practices. Where we arrived at a theory of national identification by developing a model
of subjectivity, through Lacan, Althusser and onto Baudrillard, so a developmental view
of semiotics is taken with which to examine the properties of texts. In constructing this
epistemological correlation between theories of nation and theories of the text, it is hoped
that an empirical investigation of textual practices (in the context of national identity) is
revealing of social practices.
To this end, I now wish to set out this epistemological linkage between the
development of a theory of national identification and a perspective on semiology, from
Saussure, through Barthes and possibly onto Derrida. This will help clarify the approach
to the empirical context of television sports, plotting the development from structuralism
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to post-structuralism, from a science of signs to the multiplicity of meaning. When it
comes to the actual analyses of texts, to see how they might be made meaningful in the
context of this semiological spectrum, allows us to re-plot the results as they relate to
national identification.

Saussure

Semiotics may be understood broadly as ‘the study of signs’. Saussure (1916), in
Course in General Linguistics, first coined the phrase semiology to describe ‘A science
that studies the life of signs within society’ (p.5). Culler (1976) describes Saussure as ‘the
father of modern linguistics, the man who re-organized the systematic study of language
and languages’ (p.7). Saussure said of semiology:

it would be a part of social psychology and consequently of
general psychology; I shall call it semiology (from the Greek
semeion, ‘sign’). Semiology would show what constitutes signs,
what laws govern them.
(quoted in Easthope and McGowan (eds.), 1992: p.5)

The development of semiology, as Easthope and McGowan (1992) point out,
‘owes less to psychology (as Saussure thought) than to its association with theories of
ideology and subjectivity.’ (p.5) Semiology is therefore relevant to the study of national
identity, given the centrality of ideology and subjectivity in theories of national
identification. In order to see how Saussure’s work has informed modern linguistic
analysis, and is related to theories of ideology and subjectivity, I have chosen to identify
three of his pronouncements.
Firstly, Saussure (1916) emphasised the arbitrariness of meaning, that meaning is
maintained by convention only. This, of course, implies that language as a sign system is
not a reflection of the world or of experience, but something separate and unnatural.
Secondly, Saussure emphasised that meanings are relational, that meaning depends on
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adjoining words, as well as the choice of words from similar ones in a syntagmatic chain.
Thus meaning comes from differences. Thirdly, Saussure believed that language
constitutes our world, that meaning is constructed by and expressed through language,
rather than meaning being contained in the ‘thing’ itself. To put this another way, reality
is constructed through meaning, rather than meaning constructed by reality; language
constitutes the world rather than reflecting it. (Barry, 1995: pp. 41-44) Meaning is
arbitrary, relational, based on difference and constitutes our world. In this sense it is easy
to see how semiology lends itself to theories of ideology and subjectivity, with identity
being a process of meaning-making which results in an arbitrary and relational identity,
based on difference and constituting a sense of ourselves (as a nation).
Saussure (1916) proposed that the sign consists of signifier and signified, of
connotation and denotation, and, as has been said, that the relationship between these is
arbitrary and unnatural.
The arbitrary nature of the sign relates well to the nature of ideology, which is
itself an arbitrary sign, whether perceived to conceal power or any underlying reality.
That Saussure (1916) uses a positivist register in his description of semiology (‘a
science’, ‘laws [that] govern them’) implies a belief that the semiotician can elicit some
truth to be found beneath the representation. However, more relevant than any implied
claims to find truth through semiology, is the top-down dynamic that is implied. With
meaning seen as relational, the only ‘reality’ to be found would be a linguistic definition
that would be imbued with all the same problems of the arbitrariness of meaning that it
seeks to resolve. Rather than truth, the semiotician seeks the internal logic of the sign
system, which for Saussure seems to neglect the social. Saussure’s (1916) conception
sees the message inscribed in the text, so that with meaning constructed by language, the
text is seen to constitute our world. It is in this sense a top-down dynamic, as meaning,
although arbitrary and relational, is seen to reside within the text. The reader is not taken
into consideration, so that the primacy of meaning within the text is emphasised over the
individual that might read it.
As Berger (1998) notes: ‘There is no logical connection between a word and a
concept or a signifier and a signified, a point that makes finding meaning in texts
interesting and problematic.’ (p.8) It is interesting and problematic because meaning is
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never fixed - its arbitrariness comes from the fact that meaning is contested and follows
socially defined conventions. Texts, being composed of signs, are discursive and their
interpretation is open to debate. I therefore use the terms ‘discourse’ and ‘text’ almost
interchangeably - a text being a specific instance of discourse, and both implying the
social (Garrett and Bell, 1998: p.2).
On this note of providing clarification of terms, a further definition is required.
The cross-over between semiology and theories of ideology and subjectivity means that
the terms ‘reader’ and ‘Author’ must not be thought of as applying only in the context of
written literature. The term ‘read’ may be used to refer to a viewer’s interaction with a
television programme, or even to the subject’s relation to the Other in the process of
identity formation. The term ‘text’ also applies as much to televisual texts, art,
architecture, advertisements, fashion, a flag, or even face-to-face interaction as much as it
does to a piece of writing. A textual engagement, in the broadest sense, is an engagement
with that which is Other than the ‘self’.

Barthes’ ‘Death of the Author’

Barthes (1968) did much to encourage the idea that the text should adopt some of
the interactive characteristics of discourse and declared that ‘the birth of the reader must
be at the cost of the death of the Author.’ (p. 122) Fundamental to Barthes’ position was
the notion that the text is made meaningful at the moment of reception, or reading, rather
than at the moment of writing, or production. In this sense, meaning is not inscribed by
the author of the text; is not fixed by its denotation, but rather is a site for possibilities
and interpretations to which the reader brings their own experiences, history, psychology,
and cultural and textual allegiances. Each and every text, then, may be said to be
intertextual; meanings are debated and negotiated in relation to other texts of diverse
origin. A piece of art (such as Marcel Deschamp’s ‘Fountain’ (1917, replica 1964)) is a
text, but the meaning of that text to a reader may depend on its context - is it displayed in
an Art Gallery, in a public lavatory, in a magazine? Is it the original, is it a reproduction,
is it an original reproduction!? How is it displayed, who is the artist (R Mutt /
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Deschamp)? Texts are never read in isolation from a context (even if the context of its
production is traversed).
Whilst Barthes’ (1968) position highlights the importance of the reader in active
meaning-making, the death-of-the-Author argument may appear to negate the
significance of the text’s production. More broadly this may be read as highlighting
agency and autonomy over structure if we draw out the methodological linkage between
nations and texts / discourses. This bottom-up dynamic exists here to allow interpretation
of the text for what it offers, to empower the reader to search for their own meanings
rather than some God-eyed version of authorial intent. Of course, the author is the person,
institution, company or whatever that produces, or ‘encodes’, the message or text, and
their status, personality and perceived identity may affect the reading of the text as much
as it would its production. In the same way in which a painting or installation may be
understood in relation to the way in which it is displayed, how it is framed, where it is on
show, other bodies of knowledge interact in the interpretation of the text (including
conceptions of who the author-producer is). However, just as ideologies are not
reflections of what is in the minds of subjects (Hobsbawm, 1992), those who produce the
text do not hold the secret to that text’s meaning, they only initialise the meaning-making
process
The reading of a text, like the reception of ideological assertions, depends upon a
relation of continuous negotiation rather than a given truth (however much an implied
truth is signalled). The basic premise of Saussure’s vision of semiology, that texts are
collections of signs that give rise to meaning and that this system or process is knowable,
is no longer realistic. Barthes’ (1968) position provides a direct contrast to the top-down
approach, emphasising audience-reader freedom. In this sense, the audience-reader is
encouraged to be active.
Saussure and Barthes can therefore be represented as providing two halves of a
binary. Saussure (1916) sees the text as inscribed with meaning, which we may relate to
Easthope’s (1999) representation of the nation as class dominance model described in his
difficulties in analysing nation. That ‘the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the
death of the Author’ (Barthes, 1968, p.122), allows us to relate this conception to
Easthope’s (1999) representation of nation as Imagined Community, paying attention to
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the view from below. As each side of this binary is presented as a method of finding
meaning, the opposition between each position implies that each sees the locus of
meaning residing in a different location. As with the binary of nation as real vs nation as
fake, it is not so much each of these positions that should be rejected. Rather, it is that
any binary that supposes one is correct over the other, that one is true and revealing of
real meaning whilst the other implies the opposite, should be rejected. If we examine
television sports as holding the potential for ‘true’ or ‘real’ meaning, then national
identity is taken as either true or false, following a route of causality from text to identity
or vice-versa. In rejecting this binary, the notion that texts are immaterial is rejected as
well as rejecting the notion that they hold some pre-existing authority.

Derrida / Differance

Where the postmodern subject is neither seen to be necessarily acted upon from
above, nor totally free if taking the view from below, Derrida’s (1968) concept of
differance (with an ‘a’) provides a similar model for the text. For Derrida,

Signification supposes both difference and deferral: that
meaning is never present (fully formed) in individual signifiers
but is produced through a series of differences; that meaning is
always temporarily deferred, sliding under a chain of signifiers
which has no end.
(Easthope and McGowan, 1992, p.104)

The idea that this process of meaning-making ‘has no end’ relates well to the
postmodern rejection of the reality principle. The idea that we have no origin in
postmodernism is related to the idea that we have no end in post-structuralism, that
meaning and reality exist in this mid-position that has no binary poles to limit and define
it. Rather it is the process that defines meaning, so that textual engagements are a drive
for meaning that can never be fixed. This dislocation between reader and meaning (not
following a route of causality) can be seen as implicating the reader as part of the process
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of attaining meaning, of attaining national identity. As in the driving analogy from
Baudrillard (1985), text and identity are integrated. The dislocation between reader and
meaning, concurrently with the integration of text and identity, may then be read as a
void that produces desire for meaning.
Examining the potentials of the reader-viewers’ relationship to the collective is
thus an effort to understand the subjects’ relation to national identity. If meaning is
shown to be self-referential, based on difference, the power to define lies primarily within
the text. If meaning is immaterial, the reader holds the power to define. If meaning is
based on ‘differance’ – has its own internal logic, is self-referential, but cannot be fully
realised as meaning is deferred – then a postmodern conception of temporary and
subjective truths may well be valid.

Some methodological problems / implications

There is a certain paradox within this methodology that is perhaps best addressed
now. The difficulty lies in setting up these textual approaches before the texts to be
examined have themselves been approached. This difficulty is made more manifest as the
success or failure of these approaches is set up to test the arguments that inform them. It
is for this reason that the semiotic analysis is to be treated almost as a separate study to
the theoretical work on national identity. By this I mean that the semiotic analysis will be
focused upon the texts in question, providing an analysis of them, without reference
being made to the theoretical work. Further to this, the findings of the semiotic analysis
can then be re-mapped onto the theoretical conception of national identification. In this
sense I am trying to produce a dislocation between having a perspective on national
identification and examining how this operates in an empirical context.
To this end, the semiotic analysis has its own methodology to help reveal how the
empirical context works semiologically – another paradox it seems. However, this is
merely to say that we will be looking at how signs of national identity operate, rather than
taking an assumption of how they operate into the analysis.
In this sense, I wish to follow Kellner’s (1997) example of getting ‘the story
crooked’ (p.118) and providing an awareness of the texts in question. At the same time I
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wish to acknowledge my own readings as my perspectives, although I will of course be
attempting to provide material evidence for these. As such, the intention is not to assert a
reading upon the empirical context, but to make a reading of it. At the same time, then,
the reader of this document is invited to be ‘active’ – to gain an understanding from my
text and place their values upon the signifiers I present. My aim in the semiotic analysis
is to read from texts, rather than read onto them, to present tensions in and between texts,
to aid understanding rather than produce knowledge. This understanding is an
understanding of the empirical context, which can then be used to further the
understanding of the theoretical model of national identification already presented.
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CHAPTER FIVE - Semiotics
The semiotic analysis will be concentrated upon selected examples of TV sport
which are potentially revealing of national identity. The main emphasis will be on trying
to discern any narrative thread of national identity running through TV sport. Television
sports footage is primarily concerned with sporting action rather than the wider issues
that it, whether consciously or unwittingly, acts as the conduit for. With the analysis
being influenced by Geertz’s (1993) notion of ‘thick description’, the focus will be on
what we might call the ‘magic moments’ of the text – those moments related to narratives
of national identity. The semiotic analysis is treating these TV texts as case studies, so
that elements of the texts may be related back to key concepts within the
conceptualisation of national identification. Where national identity might form a
backdrop for the manifest action, the semiotic analysis concentrates on these moments
within the text, allowing us to examine, test and ultimately develop the theoretical
framework of national identity already set up.
This selection of key moments from the text which are revealing of national
identity is not intended to isolate and then test moments of national identification with a
positivist framework. Whilst there is an arbitrary and temporary dislocation of content
and form for the purposes of analysis, this separation allows us to focus upon assertions
and configurations of national identity. In this way, the intention is to identify how
meaning is generated and conveyed, framed, concealed and revealed through and within
the text. The aim is not to uncover the text, but to identify the potentials within a terrain
of contestation that is revealing of the power to define.
The sample texts are drawn from Football, Athletics and Boxing and are as
follows:
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Football
•

World Cup Match of the Day, Argentina vs. England, BBC1, 7th June 2002

Athletics
!

Denise Lewis in the Heptathlon event from The Day Down Under, Olympic Games
2000, BBC1 23rd and 24th September 2000.

Boxing
!

Naseem Hamed vs. Augie Sanchez from Big Time Boxing, Sky Box Office, 19th
August 2000.

!

Jane Couch vs. Liz Mueller from Big Time Boxing, Sky Box Office, 19th August
2000.

Football, of course, was the obvious choice of sport to choose when considering
national identity. It has the status of the national game and the particular match against
Argentina was chosen as a moment of English success in the sport against a team with
whom there have been previous notable encounters (especially in 1986 with the infamous
‘Hand of God’ incident). The two countries have also had political and military rivalries
that have an impact on how the representation of the encounter is presented, so that the
cultural negotiation of national identity through this match is affected by associations and
relations away from the sporting contest.
Cricket could also have been chosen as a nationally significant sport, although it
lacks consistent cultural visibility. Also, the timescale of cricket matches, particularly
Test matches taking place over a number of days, meant that, in purely practical terms, as
a sample text, they would be too unwieldy for the scope of this project. Also, due to the
slower nature of cricket matches, football was chosen as a semiotically richer site for
analysis with the containment of a ninety-minute event.
Tennis, likewise, arguably has a cultural significance, especially during the
Wimbledon championships. However, whilst a study of tennis may well have been
interesting and informative in relation to national identity, with British players occupying
the focus of attention at Wimbledon, the traditional ethos of Wimbledon lends itself to an
old fashioned version of national identity. Aside from the Williams sisters in the
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women’s game, it is not a particularly ethnically diverse sport and my choice of Hamed’s
boxing contest (as an example of a sport presenting a configuration of player against
player) allows for discussion of wider issues related to national identity. This perhaps
suggests that I am ignoring a traditional view of national identity, although this is not
intentionally so. To have examined a Tim Henman tennis match, as an example of
England’s most successful tennis player during the course of my research, would have
been an examination of national identity through the narrative of a white, middle class
man at a traditional English event. Rather, it was thought, given that not every sport or
event could be examined, that taking on examples of television sports that have more
complex relations to national identity – and, more specifically, around the boundaries,
margins and limitations of national identity – would be a more profitable endeavour.
The football analysis forms the bulk of the empirical examination. The other
sports chosen for analysis provide satellite case studies that complement and contrast
with the football analysis. Where the football text presents a masculine view of national
identity, or at least is dominated by a team of men representing ‘us’, the examination of
Jane Couch’s boxing match and Denise Lewis in the heptathlon event at the Olympics,
provides some ballast. The issue of gender is foremost in the representation of Jane
Couch as the text chosen for analysis was the first female boxing match to be shown live
on British television. She had previously had to fight a legal battle for the right to obtain a
licence to box so that, with legal acceptance established, this fight saw Couch trying to
gain a cultural and sporting acceptance. This allows us to see the ways in which a British
world champion is represented and how conceptions of gender can interrupt this naming
and framing of ‘us’. As opposed to the example of Denise Lewis, Couch is arguably first
judged on her gender, not her nationality, and certainly not on her ability.
The coverage of Lewis provides a contrast as less emphasis is placed on the
importance of gender as the question of nationality is pushed to the fore. Lewis was
considered one of Britain’s greatest medal hopes at the Sydney Olympics in the
heptathlon event. In this particular case the female competition was privileged over the
equivalent male event (decathlon), where Britain did not have such medal hopes. In this
sense, it might be possible to discern a hierarchy of important identity relations, with
national identity having the highest status in this particular context. This context is also a
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British one, rather than English, contrasting with the English context of football. The
different contexts of national identity in the sports – British or English – provide room to
examine the relations and importance, or lack of it, between definitions of each.
The issue of ethnicity is also raised in the contrast of events, where Lewis is a
black athlete uncomplicatedly represented as ‘one of us’. The Naseem Hamed fight, by
contrast, presents a more complex representation whereby a British-Asian man is
asserting his identity. In this example, there appears to be a reticence in the presentation
to name Hamed as one of us, allowing the analysis to examine the boundaries of what it
means to be English or British, or at least how these boundaries might be presented and,
consequently, accepted or resisted. This reticence is also apparent in the juxtaposition of
Hamed’s Muslim identity and his opponent’s white Christian identity. Where the football
and athletics texts present clear configuration of ‘us’ and ‘them’, the Hamed text disrupts
this duality and provides an idea of what is ‘not quite us’.
The implied audience is also somewhat different in the boxing samples than in the
football and athletics examples. Where the World Cup football and Olympic Games
heptathlon events were available as free-to-air terrestrial broadcasts, the boxing coverage
was aired in the UK on a pay-per-view channel, thus implying a niche audience. This
allows the sample of television sports texts to range from the most visible, culturally
significant events to smaller specialized ones. And, where the audience for the football
and athletics texts is hailed as ‘us’ / ‘the nation’, the timing and location of the boxing
events are centered around an American audience so that the UK audience is somewhat
dislocated, looking in on ‘our’ competitors in front of a foreign audience / market.
Where I have attempted to provide a varied, intriguing and interesting sample, it
should also be noted that there are inevitable limitations to any form of sampling. I have
tried to use a sample that is balanced and appropriate rather than comprehensive; a
sample of televised sporting events that provide a way of observing issues concerning
national identification. What each sport offers is a different relationship to configurations
of national identity, as well as different relations to television coverage. It must not be
misunderstood that these sports are seen as representative of all television sports and
there is no intention to generalise in this way.
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These case studies each offer spaces in which, or through which, national identities
may be negotiated. However, each appears to initiate that negotiation from a slightly
different configuration, affected by gender, ethnicity, historical rivalries or even through
the differing statuses of the sport or its TV coverage. Honing in on the key moments
where national identity is present, the aim is that issues that have traditionally been
associated with the negotiation and re-negotiation of national identities (and particularly
the boundaries of national identity), will be addressed.
The theoretical formulation relies heavily on the idea that national identity is
inconstant and fluid, open to interpretation and partially at least dependent upon the
receiver of the discourses of national identity. Arguing that nation-as-culture has a more
relevant role than state in the formation of national identities, it questions the idea of an
authentic national identity. Consequently, it is argued that national identity has to be
‘lived into’. As Bauman (1992) argues, ‘More than ever before identity-building has
assumed a symbolic character, and expresses itself in the choice or rejection of cultural
tokens’ (p.692-693). The semiotic analysis is intended to provide some visibility of these
cultural tokens in order to then assess how the relationship of choice and rejection may
manifest itself.
Cultural discourses that carry tokens of national identification have been selected.
Key moments as they relate to national identity can then be assessed to see how
inconstant or constant, rigid and fluid, this projection of potential identity is. To what
extent is the implied viewer free to choose their own interpretations as compared with
efforts in the text to guide the viewer towards preferred perspectives? Are the boundaries
of national identity presented as definitive, limited, preferred, optional, limitless? How is
the individual implicated within the collective?
The semiotic analysis is, of course, not designed to prove or disprove the theory,
but to better understand an empirical context in which the theory is in operation. By
examining the collective narratives communicated through TV sport we will be better
informed about the ways in which individuals may enter into collective narratives.
Through semiotic analysis we can examine the relationship between producer of
narratives of national identity and consumers or viewers of those identities. The above
questions allow us to better formulate the questions about the processes of negotiation,
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the acceptance or rejection of cultural tokens by concentrating on the properties of the
text. They allow us to question the extent to which identity is deferred, or in process, in
practice. The semiotic analysis allows us to question the ways in which we become by
examining the traits of the text and the tools it gives us, the discourse of the Other
through which we seek identity. As Martin-Barbero explains: ‘This [national] identity is
more a question of method than content, a way of internalising what comes from
‘outside’.’ (Martin-Barbero, 2002) But in order to understand this, a practical approach to
the semiotic analysis is necessary.
It is important that these TV texts are approached methodically in order to tie key
concepts to key examples. This of course is why the larger texts are being broken down
into more manageable moments of investigation, but the real question is how is the
analysis going to work in practice? How is it going to yield profitable results?
The research will take on a paradigmatic approach, not concentrating on the
narrative of the text, as that narrative tells the story of the sporting event in question. The
greater concern is with elements that occur through this narrative process – the creation
of the wider (latent), rather than immediate (manifest) story. Using the principle of binary
oppositions, where meaning comes from relations within the text, we can focus better on
those elements of the texts most relevant to national identity. This does not lead us to find
the truth of representations of national identification, but allows us to see contrasts, rival
versions. As Ang (1996) notes:

oppositional meanings … should be understood not as an
example of ‘audience freedom’, but as a moment in that cultural
struggle, an ongoing struggle over meaning and pleasure which
is central to the fabric(ation) of everyday life. (p.43)

Some of these oppositions may be decided upon prior to analysis (see below),
whereas others may be discovered through the text. A major theme around which the
investigation of oppositional meanings can take place is the idea of Insider / Outsider
(which sometimes may be more clearly articulated as Us and Them). By highlighting this
opposition we are immediately examining moments where boundaries of national
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identification are clearly signalled. This opposition will also carry sub-sections where
subjects of interest that the oppositional terms relate to – e.g. national stereotypes,
ethnicity, gender – may be examined as they relate to the insider / outsider opposition.
Within this, identifying areas where there is no clear opposition within this divide may
point to areas around which national identity is more negotiated, as it suggests a fluidity
of meaning. This would be the case if we found an instance of being ‘hailed’ as us, but
anything approaching an opposition being a diluted version of ‘not quite us’ – different
(occupying the periphery rather than the core) but not opposite. Likewise, ‘our’ national
identity may be presented as a fixed unity in contrast to the ‘differences’ of others.
This also questions whether the text is consistent in its representations of national
identity, helping at least to identify elements of national identity that are consistent, or
represented as constant in contrast to elements that require interpretation or negotiation.
By looking at the relationships that exist among the texts’ elements rather than at the way
in which the narrative evolves, the analysis is primarily synchronic. But the overall
structure of the narrative remains important in order to see how it is consistently threaded
through television sport, so that we are not merely snap-shoting moments but also seeing
how these are ordered and structured. It may be the case that there is little contextualising
of national identity, that it has become de-contextualised and the familiarity of signifiers
indicates its banality. Where this may be so, the signifiers of national identity will retain
the potential for meaning or for national feeling. In this sense we are examining whether,
through textual properties, national identity is carried as a latent possibility or an asserted
imperative.
In this sense, signifiers of national identity are being identified in order to
question whether signifieds are clearly accessible or made available from them. By taking
different texts within a specific genre in order to compare different initial configurations
of national identity, we can produce a comparison to see if the discourse of TV sport is
consistent across different texts and their different configurations. This questions whether
national identity is presented as a given set of characteristics or as a diverse range of
optional characteristics.
As well as oppositional meanings and their contextualisation of national identity,
other tools help to examine the textual properties of TV sport as they relate to national
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identity. The use of metaphor or analogy in the text demonstrates how one moment of
action or incident relating specifically to a sporting event may be transformed into
another moment with wider significances. The event, action or protagonist described
takes on a new identity. The use of simile is also a common rhetorical device, usually
taking on the form of ‘…is like’ statements, indicating again attempts at meaningmaking. Potentially of greater significance in my research will be the identifying of
instances where metonymy is used and, as part of the same effort, specifically the use of
synecdoche. With metonymy we see a relationship of meaning based on associations,
whereby England (the football team) may be easily transposed into England (the English)
(Smith and Porter, 2004). This would clearly indicate the fluidity of meaning in the
carefree slippage between terms. More importantly, it demonstrates and identifies
instances of textual devices conveying underlying, latent, significances without being
overt or obvious.
Identifying the use of synecdoche, as a sub-category of metonymy, shows us how
a part may represent the whole (even if that whole is illusory). The three lions stand for
England; the team represents the country. What is potentially most interesting about this
is that with national identity we could see the part representing the whole and vice-versa
at the same time. The team stands for the nation and, by entering into the collective
sphere through the TV text, the narrative that attempts to implicate us as one nation has to
be engaged with. However fleeting and misleading this may be, it is possible that we may
reveal a circle of identification in which we are implicated as all supporting that part that
represents us all. Metaphor, analogy, simile, metonymy and synecdoche often work
alongside one another to varying degrees and allow us to examine the associations that go
into processes of meaning-making and, therefore, identity building.
Whilst the above approaches take sections of the text, or look to identify
particular elements of it, another approach helps deal with the wider context. The idea of
intertextuality could prove particularly useful for the later considerations of the
emergence of a postmodern subject for nation. In referring to wider associations that help
form a version or a narrative of national identity through television sports, meaning is
seen as ‘temporally deferred, sliding under a chain of signifiers which has no end’
(Easthope and McGowan, 1992, p.104).
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The complexities of the analysis, and the importance placed upon each element of
it, will be revealed through the discoveries from the text. The essential note to take heed
of is that readings are not projected onto the text, that for each assertion there is material
and textual evidence to support it. As Hansen et al (1998) explain:

…to read too much into an image without identifying the exact
textual mechanisms and referents by which the seeming
proliferation of connotations is sustained can lead, on occasion,
to highly speculative readings. (p.212-213)

To this end I will be identifying moments where national identity is represented
and examining the textual evidence therein. Apart from the linguistic side of semiotics
suggested above, it is important to also look at the visual clues, questioning choices of
camera shots, identifying what they signify and seeing if there is a relevant discernible
pattern to this. The camera work itself is also important in positioning viewers. Editing
techniques can also be important, or the issues associated with live broadcasting. Sound
effects, music, montage, graphics, replays, reverse angles, player-cams and viewer
interactivity all go into setting the scene, providing entertainment, but more importantly
in framing the action, contextualising it, drawing in the viewers and projecting (or
supporting the projection of) signifiers. Commentary particularly is used for anchoring
images to a reduced set of possible significations, providing interpretation on behalf of
the viewer. And, as Whannel (1992) notes of the presenter’s role:

the presentation is the pivot not simply between us and the
production team, but also between us and the events, and us and
the expert commentators. Presentation has a very real power to
define, to frame and to set up the representation of sport that
television offers. (p.112)

Whilst I am not keen on the phrase ‘a very real power to define’, Whannel is
correct to note that framing devices are key to the rendering of the narratives presented
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through television sport. They attempt to contain the narrative and provide an insight into
the extent to which preferred representations are signaled. By examining the various
devices of the text, representations and interpretations can be shown to be sustained or
reinforced by other elements of the text. In this sense, there is an effort to see the internal
logic of the text, but, by the same token, an effort to see the lack of logic where that
prevails.
In this chapter, I have deliberately avoided the use of too many quotations from
theorists about models of semiotics. The motive behind this is that I wish to provide the
reader with an insight of how semiotics may be used in relation to the empirical context
of television sports. But, within this, I wish to stress that tools associated with semiotics
may be used without necessarily taking a theory of semiotics into the analysis. Rather, in
using methods associated with semiotic approaches, I intend to approach the texts as
openly as possible. Geertz’s (1993) notion of ‘thick description’ is useful here.
In this sense I wish to provide a description of these texts and, as semiotics
provides the means by which to describe textual properties, this method is the most
applicable to the cause. This is not an empirical endeavour in search of truth, but an
interpretive one in search of meaning (Geertz, 1993, p.5). Where Saussure (1916) framed
semiology in positivistic terms as ‘A science that studies the life of signs within society’
(p.5), any claim to science cannot be reconciled with the arbitrariness of meaning.
However, as Geertz (1993) says, ‘it is not necessary to know everything in order to
understand something … [or to] pretend a science that does not exist and imagine a
reality that cannot be found’ (p.20).
To therefore frame my approach within a specific paradigm thus detracts from its
value. Where a structuralist paradigm might be characterised by its neutral and
anonymous tone, by abstraction and generalisation, post-structuralism is often
characterised by its ironic or emotive tone (Barry, 1995, p63-64). The paradox is, of
course, that these two positions grow out of views about how the text operates. To
approach the text with one or other of these perspectives, then, is to presuppose the nature
of the text, so that the perspective itself is not tested.
In this sense, I am also attempting to avoid any claim to textual effectivity. Ang
(1996) argues that:

66

the problematic of semiologically informed discourse theory, in
which viewer practices only appear from the point of view of
textual effectivity, …doesn’t pay attention to the readability or
rather acceptability of television discourse from the point of
view of the viewers themselves. (p.25)

The use of language here (‘the viewers themselves’) implies a concrete,
‘everyday’ source of verifiable objective knowledge, as if viewers are some empirical
reality out there waiting to be observed. The word ‘effectivity’ also suggests an effect on
someone, as well as suggesting intentionality and implying that semiologically informed
approaches take a hypodermic approach to the question of reception. Of course, texts do
contain deictic properties that hint at agendas at work within texts, but it would be a huge
leap of faith to suppose that intentionality absolutely effective. It is not a relationship of
effects, from the text to the viewer, that I wish to elucidate through analysis, but a
relationship of potential. As Allen (1998) highlights:

The status of the viewer is not reduced to that of a victim of
false consciousness (one who passively acquiesces to the
dictates of a ‘dominant ideology’ being imposed via the text),
nor is it to be celebrated such that a viewer is to be accorded
with an ability to identify freely with multiple interpretations of
the text in a wildly immaterial fashion. Instead, by situating this
dynamic activity as a negotiated process within certain
conditional, but always changing, parameters, …[analysis]
succeeds in highlighting a spectrum of potential positions to be
occupied (p.116).

In the next chapter I begin my analyses of television sports texts in order to see if
it is possible to highlight a ‘spectrum of potential positions to be occupied’. During these
chapters I would ask the reader to assess for themselves the versions of ‘truths’ I present.
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The analysis is presented as a description of texts and their perceived properties, so that
the reader may think of how they might have interpreted the text. In this sense, the reader
of this document is invited to look for their own ‘truths’ without necessarily agreeing
with my interpretations. As I highlight moments and narratives within the text, this gives
the reader an opportunity to see their own versions of national identification, rather than
purely accepting or rejecting my own perspectives.
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CHAPTER SIX - Football
World Cup 2002: Argentina vs. England, 06/06/02, BBC1

Introduction
This football match took place on June 6th 2002 during the Japan/Korea World
Cup and was broadcast on BBC1. The programme was presented by Gary Lineker, with
Alan Hansen, Martin O’Neil and Ian Wright acting as pundits. Commentary was
provided by John Motson and Trevor Brooking.
The analysis of this event focuses primarily on how the sporting action is framed,
contextualised and transformed, where the properties of the text have the potential to
make a sporting narrative into a social narrative. Whilst television sport primarily
concerns what happens in a particular event or contest, it does regularly by the nature of
the events it follows encroach upon wider concerns. During events like the World Cup or
the Olympic Games among others, it is a conduit through which symbols of nation are
transmitted. Television sport is able to be an articulation of nation in culture. Television
sports frame sporting action in ways that help the audience engage with each other as
well as the action.
The camera work and editing of the match is of its genre, focusing mainly on
providing coverage of a sporting event. This visual footage is global, so the control of the
‘home’ network is limited in this respect. Where there is a greater level of control is
through the ways in which these pictures are (re)presented to the audience, where
Argentinean and British coverage would differ greatly. Just as in war times it is
apparently acceptable for British and American news corporations to favour Allied
forces, it is seemingly accepted and expected that ‘our’ sporting coverage is biased
towards ‘our’ team.
The football match is framed and given a beginning, middle and end. The prematch sequences set up the action to follow, giving it a significance and a relevance. The
half-time break allows for adjustments to the narratives based on events in the first half
and speculation about its conclusion. The post-match framing then reviews and sums up
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the narrative, providing some measure of resolution in establishing a relationship between
the manifest action and the latent narrative.
The framing of the action, including the commentary, has the ability to draw
audiences to particular definitions or readings. Different devices are used to generate and
convey this meaning, including its preferences. However, before examining such
methods and devices, I would like to put forward a caveat that should be recognised
throughout the following chapters. Whilst words such as ‘devices’, ‘methods’ and
‘effective’ perhaps suggest that the methodology is looking for some sort of intention in
the text, this is not the concern. These terms are accurate descriptions of the properties of
texts but, whilst rhetorical devices appear in television sports, these devices and methods
are also used in more everyday contexts. What the analysis is concerned about is
moments where narratives of national identification offer opportunities for meaningmaking and therefore identity building. It should be obvious that when it is suggested
that, for example, a commentator is using binary oppositions (or metaphor, or some other
‘device’), that such a suggestion does not suppose the intention by the agent to use that
device. The analysis is concentrated on properties of the text, so whether John Motson
intends to provide a biased or un-biased representation of Argentina against England
through his commentary is of little consequence here. What is of consequence is that a
representation of two nations is played out and a narrative produced that individuals may
enter into. The devices used and analysed are properties of the text, and are integral to
how we may make sense of the text.

Opening titles

The choice of BBC ident prefacing the programme shows a crowd of people
jumping together as the programme is introduced. The opening music – generic to all of
the BBC’s World Cup 2002 programmes – then begins with images of Japan and South
Korea, the host nations of the World Cup. These images include Sumo wrestlers, Coy
Carp, flags of the host nations, time-lapse pictures of traffic speeding through cities, the
portable football pitch of the Sapporo dome, people playing traditional instruments,
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wearing traditional dress. The old and the new are combined visually with music
containing the same combination of the traditional and the modern. The opening titles
first transport the viewer to Japan and South Korea, and then images of World Cups past
and their heroes merge into the montage as a stream of golden light flies through the
images. The bullet train scythes through a station as Michael Owen is shown carving
through the Argentinean defence from the previous World Cup. The sense of movement
from one frame to another, tying football moments and players to cultural iconography,
finally comes to rest on two spherical images placed horizontally next to one another and
touching, respectively showing the World Cup and Match of the Day logos. A golden
light trails in a toppled-over figure-of-eight motion linking the BBC programme
inextricably to the World Cup. The BBC Sport logo and the words ‘World Cup 2002’
appear below. ‘2002’ is then transposed into ‘Live’ – it is an event with a specific place
and time, a World Cup with an identity (like Mexico ’86, Italia ’90, France ’98 and,
perhaps least familiar, USA 1994 when England did not qualify). The ‘live-ness’ of the
sporting event is presented as special – the audience is seeing history created before their
very eyes. It is a cultural history that, in the first instance, visually at least, merges
together images of football and culture.

Opening montage
The programme begins with a short montage presented by Gary Lineker. It opens
with him being served Sushi and eating it with chopsticks. The waiter, who in the context
of the surrounding imagery, might be assumed to be Japanese or Korean then addresses
him in French. Lineker replies, saying ‘Mais, oui, s’il vous plait’, and follows with the
line, delivered to the camera, ‘In life, as in football, not everything is always as it seems.’
Signifiers of identity are shown to be diverse and somehow on the agenda. Football and
life are brought together as if one is the microcosm of the other. The audience is then
immediately thrown into the sporting action to see Diego Maradona’s handball incident
from the World Cup semi-final against England in 1986. The goal is replayed four times
and slowed down to emphasise this moment of cheating in the first representation of
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Argentina. Then, cutting back to Lineker with his Sushi, this time struggling with
chopsticks, another association is set up. He says, ‘Some things you just can’t control’
and we are transported, again, back to 1986 to see Maradona’s second goal against
England. Widely acknowledged as one of the great World Cup goals, the Argentineans
are represented this time as formidable opponents.
The opening sequence continues with Lineker unsuccessfully trying to hail a cab,
providing another link back to footage from the 1986 semi-final. Moving to footage this
time of the England team, he says ‘No point dwelling on the ones that get away’. The
footage shows John Barnes on the left wing, with the commentary stating that

Every Englishman surely will be saying ‘Go on, run at them’. It’s a
good cross. Oh!’

The action shows the ball being crossed in and cleared off the line as Lineker,
playing, looks to make contact with it and score. The replay shows the excellent
defensive header in slow motion and comes to rest on Lineker lying within the goal in
disbelief. This sets up a narrative of ‘every Englishman’ willing the team on and sharing
in that disbelief. It helps to contextualise the forthcoming match by identifying moments
from previous encounters, whether this mystical ‘we’ is seen as unlucky, the victims of
cheating or on the receiving end of greatness. It demarcates key moments that are deemed
significant, so that events in this match relate to old scores to be settled. The rivalry
between the teams, associated with the wider significance of identifying with national
identity, allows for the audiences’ hopes, fears and desires to be aligned with the England
team. Emphasising this, Lineker, this time in presenter mode, says after this collection of
clips from 1986, ‘I tell you something, you wouldn’t want to go through that again’. The
audience is being addressed in that ‘you’, so that it is the wider significance of us all
relating to a sporting moment and feeling the emotion of it together that ‘we’, as audience
and implied nation, would wish to avoid. But, more specifically, the coming together of
‘us’ is represented as natural and it is the experience of losing within that coming
together that is undesirable. In this sense a fragility is set up, so that a sense of ‘us’ can be
hurt, that our hopes can be taken away from us by this ‘other’.

72

After saying that ‘you wouldn’t want to go through that again’, and thereby
signalling clearly where audience loyalties should lie, Lineker raises one eyebrow and
makes a head movement, as if tutting. The camera focuses beyond his shoulder to show a
stadium scoreboard, reading ‘Stade St Etienne / England Argentina / World Cup 1998’ in
three lines, one above the other.
Moving on to the France 1998 World Cup provides a continuity, history and
context to the rivalry. The first incident chosen from this encounter sees the Argentinean
player Simeone earn a penalty when judged to have been fouled by England goalkeeper
David Seaman. The angle chosen for this passage of play, slowed down for added effect,
is the angle that shows the awarding of the penalty in the most dubious light. The penalty
kick is shown, with the commentary saying ‘And Seaman got a hand to it, but couldn’t
keep it out’. The fact that he didn’t ‘keep it out’ negates any relevance of him having ‘got
a hand to it’, except to suggest that Argentina only just scored.
The second Argentina goal, from a cleverly-worked free kick, is then shown
without any commentary. Immediately after, David Beckham’s infamous red card
incident is shown, with the commentary merely stating ‘And a red card for David
Beckham’. Following this, David Batty is shown missing his penalty. All the negatives
are initially brought to the fore, and quickly dealt with. The commentator says, ‘It’s
Batty. And England again are out of the World Cup on penalties.’ Of course, the match
got to the stage of a penalty shoot-out because it finished in a draw, but up to this stage
the audience has only been shown Argentina’s goals and England’s disappointments.
This sequence of clips is presented with mournful melancholy music by Zero 7, with a
slow tempo and no drum beat.
Then Lineker says, ‘Just put all that out of your mind and think what might have
been.’ A new piece of music begins and marks a transition into optimism and hope. From
the 1986 encounter, a free-kick from Glenn Hoddle is shown. The commentary, for these
instances filled with enthusiasm, says ‘Hoddle takes. Good save.’ From 1998, the
audience is shown Sol Campbell’s disallowed goal, with the commentator saying ‘And
Campbell. No, the referee has ruled it out. He spotted a push.’
As the drums come in for the accompanying music, Lineker is shown standing on
a football pitch that transforms into the pitch at the moment Michael Owen scores his
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‘wonder goal’ from 1998. Lineker says, ‘Let’s try and focus on the positive and
remember the great moments’. The sequence shows Owen picking up the ball at the halfway line, then Lineker, commenting in a brief intimate head-and-shoulders shot: ‘Like we
could ever forget’. The implication is that there is an obviousness to this moment being
etched in English minds. As if to make sure that it is, we are then treated to it from
another angle, this time more intimate. Then we switch to the long-view again, this time
from behind the England goal and showing Owen heading towards the other end with the
Argentinean defence in front of him. He out-maneuvers them, then the shot changes to
show the same change of direction from close-up. The action pauses as Lineker says,
‘And, d’you know what? We’re due a change of luck’.
It is due, perhaps, because ‘we’ deserve it. We (as a nation?) could do it this time
– this could be the day. Emphasising the logic of optimism, encouraging hope in the
audience, we then see the moment when Owen strikes the ball and it hits the back of the
net. Part of the celebration is shown, followed by a brief compendium of England goals
against Argentina, concluding again with Owen’s France ’98 strike. Accompanying these
moments of English jubilation, the music by the Super Furry Animals, ironically a band
that staunchly asserts and defends their Welsh national identity, helps to provide the
contrast between jubilation and despair. The height of the football action is accompanied
by the crescendo of the song with repeated lyrics of ‘rings around the world’. The theme
of hope is there and the construction of the potential hero in Owen who, mythically from
the moment he scored in the match in France, was believed to hold the potential to run
rings around the world. Even this opening sequence is framed, opening with an image of
loss at the hands of a moment of cheating and concluding with a moment of English
excellence, hope and jubilation. Significantly, this English excellence, hope and
jubilation is built around two matches in which England were defeated.
The narrative in between the moments of Argentinean cheating and English
excellence serves to make a smooth transition between the two, clearly indicating who we
support, reminding us of the moments that have brought us together before. The hope for
this togetherness, however, is prefaced by its vulnerability. This ‘us’ is threatened by that
which is not us.
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Studio
Where the opening sequence sets up the themes and relives the history of the
rivalry between England and Argentina, the studio setting introduces us to the team that
will guide us through the forthcoming event. This feature of the sports programme
closely resembles the political debate genre of programming in its set up, if not its
themes. There is the presenter and expert panellists, discussing and disputing the
contentious issues. In sports programming, the experts are pundits and the debate only
has its own insular importance. Even so, it might be expected that in this setting there
should be contrariety and varied viewpoints, but unlike the political debate programme
there is a consensus viewpoint that the team begins with – that England is the team ‘we’
want to see win.
Although pundits often have moments of disagreements, their support for England
here is open and un-reserved. This principle of support for the England team runs
throughout the structure of the programme, as an interwoven narrative. The pundit team
in this match consists of presenter Gary Lineker, joined by Alan Hansen, Martin O’Neil
and Ian Wright. Hansen is a BBC regular and a former Scottish international footballer.
Irish football manager O’Neil commonly provides analysis for international matches and
is currently the manager of Aston Villa Football Club. Wright, since retiring from his
playing career – during which time he played for Arsenal and England – has gone on to a
career in light entertainment on the BBC. The British Broadcasting Corporation seems to
have tried to provide a panel that is more representative of a British, rather than
specifically English, audience.
The studio presentation begins with Lineker saying ‘Good morning, thought
you’d find a way to join us’. This reference to the time, on a weekday with a lunchtime
kick-off, welcomes the audience to the event. Whilst not hugely significant here, this
reference to the time of day in England is used later in the production to help tie in an
English lunchtime to a Japanese evening. The ‘thought you’d find a way of joining us’
comment is in reference to many audience members who would have given priority to
this England match over more usual weekday concerns. In introducing the pundits,
Lineker says, ‘No work worries for Messrs Hansen, O’Neil and Wright.’
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Each of the pundits has an opening exchange with Lineker. Refering to the
opening piece of film, Lineker says to Hansen, ‘Just looking back at a few of those
images there, Alan, it just makes you realise the significance and importance of this.’ In
reply, Hansen concurs:

Oh, the magnitude of this game, it’s awesome, I mean, i’m tingling
with anticipation; just cannot wait for the game to start. I’ve spent
an hour with Ian Wright and he’s got me positive, right? I’m
positive. Once the game starts, eleven people that go on the pitch in
the England jersey have got to play to the highest level.

Not only is Hansen positive, he is biased towards the England team. The eleven
people who play for England ‘have got to play to the highest level’ only to achieve his
desired result – ‘our’ desired result. The neutral supporter is briefly alluded to next when
O’Neil is asked by Lineker, ‘Even for a neutral, Martin, there’s no bigger occasion is
there, in the first round at least, than England-Argentina?’ O’Neil quickly avoids any
responsibility to be neutral, saying,

Absolutely. Difficult not to be a neutral when you’re sat beside this
man [gesturing towards Ian Wright and signalling that the ‘not’ was
not intended in his meaning, whether by accident or through
sarcasm] let me tell you this here. I’m caught up in it all I’ve got to
say. It’s a nervous tension pervading the whole place and its
something to look forward to. Not only is that, you’ve got the
English football depending on it greatly, English nation obviously
depending on it – it’s big.

This ‘obviously’ is supplanted onto the idea of the English nation not just
supporting the team, but ‘depending on it’ too. English football and the English nation are
represented as closely tied and, although this is not an idea necessarily intended in
O’Neil’s throwaway comment, they are by association contextually mutually dependent.
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In framing the match, these preambles are convivial and the panel excited. Each
of them is hunched forwards and gesturing in ways that suggest the nervous tension
O’Neil talks about. The atmosphere is welcoming, but clearly structured around
England/English interests, blurring the distinction between these two terms. The audience
is invited into this nervousness, excitement, positivity and anticipation; indeed they are
implicated in it. When Lineker moves next to Ian Wright, he offers a statistical reason for
optimism:

Ian, I’ve got something positive for you. Five out of the six times
England have reached the quarter-finals, they’ve lost their opening
game, or not won their opening game.

Wright replies by saying, ‘See. Everything to look forward to. So that means it’s
not a problem then really. We’re gonna win.’
The positivity here seems premised on the idea that England are more likely to
win this match against Argentina because they failed to win against Sweden in their last.
Wright’s staunch assertions are delivered with a smile that acknowledges their tenuous
nature and thus reveals a vulnerability or threat to ‘our’ hopes. When Wright says ‘We’re
gonna win’, Lineker responds in a way that tempers confidence with hope, or desire, for
confidence, saying ‘Let’s hope so’. This also helps to seal the transformation of this ‘we’,
who might win a football match, into ‘us’ as the audience, aligned with the interests of
the panel. Those who hope for the win can share in the win.

Highlights of other group game
The other two teams in England’s group, Nigeria and Sweden, had already played
their game before the start of England-Argentina. A short sequence (less than two and a
half minutes) showed highlights from this match, providing more context to the
forthcoming encounter. There is nothing within this sequence that is revealing of English
national identity or identification, except in the way it is framed within the structure of
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the programme. There is little interest in either of the teams, only in how the result bears
upon England’s chances.

Group table and permutations of different results

The Sweden-Nigeria match is followed by an assessment of England’s group
league table and their chances of progression to the later rounds of the World Cup. After
reading the table in a matter-of-fact style, attention is turned to the permutations of an
England win, loss or draw against Argentina. Lineker says ‘Right, I’m sure you’ve
already worked it all out for yourselves, but let me spell it out for you just in case’, before
going into the details. At this point a graphic including an England flag is shown detailing
the three ‘ifs’ – if England win, if England draw, if England lose. The whole perspective
of the programme is skewed to an England perspective and there is no concern at this
stage about what the result of the match might mean to any other team in the group. It is
not until the 74th minute of the match that the permutations of the result to Argentina’s
future in the World Cup are considered. By this time there have already been three
mentions of result permutations to England, as well as this graphic explaining it at the
start of the programme.
As it comes to ‘If England lose’, Lineker becomes less matter-of-fact in his
delivery. He is essentially saying what the viewer is able to read on the screen, but little
phrases creep in, almost unnoticed, to the presentation. The manifest situation of the
group table following three different outcomes of the forthcoming match, although
skewed by only looking at an England perspective, is further biased by the way in which
it is conveyed. Lineker says, ‘Heaven forbid it, if England lose today…’.

The England team (the studio assessment)

The bias in representation is a structural facet of this programme, but it also
reveals itself in the delivery of this structure. After setting out the permutations of results
to the England team’s cause, Lineker says ‘So that’s cleared all that up for you, let’s clear
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up the team. The England side. Let’s have a look at it today.’ Here it is ‘the team’ rather
than ‘teams’, suggesting that only one team is really of interest.
An on-screen graphic shows the team line-up, before next displaying their names
in the team formation. The comments that accompany this portion of the programme are
predominantly football related, referring to positions, tactics and personnel. Hansen
provides a contrast to the way in which Lineker has presented ‘our team’, ‘the team’,
when he says ‘Still lots and lots of pace in that side’. To say ‘that side’ when referring
viewers to the on-screen graphic is a more neutral attachment to the England side. This
attachment then, if the syntax is a reliable indicator, turns more to detachment for Hansen
who provides a contrast to Lineker’s expression of ‘our team’.
Whilst much of the comment during this stage of the programme is concentrated
on tactical matters, for both Hansen and O’Neil, this is not expressed in terms of what
‘we’ need to do to win. At the same time, however, they do not detract from a sense of
‘us’, describing their perspectives to the viewers and to Lineker in terms such as ‘You’ve
got Butt in the holding position’, ‘You’ve got to utilise the pace of the England team’.
Neither the audience, or Lineker, can utilise the pace of the England team, but this
phrasing still identifies ‘us’ alongside the team. Concurrently, Hansen has positioned
himself outside of this narrative, not just as an observer of the football but of the
English/England narrative. In contrast, Wright says in relation to Emile Heskey, ‘I think
that his strength and his pace and that will worry them. …They’ll be scared of Michael
Owen anyway, so I do think that Emile, if we get this Emile…’. Here there is a clear
division between ‘them’ and who ‘we’ are, even if the characteristics of these groupings
are undefined.
In the structure of the programme, ‘our’ interests come first, so that the pundits
can highlight the people representing us. This includes both the potential heroes as well
as the tactical implications.

The Argentina team (the studio assessment)

After the England team has been introduced, an effort is made to mention the
Argentina team. A comment from Lineker has to steer the direction of the conversation,
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as it is not flowing towards consideration of the opposition. He says, ‘Well, let’s bring it
round to the Argentinean side now.’ The team is seen arriving at the stadium on the team
bus and are described as looking ‘very exuberant’ and ‘very confident’. This begins a
segment of the programme which, although short-lived, talks about the Argentina team in
awe. Hansen says, ‘Well, if I was playing in that side, I’d feel confident as well. They’ve
got some class players.’
‘And there it is’, Lineker says as the shot changes to show firstly the team line up
and then formation. Wright immediately says, ‘It’s Zanetti. Zanetti comes straight out at
me from the midfield. I think he’s fantastic.’ Talking over Wright in an effort to heap the
praise on, Hansen concurs with him, saying ‘Zanetti’s a great player’. Following this, it is
Wright who jumps in. Hansen says, ‘You look at the middle four there’, when Wright
says ‘It’s just awesome’. Hansen then finishes his statement for himself – ‘it’s class
personified.’
This is certainly strong praise, but Lineker then interjects with a statement about
Argentina’s formation, saying, ‘It’s an interesting formation. It’s different to anything
else in this tournament really.’ Despite Argentina’s formation being put forward as a
talking point, the discussion of Argentina’s midfield, and Zanetti in particular, is
curtailed. Hansen says,

Well, I think Ian’s made the pertinent point about Scholes
playing left-hand side, Zanetti coming down there. And we
talked about Hargreaves; I think that Hargreaves would be better
tracking Zanetti than Scholes would be.

Zanetti and the Argentinean formation is discussed from the England perspective.
Who is going to defend against him? Emphasising this, Lineker says ‘I tell you who’s
going to be important – Nicky Butt’, as the screen switches back to the studio. The
graphic showing the Argentina team and formation is still on screen when the roles of
English players, Hargreaves and Scholes, are discussed. During discussions of the
England team and formation, key figures that were likely to be prominent in the match
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were identified and relevant clips shown. Here, as Lineker mentions his name, the
audience is shown footage of Nicky Butt warming up in the stadium. In terms of
representation, the England side is made prominent and knowable. The Argentina side is
left largely unnamed, with only the ethereal qualities of exuberance, confidence, class
and difference to portray them. ‘They’ are represented as ‘awesome’, yet unknowable.
Butt is shown in preparation, with Hansen saying ‘we’ve seen the Argentineans are adept
at playing through people. He’s got to sit in there and destroy.’ Butt is the human being
who has to take on the ethereal other-ness of Argentina.

Motson at the stadium

Having taken a cursory glance at the Argentina side, the next marker of the
programme’s structure occurs. In a continued effort to bring the audience to the game as
much as the other way around, there is a link up between the studio and the stadium. The
viewer is positioned with the studio team – we are watching this together. Lineker
provides the link:

OK Gents. Well we’ll talk more in just a second. Our match
commentator today is John Motson; and we can go now to the
Sapporo Dome where Motty, hopefully, is waiting to talk to us.

Lineker is positioned towards the left of the shot at this point, which also shows a
plasma TV screen in the middle at his eye-level. As he says ‘we’ll talk more in just a
second…’, he is looking towards the camera, as if ‘we’, the audience, are part of the
discussion. On saying ‘we can go now to the Sapporo dome where Motty, hopefully, is
waiting to talk to us’, he turns to his plasma screen, redirecting the focal point of the shot.
Motson, with microphone in hand, is shown high up in the stadium against the backdrop
of the pitch and crowd. The presentation then cuts to this shot - the same shot Lineker has
on his screen in the studio. During their conversation, we see Motson from the view over
Lineker’s shoulder as he asks questions, either as if he is speaking on ‘our’ behalf or that
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the viewer has a virtual position spatially at the head of the table. It is setting the scene,
but at the same time showing the many filters through which the match is presented. It is
framing upon framing.
There is discussion about the venue for the match and time-lapse photography is
used to show how the pitch in the stadium is moved in from outside. This seems to
emphasise the ‘incredible’ (Lineker) nature of the arena in which events will unfold.
‘Motty’, referred to by his nickname as if we are all friends here, says of it,

It doesn’t look like a football ground at first sight, but believe me,
when the England fans got in here tonight, and there are about 8000
of them, and obviously a lot from Argentina as well. They’re
making it a fantastic atmosphere.

For Motson, too, in setting the scene in the stadium, the Argentinean contingent is
presented as an afterthought.
The theme of luck also features in this exchange between Motson and Lineker.
The fact that this would be Motson’s first time commentating on Argentina-England in
the World Cup is given as a possible sign of good fortune. Lineker comments: ‘I hope
you’re luckier than the previous two’ commentators. Lineker even says to Motson: ‘The
other interesting thing, John, you were, of course, in Munich when England had that
triumph and Sapporo and Munich are twinned aren’t they? Is that a lucky omen?’ Motson
only goes on to explain how Munich and Sapporo became twinned, ignoring the question,
which one would hope was rhetorical. Concluding this link up, Lineker then says, ‘Well
John, we certainly wish you well today with the commentary, you’d better get into your
position. Good luck.’ Turning back to the panel of pundits, he says ‘Motty seems in great
form’, and Hansen interjects: ‘And he’s lucky as well Motty’.
A number of very tenuous links are set up in order to suggest luck may be on our
side in this match, even though it is yet to begin. This itself sets up a binary between the
two teams in the context of the ways in which the audience is gathered around this
concept. One team’s good luck is another team’s bad luck. Moreover, luck is not
portrayed as limited to the players on the pitch – Motty is lucky, a twinned city is an
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omen, not winning the last match gives us a statistical advantage. In this sense, luck
enables the audience to feel involved, as if they are participating. Maybe a crowd in the
stadium can give support and encouragement to the team by cheering them on, but a TV
audience, however, does not have that immediacy at their disposal. But fans do feel they
are participating – by waving flags, wearing replica shirts, congregating around the TV,
being a part of the cultural event. It is a cultural identification and involvement. The
themes of luck and hope are key to television sports and its role of providing a sphere of
identification. The tension of a penalty competition demonstrates this – the crowd and the
audience can play little part in the imminent outcome of the match, but can bite nails,
cross fingers and so on. Whilst it is often said that penalty competitions are a lottery, it is
also true that if you score all your penalties and stop one of theirs then you win. It is not
so much about luck and hope, but is framed as such because the audience can hope too,
or can believe that our luck is theirs, that our hope is transferred into the actions of the
players. The themes of hope and luck are key to identification also, because the audience
is constructed as coming together to hope for and support a specific team and a particular
nation. It is implicit that the audience be united, that we all want the same thing.

Pundits (return to discussion of Argentina team)

Having introduced the audience to the history of the event, to the studio team, to
the England players, to the commentator and the stadium, there is another look towards
the Argentina team. It is again replete with praise and admiration, but also, again, shortlived. There is, at least, some attempt to show the potential key protagonists in the
Argentina team, although this does primarily serve to segue into the next montage. Even
Lineker seems to begrudge, a little, having to approach the subject – ‘I suppose if we look
at the Argentina side, Ian, I think this fella’s one of the great strikers of his generation,
Gabriel Batistuta.’ The begrudging ‘I suppose’ gives way to great praise. Batistuta and
Juan Sebastian Veron are shown warming up on the pitch as Wright agrees with Lineker.
Whilst praising Batistuta, Wright manages to turn the attention back to England side
though. He says,
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Absolutely, absolutely. And I think he’s one of those, he’s so
passionate about the game against England, like Simeone, like
I’m sure the rest of them are, but this guy is a world class
forward, without a doubt. And I think that he’s gonna cause us a
lot of problems today, Rio and Sol, especially if Veron’s getting
his passing like he has been passing. His passing has been
absolutely phenomenal.

The qualities of Argentina are presented as ‘problems’ to ‘us’. ‘Rio and Sol’
(Ferdinand and Campbell, England’s centre-backs) are referred to by their first names.
This personal touch gives them a certain familiarity in contrast to these world class,
phenomenal characters that English audiences see represented as the opposition.
Veron, at the time, played his club football at Manchester United and was perhaps
the most familiar face in the Argentina line-up. Lineker makes an interesting point: ‘It’s
funny with Veron, isn’t it? All season people have been saying “well he’s not done much
for Manchester United.” Now he’s playing for Argentina, we’re going “Ooh, Veron,
Veron.”’ Is it that he now appears more of a threat because of a change in context, to a
national context? It could be argued that the change in his performance is the crucial
marker, but he had only played one match in the tournament previous to this one.
Certainly, though, his abilities and potential performance are set up as a threat to us.
Hansen sums it up, saying that ‘the Argentineans have got better players, but you
play well and make them play badly and you win the match.’ Hansen again sets himself
outside of the ‘we’ that is being implied. When he says ‘you play well’ and ‘you win the
match’ he is looking at Lineker, accentuating the ‘you’ each time with gestures (with his
hands and nodding his head). In response, Lineker simply says ‘Sounds good to me’. This
is delivered in curt style, sealing off one moment in the structure of the programme
before moving to the next. ‘Now, we all remember St. Etienne four years ago. Some
remember it better than others’, he says.

St. Etienne montage (Campbell, Seaman, Owen)
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The studio build-up moves on with a feature looking at the England-Argentina
encounter in St. Etiene, during the France ’98 World Cup. It shows the key moments
from the match and sustains the opposition of us and them, represented as ‘our’ honest
heroes, playing with heart, up against formidable and calculated opponents. Three
England players are interviewed about their roles in the match (Seaman, Owen and
Campbell). The content of the interviews is used to help structure the narrative of the
piece, although the questions the players are asked are not heard.
The film opens on a shot of Batistuta running in to take a penalty kick, which
seems to reinforce the threat that the pundits have coincidentally just highlighted in him.
The camera is set behind the goal, seeing him run towards us. The shot then changes to
the opposite angle, showing Seaman, in head and torso shot, preparing for the kick. We
do not see the penalty being taken. Rather, the action then intersperses, turn by turn,
between footage of the Argentina and then England team. Firstly, there is an Argentinean
goal celebration, then an English one. Next, four members of the Argentina team are
shown as they waited in the centre circle during the penalty shoot-out that eventually
decided the match. The player in the foreground raises both arms aloft before the film
cuts to the next clip. The voice-over during these five moments is provided by Campbell,
who says: ‘We knew about the history of the two countries, football-wise’. The ‘footballwise’ part of this voice-over is hastily tacked onto the end of the sentence by Campbell,
who seems to realise he might be saying something broader about the relationship
between the two nations without such a qualification. The action during this part of the
film interestingly does not show any football action, only the protagonists’ reactions or
preparations as they relate to key moments. The rivalry, in this sense, becomes more
personalised and easier to identify with. It is not so much about what each team does with
the ball, as about how the teams play each other, how ‘we’ relate to ‘them’.
The next two clips reinforce this battle of character, showing first Owen for
England and then Simeone for Argentina both winning penalties. As the clip of Owen is
played, he provides the voice-over, saying ‘I can assure you he would have gone down if
he was an Argentinean player.’ As the clip of Simeone is shown, Seaman provides the
voice-over:
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I went for it. Simeone went over and, you know, it was more of him
coming into me rather than me going out and hitting him. He knew
what he was doing but I was silly enough to buy it.

Seaman mitigates his own actions, negating responsibility as ‘it was more of
him… than me’. He may have been ‘silly’, but the Argentinean ‘knew what he was
doing’, was fully aware of his own calculated actions. In the Owen clip, likewise,
responsibility for a dubious penalty decision is explained away from English
accountability by casting the Argentinean character in a suspect light. ‘Our’ questionably
dishonest actions (in the winning of a penalty) are not excused, as the context of them is
represented as marked by the potential dishonesty of others.
The ‘I can assure you’ part of Owen’s explanation helps to portray this difference
between ‘our’ honesty and ‘their’ gamesmanship. As he says this, we see the moment
slowed down to emphasise the moment of Owen’s fall. The camera angle does not shed
much light on the nature of the contact between the two players involved. The use of
clips is what cements these interview responses in such a biased light, with a
juxtaposition in the way in which they are used to portray each side. The wide-angle view
of the Simeone penalty claim has already been shown as Seaman explains it. Seaman is
shown explaining the incident in interview, in head-and-shoulder shot, under a projected
image of the three lions emblem. He explains the action and as he says ‘he knew what he
was doing’, a slow motion replay is shown. The angle chosen is one that emphasises
Seaman’s perspective, concentrating on Simeone’s trailing leg rather than the ball
Seaman had missed and the contact he made on the player.
The penalty kick is taken and Seaman is shown looking dejected. Drawing on the
idea of being strong in adversity and showing good character, Seaman says:

What was good for us was the way that we reacted after the
penalty, ’cos the penalty was like in the first five or six
minutes and that really knocked us over a bit, but we reacted
positively.
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This move from dejection to hope is marked in the pictures, as Owen’s run and
then penalty appeal is shown. Owen is then able to explain the moment in full. He says,
‘Try running at a fast pace and get Linford Christie running by you and just give him a
little nudge as he’s running past you and see if he stays on his feet. It’s not easy.’ Moving
swiftly onto the scoring of the penalty seems to avoid having to validate Owen’s
explanation for being awarded it for ‘a little nudge’ against him. Seaman is shown
celebrating the goal and his voice-over links into the next highlight from the game.
‘When it goes in, it’s one of relief, you know. You’re back on level terms, and now let’s
get on with it.’
Interspersed with footage from the 1998 match, Owen is shown sat in front of a
George Cross projection, in much the same way as Seaman sits in front of a three-lions
image. In this, we see not only the negating of our opponents through the narrative, but
also the constancy of symbolic associations. There is scarcely a moment where a symbol
of nationhood is not visible on the screen. The studio set, which is used for other matches
in the World Cup and promotes BBC, BBC Sports, World Cup 2002 and Match of the
Day images, has a globe graphic that is half covered by the George Cross. (The other half
of the globe does not show the Argentina flag.)
The next piece of action is the Michael Owen ‘wonder-goal’, which Owen talks
us through as the action unfolds. Seaman provides the voice-over for the next piece of
action, even praising the quality of Argentina’s second goal. He says,

They got a free kick and they worked it fantastically. You
know, we’d never seen anything like that on the video or
anything like that. They caught us with it, executed it fine.
Then it was two-two and all to play for second half.

This echoes the sentiments of the opening film in this programme, representing
Argentina as both very talented and cunning – formidable opponents. The first moment of
the second half to be discussed is David Beckham’s sending-off incident, where we see
him kick out at Simeone. The moment is dealt with quickly with Seaman judging it – ‘I
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thought the decision was harsh, it was very harsh to get David sent off. The way that he
was treated was terrible and he’s come back and he’s an absolutely fantastic player.’
Describing the decision as ‘very harsh’ again provides only a very limited
perspective. The player Beckham kicked in this incident was Simeone, so that in this
sequence the key events involving Argentinean players, coincidentally perhaps, involve
those who were discussed by the pundits prior to it. Simeone earns the penalty and is
involved in Beckham’s sending off. Batistuta scores the penalty, and Veron and Zanetti
combine to score the free kick.
Skating over the Beckham incident, Campbell’s disallowed ‘goal’ is shown and
discussed next. Campbell says, ‘Those things happen in World Cups, you know, people
getting sent off. It kind of steps it up as a team and we played some fantastic football.’
Here, the strength-in-adversity narrative is played out once more, with the Argentinean’s
providing that adversity.
The treatment of Campbell’s disallowed ‘goal’ again mitigates, or rather omits,
any England wrong-doing and accentuates the perceived characteristics of Argentina.
Campbell is shown heading the ball into the goal from a corner, and then running off to
celebrate. His voice-over describes the situation: ‘I believed that I scored and running off
and jumping up and down. It was so funny; it was like being in a film. You’re turning
around and like they’re running the other way, and nearly scoring.’
The action certainly fits in with this perspective, with Campbell’s celebrations and
the Argentina attack being shown, but there is no mention of why Campbell’s ‘goal’ was
disallowed. The way in which Seaman describes this passage of play is revealing, as it
too ignores the reason England’s ‘goal’ was disallowed, opting instead to pass comment
on the character of the Argentina team. He says, ‘The Argentines were trying to break on
us, while we were still celebrating, which was a bit sly really because obviously Sol’s the
centre of defence and he was right up the other end of the field.’
To describe the Argentinean’s as ‘sly’ because they were trying to score a goal is
a somewhat jaundiced perspective. This is especially so as no replay is shown to explain
why the goal did not stand - because of Alan Shearer elbowing the Argentine goalkeeper
in the face. This moment is neither shown nor mentioned. ‘Our’ bad qualities are
forgettable, to be passed over. It is acceptable, though, to pass judgement on ‘them’ and
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their mindset. The way in which the word ‘sly’ is used is interesting. On the one hand, it
suggests negative connotations, and at the same time it seems to suggest that Argentina’s
actions were carried out with intention. This, it seems, lends to reading Seaman as being
perturbed because, slyly, Argentina actually tried to score. The suggestion is that this
would have been unfair, which is a suggestion not balanced by showing Shearer’s unfair
challenge on the Argentine goalkeeper. The version of events we are presented with
suggests it is ‘us’ who would have been hard done by because of ‘their’ calculated
actions.
The penalty shoot-out that ended the match and resulted in England loss is shown
next. The association of ‘our’ nation and television sport is more often articulated with
positive aspects of sporting achievements, whilst sporting failure or disappointment is
negated, excused or marginalised. The moments shown in this film are part of a memory
of a sports and cultural event. The positives are highlighted and placed in the foreground
as something to pin hopes to, the negatives are kept on the periphery, as if cautionary
reminders. Fear and insecurity, in this montage, are the drivers and the motives behind
trying to obtain identity and confidence and certainty of identity.
Owen says of losing the penalty shoot-out, ‘When it happens it’s an absolute
nightmare. It’s the worst feeling in the world.’ Seaman says, ‘When you come to the
dressing room, you just don’t say anything. You just go and sit in your place and just try
and get your mind together.’
That the Argentina side is perceived to have been, in the past, a source of fear and
insecurity, provides the motive to overcome them. The idea of getting the ‘mind together’
after defeat suggests that the defeat is a psychological one, one that disrupts confidence
and certainty. In both Campbell and Owen’s closing statements in the montage, there is
the suggestion that the game is a conduit for this wider battle. Campbell says, ‘Some
players are in the team now from four years ago, just remembering how they kind of
celebrated their win against us.’ Owen says, ‘It’s just a game of football. Hopefully our
players can put one over on them.’
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Return to studio

The theme of hope is apparent once again, but not especially hope for ‘us’, but
hope against ‘them’. Coming out of this film the footage changes from Owen sat in
interview to seeing him prepare for the current game, warming up on the pitch in
Sapporo. Having taken an ‘English’ perspective on the previous game, the presentation
allows itself to indulge in this position. Framing the perspective of the implied viewer,
Lineker reassures ‘us’, ‘The good news is, this game can’t go to penalties.’ This is only
‘good news’ from a particular perspective, implicitly ‘our’ perspective.
The pundits then proceed to eulogise Owen’s qualities. Lineker says, ‘He’s a great
player…’ and Hansen cuts across him, asking ‘Do you think he can score another goal
like he did in ’98? I mean, absolutely magnificent goal.’ Wright takes his turn and says

The Argentineans will be afraid of Michael without a doubt,
because, I think, he proved to them as well, that we have got a
player that can get the ball and just run at them and just do it.
And he can do that. I think he can do that in this - he can do it
in any game.

Owen is still on screen as the praise mounts, highlighting ‘our’ potential hero or
match-winner in contrast to having previously, and briefly, highlighted ‘their’ threats. As
Lineker sets to contextualising the St Etiene performance with the forthcoming game, the
programme cuts back to the studio. Lineker speculates, ‘I think England, Martin, need the
sort of performance that they drew four years ago.’ In response, O’Neil seems to suggest
that the performance needs to share with the St Etiene match, not the footballing qualities
but the qualities of character. He says,

In 1998? Absolutely right. They had everything that particular day.
Owen was fresh, he was exciting; I mean he still is to be perfectly
honest, but nothing phased him whatsoever.
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Wright interjects at this point, saying, ‘And a lot of the game with ten men’.
O’Neil continues:

And a lot of the game with ten players. But they, you’re right, they
got tight, they were very, very strong and it was just that sort of,
dare I say it, the bulldog spirit.

Hansen’s input at this point returns to footballing qualities and tactics, saying:
‘They got that success by going tight, not allowing time and space, and when they got the
ball they passed it well. And, of course, if you get a goal like Owen scored, it helps a bit.’
Hansen remains outside of this ‘we’ dynamic once more, saying ‘if you get a goal’, rather
than attempting to share in the sense of ‘us’ being created through the representations of
English players. O’Neil, by contrast, frames the relevance of the St Etiene match in terms
of the ‘spirit’ needed in this next encounter. Rather than specifically highlighting Owen’s
playing abilities, O’Neil says ‘nothing phased him’, preferring to remark on his character.
He describes the team as being ‘very, very strong’ and in framing this alongside the
nationalistic image of bulldog spirit aligns these qualities with the ethereal qualities of a
nation.
This very short passage of comment from the pundits serves as a link between two
films. The next film, centred on David Beckham, again brings a narrative of hope,
expectation and anticipation. The programme is very England oriented, and these films
help the audience to identify with the participants in what is being built up as the
forthcoming drama. Lineker says, ‘Well, when you talk about that game four years ago,
the captain’s certainly come a long way since then. It’s been quite a renaissance for
David Beckham.’

‘Cometh the hour…’ - David Beckham montage

This short feature, rather than highlighting the team performance, concentrates on
the captain, David Beckham. In terms of identity and identification, Beckham was the
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key individual figure. The film charts Beckham’s fall and rise in popularity, from the
sending-off incident four years earlier to scoring the goal that rescued England’s
qualification for the World Cup in question. This zero-to-hero narrative begins with the
words written on screen, white on black background: ‘From the depths of despair…’.
From this, the shot fades into coverage of the incident in France that saw Beckham being
sent off. Beckham is shown lashing out at the Argentinean player, Simeone, before
cutting to a shot of the England manager at the time, Glenn Hoddle. Beckham is shown
the red card and he begins to walk off the field. The voice over, from the match
commentary, says, ‘One wonders as he goes down the tunnel whether he takes England’s
World Cup hopes with him.’ This, in the context of the time of the match, posed the
question of whether it will be Beckham who is blamed for England’s departure from the
competition. As it transpired, despite penalty misses from Paul Ince and David Batty,
Beckham was blamed for the result of the match. This is exemplified as the film cuts to
footage of a ‘supporter’ wearing a t-shirt reading: ‘Beckham You’ve let your country
down. You’ve let yourself down. You’ve let us down. You are not forgiven’. Beckham is
then shown in interview saying how the experience made him ‘grow up a lot. It’s made
me realise a few things’. The sending off incident is framed as defining ‘the depths of
despair’, out of which, the next caption tells us, ‘…the true spirit of a man emerges’.
The film moves on to construct this more important side of the narrative – the
emergence of an England captain embodying the ‘true spirit of a man’. In this sense the
construction appears very gendered, as if his manliness is something to identify with.
However, it is the qualities that are represented as making up this ‘true spirit’ which are
key, so that identification with the person (and through him identification with nation)
takes precedent over gender identification. It is a story of growth, coming of age and not
so much of gender.
Beckham is shown next in a close up shot of his face, looking serious and
resolute. His hair and chin are not part of the shot, focusing the attention on his eyes and
his steadfast expression. This contrasts with the footage used of Beckham saying ‘It’s
made me realise a few things’, which saw him with bright sunlight pouring through his
blonde hair, making him look boyish by comparison. Gone in this next shot is the fringe
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flopping over the eyes, so that a physical transformation, a change of ‘image’, has
occurred to herald Beckham’s maturity.
Highlights of the first two goals Beckham scored as England captain are shown
next, separated by another caption. The first goal sees footage of Beckham, now with
cropped hair, receiving the ball on the right hand side of the penalty area. The shot then
changes to show England manager Sven Goran Eriksson sitting next to his assistant at the
time, Peter Taylor, apparently pointing onto the pitch. Moving back to Beckham, we see
him strike the ball and score, whereupon the viewer is returned to the view of Eriksson
and Taylor who now put their thumbs up. This seems to cement the relationship between
manager and captain, as opposed to the implied disaffection between Beckham and
Hoddle after the sending off incident in France.
The cutting together of Beckham’s goal and the coaching staff’s input is an
interesting moment in this film, as it moves away from the realism of television sport.
Watched as if the pointing and the goal happen consecutively seems to suggest that the
pointing was to signal the idea of scoring a goal, confirmed by the thumbs-up when it
was scored. Rather, this footage is used symbolically to set up Beckham’s authority in the
team and the symbiotic relationship between coach and captain.
A new caption, still in the same white-on-black style upper-case lettering, appears
on screen after Beckham is shown celebrating the first goal to the commentary
exclaiming ‘Brilliant goal from the captain’. The caption reads: ‘Only a few thrive on
responsibility’.
The fade out of the caption works in the same way as previous ones – the black
background fades to illustrative sporting footage with the white lettering lingering
momentarily before fading. Following this caption, the footage shows Beckham in head
and chest shot, leading the team onto the pitch. He emerges almost through the lettering,
striding through as if striving for responsibility. The audience is first shown the
responsibility given to Beckham, as captain, followed by the scoring of a free-kick within
the game. The selected commentary again emphasises leadership qualities. This is his
‘true spirit’ emerging – ‘a trademark free-kick from the England captain’, the
commentary tells us. This is Beckham being one of the few who ‘thrive on
responsibility’. We are made to feel proud of him.
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The film plays out its narrative, using clips as evidence, but is still biased in its
presentation. The narrative focuses, much like the opening film of the programme, on the
positives. It neglects to mention that the renaissance of Beckham was tied into the
England team only just scraping through the qualification for the World Cup. The
‘trademark free kick’ was the only way the England team looked like scoring in the
match in question, so that whilst Beckham looked to be thriving on responsibility, it
could hardly be said that the England team were thriving.
The emphasis on the positive is also apparent when the audience is transported
next to Munich to show the pinnacle of England triumphs under Beckham’s captaincy,
the 5-1 victory over Germany in World Cup qualification. This one result, as convincing
and unexpected as it was, is set up as a beacon of potential – this is what the England
team are capable of. Beckham is shown briefly in interview, saying ‘To captain your
country against Germany in Munich in a game we have to win, it doesn’t come any
bigger.’
The victory over Germany is a result that fans as well as players could draw
confidence from. In this short narrative here it serves as a benchmark in a story of
progress, growth and improvement. It is a seemingly stable basis on which to anchor
hopes, as Beckham is a player, a captain, an image and an icon for England fans to
anchor their dreams. The ‘thriving on responsibility’ narrative here also serves to suggest
that, when it matters, in the big games, England can get the result they need. This
obviously helps to tie in with the impending game against Argentina as the idea that
games do not ‘come any bigger’ is reflected in the opponents, more than the situation.
The game was ‘big’ because it was against Germany, more than because of the necessity
of getting the required result. Arguably, the final qualification match, against Greece, was
‘bigger’, but Greece does not hold the same resonance as opponents that Germany and
Argentina possess.
To set the result against Germany apart from other results allows ‘us’ to focus on
the positives, stimulating hope over scepticism. One of the goals from the match is
shown, with Beckham celebrating, before a still shot of the final scoreboard from the
stadium is displayed. The camera zooms in on the number ‘5’, with Motson’s
commentary over the top, exclaiming ‘Listen to this: Germany one, England five!’
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Beckham is shown next exchanging congratulations with Michael Owen at the
conclusion of the Germany game. The voice of Garth Crooks cuts across this moment,
asking ‘We do dream, don’t we?’ Beckham answers, ‘Of course we dream’ before
Crooks extends the proposition to ‘Fans dream and players dream.’ This ties together the
hopes and dreams of the fans (the implied audience/nation) to those of the team in a
unified ‘we’.
The shot changes to show Beckham in the interview clip, with the words ‘dream’
and ‘dreaming’ floating over the screen, one from left to right and one from the top to the
bottom of the screen. He answers, ‘Of course we dream’, again, and Crooks responds by
asking, ‘Is it inconceivable?’ Beckham’s response not only tells us that the question
refers to the winning of the World Cup, but also points to when the interview took place.
He says,

I don’t think it is. I think there’s a possibility we can go on
from here. You know, if we reach the World Cup finals then
we’ll know that anything can happen in these competitions.

That ‘if we reach the World Cup finals’ indicates that the interview took place
before qualification was secure. Answering that ‘if’, the visuals switch at that moment to
show Beckham’s run up to a free kick. The voice over, originally an interviewee’s
response, sounds as if extra reverb or echo has been added, perhaps to add gravitas. The
goal is the crucial final minute goal against Greece that secured England’s place in the
Japan/Korea World Cup after a turbulent start to qualification. This shows Beckham
thriving on responsibility again, but also that, as Beckham’s words suggest, now
‘anything can happen’.
The footage shown is, like all the football action in this particular film, in slow
motion. Beckham’s face is shown in close-up as he runs to strike the ball. It is an intimate
shot, showing a focused facial expression. As the ball is kicked, the shot changes to
behind the goal, following the flight of the ball, although not into the net. The shot
changes to see Beckham’s celebration before the ball enters the goal, as if the
significance of Beckham outweighs the significance of the goal. The commentary here
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highlights Beckham’s individual contribution to the team, as John Motson in ecstatic tone
shouts ‘Beckham – YES…he’s done it … David Beckham … fantastic’.
The viewer is then, briefly, shown Beckham stting in a press conference alongside
Eriksson, and next receiving the BBC Sports Personality of the Year award. An excerpt
from Beckham’s acceptance speech is played over images of him holding his award,
closing on a shot of Beckham, with tears in his eyes, breaking into a smile. He says, ‘Mr
Eriksson, you know, who had the bottle to keep me as England captain and I thank him
very much for that.’
The importance of this BBC award would not, of course, be acknowledged by any
of the other television channels. Unity and respect between manager and player is shown
– it is (as the BBC adverts for the qualification matches suggested) a new era, a new
manager and star players. A time to build new hopes. The winning of this BBC award,
voted for by viewers, also serves, in the context of this film, to seal the narrative of
Beckham’s renaissance. The BBC are implicitly positioned as integral to this Beckham
narrative, so that the ‘we’ being set up is also tainted by a sense of trying to cultivate
brand loyalty. Beckham, the players, the viewers, the fans, the nation, ‘us’, the studio
team, the commentators, the BBC are all linked by association. The receiving of the BBC
Sports Personality award is the symbolic moment of redemption of Beckham in the eyes
of ‘us’, with the BBC embodying the authority to grant it.
The Beckham renaissance narrative, as it is presented up to this point, does not,
however, tell the whole story of Beckham’s time between World Cups. In the build-up to
the 2002 World Cup Beckham broke a bone in his foot, causing doubts about whether he
would be able to participate. His injury and subsequent recovery was covered extensively
in the press. The England defender, Gary Neville, also sustained a broken bone in his foot
a few weeks prior to the tournament and, as a consequence, missed the World Cup.
However, Neville’s injury did not cause the same level of coverage or concern, as
Beckham had been represented as the spearhead of England’s team. This aspect of the
England team’s, and specifically Beckham’s, build up to the World Cup is scarcely
mentioned in this short film. So close to the beginning of the match, it seems, there is
little room for negative thinking.
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Only three photographic shots of Beckham are used to recognise the injury he
sustained. The event is shown in stills rather than film footage as the BBC did not have
rights to show footage from the match in which he was injured. Two of these images,
which show Beckham being carried on a stretcher from the field of play, also include
newspaper headlines, reading: ‘Heartbreak’ and ‘Beckham faces end of the world’. Of
course, this was not the end of the world, but the possibility of the end of Beckham’s
World Cup hopes – the end of his dreams and possibly of ‘our’ chances. With this injury
threatening his participation, Beckham’s fitness was a doubt, but these three images and
two headlines form the sum total of this part of the narrative thread.
The film moves on to show footage of Beckham hopping on one foot in training.
He provides the voice-over, saying ‘I’ve worked hard to get myself back to a level
where…’, during which the shot changes to show him in interview saying the words. The
expectation is that he is talking about his fitness levels, as this is where the visual aspects
situate the narrative, working hard on his fitness levels with specific regard to his foot
injury. However, the narrative of growth and redemption prevails, as he continues: ‘…I
have got England fans on my side from all around the country.’ So close to the start of
the match, it is not a moment to think of possible weaknesses, so the narrative remains
resolute about the figurehead of English football, side stepping fragility.
Any sense of Beckham’s fragility as a player is overpowered by this narrative of
growth. The impetus of significations herald the forthcoming match as the culmination of
Beckham’s regeneration. It seals the knot on a narrative started in the same fixture four
years previously, only this time everything points to Beckham having a more positive
role to play. Questions about his fitness as a player are displaced by his symbolic
attributes. This film sets up the sense that, one way or another, Beckham will be pivotal
in the match. In his final contribution to the film, Beckham, following on from his
statement that England fans are now on his side, says: ‘Now I’m England captain, it
makes it even better.’ As if thriving on responsibility, Beckham is shown in his role as
captain, standing in the team line up. Focusing firstly upon a head and shoulders shot of
Beckham before panning out to a wider angle revealing team members, he is shown as a
proud leader.
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The sequence concludes with the caption ‘Cometh the hour…’. The viewer is left
to end the sentence, so that this caption performs a dual role. It firstly seems to be
speaking of Beckham, that he is willing to be a leader and embodies the phrase ‘cometh
the hour, cometh the man’. But, by virtue of the fact that the sentence is left unfinished, it
builds anticipation. The hour is nearly upon us, so the viewer knows that the ensuing
events – whatever they may be – are going to be significant. It also gives the viewer
motivation, a personal angle, to support England. It is a team game, but a personal
nemesis, a day of reckoning, for one specific and significant player.
As the caption fades, the viewer is shown Beckham warming up on the pitch prior
to the game. Visually, it is an answer to the unfinished sentenced. The caption reads
‘cometh the hour…’ and the viewer is invited to finish the sentence internally so that as
you say to yourself ‘…cometh the man’ he appears on screen. Lineker says, after the
music fades out and live shots of Beckham are shown, ‘I think we know the next line.’
The ‘Cometh the hour’ piece about Beckham’s renaissance has a different tone
than the earlier films in the build-up to this match. It has classical music with operatic
singing in a slow pensive melody over the top, and is in stark contrast to the upbeat music
highlighting youth and excitement when looking at, particularly Owen’s role in, previous
encounters. All the action in this film is shown in slow motion, often repeated over from
different angles. Limited selective commentary is used and crowd noise, whilst present, is
a background feature. The focus is very much on the character of the player and how the
sporting context gives rise to qualities relating to a national context. Beckham becomes a
representation of ‘us’ and the embodiment of our hopes, emphasising in this last vignette
before the match begins the transformative nature of sports. It is not ‘just a game’.

Pundits

Coming out of the film on Beckham’s renaissance, Lineker, as described above,
says ‘I think we know the next line’. Wright comments ‘What a guy!’, so that his
explication matches the sentiments of the film just presented. He continues, ‘…a nice
piece that was, wasn’t it?’, as the other pundits interject. Hansen says, ‘It’s wonderful’,
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and Lineker ‘It gets you going, makes you feel a bit mmm’. ‘Tingly, tingly’ Hansen adds,
further emphasising the role of this film in creating anticipation for the main event.
The structure and framing of the programme is visible in this instance, where
those presenting are providing feedback and reaction to the structural set-pieces as they
happen. Furthermore, this reaction helps to situate the pundits as viewers too, getting
caught up in the tide of the drama. The international football match, as opposed to
domestic football coverage, allows for a less sterile positioning of expert and viewer.
Where the assumption is that we are all on the same side to begin with, a shared
experience is fostered, so that ‘our’ reactions and feelings, although symbolically tied to
the kicking of a ball, are more important than the match. The match is, in this respect,
merely the conduit through which we have this shared experience, whereas a more insular
collection of narratives is often at work where this national dimension does not exist.
This national dimension allows the focus to remain solely on one team, but this
focus also has a binary nature at this point of the programme. In one moment there is a
short film extolling the virtues of individual players, stressing our strength and showing
confidence in our team. In the next, concerns are raised and the fear factor appears. There
is a balancing act that allows a narrative, whose resolution and drama is yet to be played
out, to react to the match result. This is the unpacking of the idea that ‘anything can
happen’, whilst simultaneously marking out what it is that we want to happen.
Concurrently, this allows the pundits to set out the markers of their authority, align
themselves with the audience and build anticipation for the match.
This effect is achieved, following the Beckham ‘Cometh the hour’ film, through a
succession of interplays between the pundits that deal with fear and comfort. In reference
to the film, and with live footage of Beckham warming up prior to the match being
shown, Hansen says,

There was a line in there when you talk about ‘thrive on
responsibility’, and you go back to the Greek game at Old Trafford,
and forget the free kick at the end, when Scholes and Gerrard [had]
possibly one of the worst games for England, this guy just picked
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the pace up so much and he just run his self into the ground and
gave a performance that was second to none.

Wright echoes this admiration, saying ‘Amazing’, before O’Neill heaps more
praise on.

I’ve got nothing but the utmost admiration for him. I think he’s
been vilified for a couple of years. After 1998 he went to every
single stadium in Britain as Manchester United player. He was
being booed relentlessly and he’s pulled that right round to become
England’s talisman

As O’Neill speaks, the shot returns to the studio setting. Hansen, sitting next to
O’Neill, is the first pundit to add a hint of fear to proceedings, responding with ‘You’re
right, but it’s so important that he plays well’. That ‘but’ is the counterbalance, though it
is not a balance between England and Argentina that is being struck. Rather, the
expectations of an English/UK audience, which have symbolically been set up during the
programme, are balanced with the possibility that we, the audience/fan/nation, may not
get what we want. Lineker also makes a comment here that curtails the eulogising of
Beckham, bringing in a note of caution. He says,

You only wish that he had come into this World Cup with proper
preparation. I mean it’s difficult isn’t it? And he said himself how
hard he found it.

Here, Wright is on hand to smooth out this concern, so that any fears may be
allayed. He says,

You’re talking about your most influential player coming in like
that. It does give you a little, uh, you do feel a little bit like ‘Oh my
God is it gonna happen for us?’ But he’s come through and I think
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he is fit enough to do it for us. I think 75 minutes of David
Beckham anything like he was against Greece will be good enough
for us to get a result against Argentina.

The concern lies in the fact that Beckham’s broken foot injury, sustained prior to
the World Cup, hampered his preparations and that, as a result, he may not be entirely
match fit. The counter-balance to this from Wright seems to be that the demi-God
Beckham is still good enough. Beckham is fit enough to do it (whatever ‘it’ might be)
‘for us’, to get a result ‘for us’. O’Neill provides further reassurance by stating, in
reference to England’s first group match against Sweden, ‘…the game will’ve brought
him on an awful lot, won’t it, in terms of fitness?’ Wright replies ‘absolutely’ as if the
matter is settled and closed.
Lineker then reasserts the fear factor, changing the subject and saying:

I’ll tell you my main concern today is defensively. England have
been conceding goals pretty much every game of late and when
you’re talking about playing against some of the best strikers in the
world, you can’t afford to be lapse

This potential weakness is again neutralised and held in potential should the later
playing out of the drama necessitate reactivating it. Hansen says:

But I think that’s why Butt is in there. I think Butt is in there
primarily to say ‘right I’m gonna sit in front of you and protect’
because I think that is vitally important. I think that every part of
this England side has got to play well if England are gonna get a
result

In offering solutions to potential problems the pundits are setting the foundations
for their authority in the post-match analysis. Regardless of the match result, these are the
things they can return to as markers of success or failure. These ‘if’ statements are
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particularly effective in this respect, laying down what needs to be done in order for
something to happen – ‘every part of this England side has got to play well if England are
gonna get a result’. If the result does not go England’s way, the seeds of the explanation
of that failure have already been sewn. The ‘if’ also promotes anticipation by
emphasising the unknown outcome, but also draws viewers into the mechanism of how
that result comes about. In this sense, the journey of becoming (either winners or losers in
this context) is about how we become more than it is about the result.
The next interplay between pundits sees Wright bringing up fears to be allayed by
O’Neill. In this instance, the words ‘but’ and ‘if’ are still present, although in a slightly
different configuration. Wright, in an almost stream of consciousness style, says,

I’m a little bit worried with Kily Gonzalez on the left up against
Danny Mills if he takes him on he’s, Danny’s, if Danny’s not right
on it and, you know, we do definitely need to stay eleven men on
the pitch and if he goes at him a couple of times, a couple of rash
challenges, we could be in problems there.

The ‘if’s here are fears that threaten to disrupt Wright’s confidence in the England
team’s chances. However, this is framed as ‘we could be in problems there’ so that ‘we’,
as well as the England team, are implicated in potential problems. These potential
problems on the pitch, for Wright at least, seem to disrupt the solidity of his sense of ‘us’.
This is also apparent when he receives the response, ‘I thought we were going to be
positive’, from Hansen. Wright, the only English member of the pundit panel, who has
thus far been ebullient about the England team, goes on to explain his fear.

Well I am, but it’s just something that just come to me Martin to be
honest. It’s just come to me and I’m thinking gosh.

At this point, O’Neill cuts across and says ‘Well it’s too late to come now. Don’t
come to this stage…’, but Wright continues:
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It’s not that. It’s just that, you know when something just flashes in
– I think ‘Oh God, Kily Gonzales with Danny Mills.’ It just came, I
can’t stop it. It just flashed in.

Luckily for Wright, O’Neill is there to provide the comfort, employing the ‘if’
phrase to provide hope.

I’m tending to disagree with that because I think that Gonzalez is
one of those type of players, on his day, he is absolutely brilliant,
but if he starts to sort of not get the ball or not get the things to his
liking, he’s a temperamental sort you know

The pundits here set the tone for the drama of the ensuing football, so that the
result is not purely about the number of goals scored, or by whom, but about the
resolution of other narratives throughout the match that may have an impact on the result.
Will Beckham thrive on responsibility and last the whole match? Will Butt protect the
defence effectively? Is every part of the England side going to play well? Is Danny Mills
going to be ‘right on it’? Are ‘we’ going to ‘stay eleven men on the pitch’? Is Kily
Gonzalez going to be ‘a temperamental sort’?
In response to O’Neill’s soothing theory regarding Gonzalez, Wright says ‘Good.
Let’s hope so’. As the drama plays out, as the questions are answered, we will be united
in hope.
Concluding this section of the programme, Lineker ties up the conversation by
asking across the table, ‘We’re looking forward to it though aren’t we?’ Receiving
answers in the affirmative from all three pundits, Lineker then looks to the camera.
Figuratively, Lineker is looking to the audience, the viewers, and promotes a sense of
unity by addressing them/us as if we are another pundit at the table.

Well, it’s almost time. I’m sure you’re ready. In fact, we can see
you are. All over the country
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This statement serves to link into the next set-piece, whereupon the production
picks up momentum.

‘All over the country’

The audience, having already been introduced to the narrative and history of the
match, the setting, the presenters, the stadium, the commentator, the teams, the relevance
of the outcome, the star players and the captain, are framed in another way. The BBC had
cameras placed around the country, in order to see the reactions from home supporters.
Footage is shown from Newcastle, Manchester, Cornwall, London and Epson
Racecourse, where crowds had gathered around large screen TVs. Whether watching in a
domestic setting, at work or in the pub, the audience is positioned as an audience amongst
other audiences.
Lineker says, ‘It’s almost time. I’m sure you’re ready. In fact, we can see you are
- all over the country’. He leans forward and peers down the camera lens as he says ‘we
can see you are’. This positions not only the audience as linked to the studio but also the
audiences across the country as linked. It makes it easier for audiences to think of
themselves as part of a larger community. It is a representation of an imagined
community; a moment of transformation where the match is consolidated as national
event, brought to the implied nation through television sport.
The nation, joined together and united by TV and football are about to witness a
nationally important event. If the theme of hope is leaving the viewer anxious, or they
have not headed the pro-English lobby of confidence peddled by the presenters and
pundits, Gary is on hand to give us a pre-match pep talk. He says: ‘Bit nervous? Few
butterflies? Don’t worry, that’s what you need before a big game and they don’t come
much bigger than England versus Argentina…’. Once more, the viewer is aligned with
the football team with the implication that the nerves and butterflies we experience as an
audience are comparable with those of the players. The implication is that we are all in
this together.
It is fair to ask why an audience would be nervous in this context. The match, in
perspective, has only limited relevance but the viewer who enters this narrative is
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presented with a structure that promotes a sense of nervousness, anticipation and anxiety.
Perhaps it is because our sense of national identity has been inextricably linked to the
national football team, that our sense of identity is also at stake and under threat from the
opposition. This sense of threat from outside would also have the effect of increasing our
desire to attain, or retain and hold onto, national identity. Or is it, as national identity is
made visible, cometh the hour, encouraged to relate to symbols of nation and with others
in an imagined community, that the symbols of nation (often fleeting and fluid) are
treated as somehow more real? Is the reification, to different extremes, of signs
associated with nation characteristic of processes of national identification? The audience
may not know what is going to happen, but more significantly they are prepared to be in a
state of potential.

Transfer to stadium

The viewer is introduced to the commentary team as coverage moves from the
studio to the stadium. Following on from Lineker’s pre-match pep talk, he says ‘Our
commentators in the Sapporo Dome, Trevor Brooking and John Motson.’ Here the ‘Our’
includes Lineker and the panel of pundits as well as ‘us’ the television audience, once
again fostering a togetherness through the experience of witnessing this football match.
As Motson is introduced we cut to the Sapporo Dome to see him seated alongside
Brooking in the commentary box. The camera zooms out slowly to show these
commentary positions in the context of the stadium crowd. This is very much one of the
final parts of the pre-match framing that brings the audience to the football match. There
is a structural linkage in the programme that marries the audience, an implicit ‘us’, to the
ensuing action. Every angle is covered in this relationship - welcome to the world cup,
welcome from the presenter, welcome to the coming together of England and Argentina,
welcome to the studio, here are the pundits, here is the history, here is the news, here are
the teams, here is the stadium, here is the commentator, here are the main characters, here
are the supporters in the UK, this is the TV in the studio that takes us to Japan, this is
where the commentators sit, these are the supporters in the stadium. The viewer is
virtually led by the hand through linkage after linkage. The audience, more importantly,
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is also framed as part of this succession of connections so that they are positioned as not
so detached from any of these persons, positions or locations.
Motson, in the opening line from his commentary position, says,

Well, thanks very much Gary. There are a few more important
things happening in the world today than this football match, but
just at this very moment I can’t think of them. Welcome to all of
you in the lunchtime audience back at home.

This seems to emphasise the status of football by suggesting there is little in the
world of more importance. The first half of the sentence (‘There are a few more
important things…’), suggests that the match is being put into some kind of wider
context, but the proposition that is put forward is discounted by the second half (‘I can’t
think of them’). This really is saying that there are no other things in the world more
important, that this match is currently our sole context. At the same time, it signals
membership of our group so that the word ‘few’ sends a clear message of minority. The
idea that there are only a few more important things in the world than this football match
implies that those not watching ought to have a good excuse. From the BBC’s point of
view, a match at lunchtime on a weekday in June needed to attract viewers who ought to
be doing other things. Here, Motson aligns himself with those who have prioritised
football over other aspects of life, as if to emphasise the point that it is acceptable to take
pleasure in the match, to detach oneself from other responsibilities. Significantly, then,
the audience is positioned as an ‘active’ collective who want to watch the match more
than anything else.
Motson also refers to the ‘lunchtime audience back at home’ in his opening
statements. This is one of several times during the coverage that the phrase ‘lunchtime
audience’ is employed by Motson. It has the effect of reducing, symbolically, the distance
between an evening in Japan and lunchtime across England by prioritising the viewers’
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context. It makes Motson appear less detached from ‘us’ as an audience, which is also the
case when he says,

I have to say straight away we couldn’t share this experience in a
more unusual setting

Here we have, initially, the idea that we are sharing this experience. Motson is
positioned as the conduit for our shared experience, rather than him having the
experience for himself. Then we have this idea that we are sharing what couldn’t be ‘a
more unusual setting’. This seems to position ‘us’ as usual, normal. Motson goes on to
describe some of the venue’s unusual features:

The one year old Sapporo Dome, with its permanent roof and
portable pitch. It’s a futuristic venue for a match with a, what would
you say, a rumbustious past?

These details of unusualness are unnecessary, as the match took place on a
football pitch and the roof to the stadium was relatively inconsequential. It should also be
noted that the pitch was not portable during the course of the match, which would have
made it unusual. Rather, this unusualness serves to situate ‘us’ together as witnesses of
the unfamiliarity of others. Also within this, the audience is not only alerted to the place
of the forthcoming event, but also to its situation in time. By contrasting the future and
the past (the futuristic stadium and the history of the encounter), the present is positioned
as the crossroads of history – now is the time.
These opening moments from the commentary team mark a change in tone within
the programme. In contrast to the logicality of the opening links, the introduction from
the commentary team sees a change in delivery. Rather than a structured series of
moments interspersed with light-hearted debate, Motson’s approach here is far more
piecemeal. The details of the stadium, for example, are fairly irrelevant – just nuggets of
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information. However, Motson tries to weave them into a coherent context. He says of
the match taking place indoors that:

It’s appropriate they’re playing inside because the case history of
England Argentina is littered with plenty of previous.

There is no correlation between the history of previous encounters and the
presence or absence of roofing though, making the use of the word ‘appropriate’
inappropriate. The point of this communication is not the dissemination of information,
but to set the scene. There is a collection of statements that lack clarity and cohesion,
which is perhaps characteristic of the commentary style. Such elisions in the commentary
allow the viewer to fill in the gaps in order to make sense of it. Motson continues:

The names of Ratine, Maradonna and Beckham indelibly inscribed
on a fixture that’s never been less than explosive. And these
supporters very well aware that the World Cup charge sheet shows
two hits each. England winners in ’62 and ’66, their opponents via
that hand of God and that heavenly goal in 1986 and then by the
Batty method of penalties four years ago. So, it’s two-all, welcome
to the final set and the umpire is Trevor Brooking.

This sounds like a planned opening address with the war imagery of ‘two hits
each’, the double-meaning of the ‘Batty method of penalties’ (David Batty being the
England player who missed his penalty against Argentina four years earlier), the
juxtaposing of the best and worst of Argentinean football through the ‘heavenly’
imagery, and, then, drawing from Tennis to make out that this match is directly related to
matches that happened up to 41 years previously. The idea that Brooking is the Umpire is
a little bizarre too, as he obviously has no decision making authority, but it does help set
up his role as someone to pass judgement.
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That something this rambling might have been a pre-conceived opening address is
a little frightening. However, it does demonstrate aptly how the narrative themes and
allegiances that are set up are fairly constant, consistent and familiar, even if they are at
times lacking cohesion. Note that above England are named and Argentina referred to
only as ‘our’ opponents. There is the anticipation that this match will affect who we are
(it’s ‘the final set’ – this is the decider). What is clear is the encouragement, almost
necessity, to be part of the ensuing narrative – to be a part of ‘us’, to be party to the
creation of ‘us’, to find identities – but without being manifestly certain about what that
narrative is or means.
Uncertainty of meaning comes from disparate and seemingly unconnected
moments of the text and this is particularly so when considering the visual images at this
time. The cameras inevitably pick up background crowd images, flags around the pitch
and so on, throughout the coverage from the stadium, which is mostly incidental. Images
of the crowd are also used prior to the match though, as Motson says, ‘And these
supporters very well aware…’ These images help set the scene and, as this is an
experience we are sharing, helps to situate the ‘lunchtime audience back at home’ as
linked to the audience in the stadium. We are an audience among other audiences, as
demonstrated by the view from around the country, but we share the same hopes. In order
to bring the game to the audience, then, the audience is first brought to the game,
introduced to the scene, but more importantly, constructed and framed as ‘us’.
The shots from around the stadium primarily show a succession of English
supporters, including Japanese England supporters. There are a multitude of flags, mostly
the George Cross, some with the added ‘England’ or ‘Svengland’ lettering, others with
lettering displaying local allegiances (Blackpool, Derby, Fulham and more). One
supporter is shown wearing a mask of Queen Elizabeth and waving regally to the
surrounding crowd whilst wearing a Union Jack cape. Others are shown combining
elements associated with national dress – headbands, hats, kimonos with George Crosses
and the like. One fan in particular seems to demonstrate even more pointedly the fluid
nature of tokens of national identification. A young, female, Japanese crowd member is
shown wearing a hat with George Cross design, slogan reading ‘Sven’s Army’ and what
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might be called Scandinavian or Viking horns coming off it, presumably in reference to
Sven Goran Eriksson’s nationality.
Whilst this shows that national identity may be expressed through consumer
items, it also demonstrates a playful distortion of boundaries within this method of
expression. Such items of national iconography may be purchased ‘just for fun’, just as a
television programme may be viewed for the pleasure of the text rather than for the
constructing of identities. But that these signs of national identity may be used in
pleasure, rather than in heartfelt assertion of identity, does not diminish their significance.
These images, part of the television coverage but not controlled by it, may be read
into, but not with any clarity. The fluidity of these signs is apparent in the example of the
young Japanese supporter mentioned above. This person (making an assumption) is of
Japanese origin, showing support for another nation (England) through symbols
associated with a third. Indeed Viking symbolism might be associated more with
Denmark than Sweden, so this is actually a symbol associated with a collection of nations
in order to show support for another. Whilst the wearing of such a hat does not signal
such thought processes, it demonstrates the unusual relationship between signifiers and
signifieds, between signs and their referents. What can be identified are the symbols of
us, but the annexing of them with so many other symbols, along with the diversity and
multiplicity of such symbols, removes them from any real discernable referent or true
meaning. In many ways the images of the crowd form a backdrop for the manifest action,
easily noticeable but easy to pay little attention to, complex and simple, visible and
virtually transparent.
For the crowd in the stadium or the audience at home there is a décor to the
stadium, a created environment. In the case of the TV coverage of England-Argentina the
majority of the pitch-level supporters’ iconography shown was of English persuasion,
meaning there is rarely a moment throughout the game when a symbol of England is not
visible on screen. The players, of course, also wear symbols of national identity – their
football strips – exhibiting national symbols (George Cross, three lions etc). Whilst
permanently on screen these images are small by comparison to the overall scene so they
can fade into the periphery, but they do contribute to an overall assemblage of
symbolism. These images can be named as ours, just as players or teams can. So, whilst
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these images and signs are incidental to the scene rather than intentional, merely part of
the scene being reported rather than part of a scene produced by set designers or
wardrobe departments, there is nevertheless a scene that is set – a canvas upon which to
project meanings. And by virtue of the fact that many fans – whether in the home, the
pub or the stadium – choose to wear replica shirts, it points to the idea that we are not just
being acted on as an audience, but that there is an active engagement with signs of
national identity through television sport. The idea of the replica shirt is an interesting
one in itself, especially given that they are used more as fashion or leisure wear than for
sporting pursuits. What characteristics of the England team do we wish to replicate if not
their sporting prowess? Or is it that we identify with one another whilst wearing such
apparel?
Even through the proliferation of background images of national identity, there is
the suggestion of moments of national becoming. There is the implication that this is an
event, that these are moments we can be part of that become part of us, how we relate to
others and think of ourselves. And whilst there is no clear route from these signifiers to
any definitive or even intended meaning, their visibility is still structured in dominance to
signifiers of Argentine identity. The showing of images from around the stadium lasts, in
this instance, for seventy-two seconds – fifty-seven of which are used to show English
support (fans and flags), eight to show Argentine fans (in one shot without close-ups),
with seven seconds of a neutral panoramic view of the stadium separating them.
As these images are played out, Brooking makes his opening assessment in
response to Motson’s suggestion that he is the Umpire. He says,

Well, what’s in store? We’re all awaiting such a long time. You got
to say we need, as the lads were saying, two or three big, big
performances. On paper, technically, they look so strong but after
disappointment of Sweden, really the setting is there for somebody
to just take the game by the scruff of the neck, dictate, and really
make a name for themselves. And you just hope that they come
good when it really, really matters. They’re the underdogs this
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evening and the underdogs have done pretty well in this
competition up to now and let’s hope England can do the same.

We see familiar themes here, with the anticipation embodied in the words ‘what’s
in store?’, ‘we’re all awaiting’ and ‘when it really, really matters’. The words ‘the setting
is there’ also set up the scene of the here and now – what is going to happen here? What
is going to happen now? There is also the idea of an implied ‘us’ with words like ‘We’re’
and ‘Let’s’, but interestingly here this is counter balanced by referring to ‘they’, forming
a distinction between ‘us’ and the team. He says, ‘they look so strong’, ‘hope that they
come good’ and ‘They’re the underdogs’ to describe the team, so that they are described
dispassionately (‘on paper’) in a football context. It is not the implied ‘us’ who are the
underdogs, certainly, as Motson says:

England flags round half of the arena. In fact, I think there are more
England fans here than Argentines. About eight thousand we think,
as the teams assemble in the tunnel.

‘We’ are again placed in the dominant position – there are more of ‘us’ in the
stadium. ‘Our’ dominance (symbolic rather than actual) within the presentation continues
as the scene shifts to see the players lined up in the tunnel. The commentary again returns
to football matters, but, as with Brooking’s comment above, the orientation of the
information comes from the perspective of one team being more important than the other.
Motson says,

Little bit of extra team news for you by the way, concerning the
substitutes. Joe Cole who limped out of training on Wednesday has
a slight groin strain and is not named among the England
substitutes. And neither are a couple of Argentine players including
Caniggia, but there’s Pierluigi Collina, the Italian referee…
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The extra team news here is very much about one team. Information is given
about Cole’s injury, whilst Argentine team news is given as an afterthought – ‘and
neither are a couple of Argentine players’. Although one of this couple is named, there is
no information as to why they may be out of the team and Motson, using the word ‘but’,
moves swiftly on to a different and unrelated matter.
At this point, the shot shows the teams lined up in the tunnel with captains
Beckham and Veron heading the two queues of players. Collina, the referee, stands in
between and ahead of them. The two captains, who at the time were team mates at
Manchester United, exchange words with Collina before they are joined by the two
assistant referees. Here, again, there appears to be a continuation of the piecemeal
distribution of nuggets of information from Motson, where his words are directed by
pictures and basic facts that may be applied to them. Introducing the referee, Motson
names him as ‘the Italian’, giving the audience information without context. He goes on
to say,

…there’s Pierluigi Collina, the Italian referee, talking to – well they
should know each other shouldn’t they? - Beckham and Veron,
goodness me. Home from home here. And England will wear red
tonight. And the two assistants for Mr Collina, by the way, rather
unusually, one of the linesmen comes from the Maldives, where I
must say until today I didn’t know they played much football, but
they certainly do and Mohammed Said has been selected tonight
with Hector Vigarra of Canada as the three officials or the two
officials with Pierluigi Collina. Here we go.

The sentence ‘And England will wear red tonight’ is rather subsumed amongst
this other information. The nationality of the assistant referees is also given here, as if
somehow important or relevant. What it does seem to reveal though is that for ‘us’ – and
in relation to our perceptions of Italy and Argentina too – football plays a role in how we
view the nation. Concurrently, it is implied that football is not part of any identity we
associate with the Maldives, so that Said’s selection as assistant referee is described as
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rather unusual. Although Motson appears genuine in his apparent discovery of new
knowledge, his condescending comment serves to reinforce the connection between
nations (‘ours’, Argentinians or Italians) and football.
As Motson says ‘Here we go’, the players have begun moving down the tunnel,
away from the camera that pans round to watch them, and towards the pitch. The camera
remains on the view from behind as they go, showing substitutes and team officials
following the players. Motson, perhaps in expectation that the shot will change to see the
teams emerge onto the pitch, says,

And there’s going to be one heck of a reception for these two teams
because the noise indoors really reverberates around the Sapporro
Dome

However, the camera remains on the current scene. Eriksson, on his way to the
pitch, is shown, followed by members of coaching staff. At this point, he is seen greeting
the Argentine player Crespo, a substitute in this match, by exchanging kisses on either
cheek. The two are already acquainted as Crespo had previously played under Eriksson at
Lazio, but this greeting receives no comment. This, what might be referred to as
‘continental behaviour’, shows a congeniality to English-Argentine relations as opposed
to the ‘rumbustious’ nature alluded to by Motson. Motson, referring back to the
expectation of ‘one heck of a reception’, merely moves on to say, ‘We’ll let you hear it
now’ as the shot changes.
The exit of the tunnel is shown from the pitch to see where the players will
emerge. Initially, the shot shows the players, preceded by the officials and children
carrying a banner, waiting to make their entrance. Multilingual announcements are heard
from the stadium, followed by two shots in quick succession, firstly of Argentine and
then English fans.
The procession of players is preceded and accompanied by mascots promoting
FIFA’s fair play initiative. The use of mascots in this way, to promote a worthy cause,
seems to seek to send out the message that football is a part of communities, making the
world a better place. The cause, however worthy, is rarely discussed on television footage
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though. The multi-millionaire footballers lead the disadvantaged children to the pitch,
with the cameras capturing them from in front. As they assemble for the national
anthems, the next shot shows Beckham raising his hands above his head and turning to
clap to the crowd. He then lines up with his mascot, team-mates, officials and opponents
as we are shown scenes from around the arena. This footage, in contrast to crowd scenes
already seen, shows areas of the arena where there is a mix of Argentine and English
supporters, admittedly from wider angles. This, though, makes for a more integrated
picture of support as opposed to the segregated pockets of supporters already seen.
Motson says,

Well, we’ve waited six months for this; some would say four
years. And now we wait for the national anthems.

National Anthems

With the referee straddling the half way line and the teams lined up with their
mascots on either side of him, the shot changes. The shot shows the whole line of players,
from the back, as they face the huge banks of crowds in the stadium. It is almost an image
of the sublime, the small players dwarfed by the scene but able to make their contribution
to it. This camera angle is held until the anthems are about to begin, whereupon it
changes to a fixed shot from above the supporters in the stadium, looking directly across
the half way line. The footage of this part of the match is pretty generic across all the
matches in this World Cup, giving the impression of being, or acting on the intention to
be, equal to all teams and supporters. As the anthems play there is no commentary, giving
the impression of being respectful but also marking them out as significant. The
announcer in the stadium introduces the anthems, saying

Ladies and Gentlemen, please stand for the national anthem of…

The crowd remains relatively quiet throughout the announcement, until it is
revealed that the Argentinean anthem is to be played first. The crowd, apparently, erupt
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into booing, although it is not known whether the audio here is biased towards the sound
of England fans or representative of the actual noise within the arena. Whichever, it
appears that in the context of football, if not overtly expressed in the television coverage
of it, ‘our’ expression of national identity implicitly co-exists with a disrespect for that of
other nations. A very dim view would probably be taken if an athlete got booed at the
Olympics whilst receiving their medal and having their national anthem played. Indeed it
would be significant, but what is significant here is that the inability to show respect for
other nations is not treated as significant. The crowd’s jeers, boos and shouts of ‘Eng-erland, Eng-er-land, Eng-er-land’ through the Argentinean anthem receives no comment
from Motson. However, this is most likely due to the anthems marking the national
dimension, which has been framed as ‘us’ and ‘them’, making it an inappropriate time for
Motson to suggest there is any complexity or diversity within the two parts of the binary.
For this particular part of the programme, the distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ is given
clarity and the definition of each left ambiguous, so that any comment from Motson
would dilute the simple nature of the division.
National anthems are a key structural part of international football matches,
promoting the link between sport and national identity. They are integral to the live event,
for those in the stadium, but also to those supporters participating through the television
coverage. In much the same way that the programme has provided linkage after linkage
to foster the connectedness of audience, crowd, pundits, presenters – ‘us’ – the anthems
continue this work. The team and the crowd are connected through the singing of the
anthem, and the shared values implied within, so that ‘nation’ (more so even than
football) becomes the connecting factor between ‘us’.
However, this connecting factor is not exclusive to ‘us’, so that in terms of the
television presentation, each team/nation is represented in a formulaic manner. For this
match, typical amongst others at this World Cup, there is firstly an introduction across the
public address system, a full-screen shot of the national flag and then, as the intro makes
way for lyrical content, a camera moves along the line of players. They are shown in
head-and-shoulders view from below – we literally look up to them. After the team has
been viewed (stood like proud soldiers at an inspection parade) the shot moves to the
manager of each team (a side-view of their heads, as if emphasising their observer status
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or mental rather than physical attributes). The respective supporters are shown next,
before ending on a shot looking along the line of players and then focussing on the
captain of each side.
As the anthem for England seemingly reaches its conclusion, the crowd clap and
Motson says, ‘The England supporters moved on from Saitama to Sapporo’, before the
second verse starts up. This is seemingly a surprise to Motson, who stops what he is
saying, but also to the crowd, the players and the production team. Beckham is shown,
like the majority of the crowd, repeating over the first verse of the national anthem,
presumably unaware of the words to the second stanza. Crowd scenes are then used and
the sequence of showing the manager, the crowd and then the team is repeated. This time,
though, the team is shown from behind and the shot pans out to once again see the
players dwarfed by the stands in front of them. The singing of the English national
anthem, too, also sounds much louder than that during the Argentinean anthem. This,
however, may be more to do with choices made by the BBC on the placement of
microphones in the arena, or their use of audio streams provided to them, than a simple
representation of the actual arena atmosphere given that English supporters also sounded
more vocal during the Argentine national anthem.
Motson, on completion of the second verse of the English national anthem, says:

Well we got a second verse there and very nice too, thank you.
Umm, and they’re moving on to Osaka for the third game next
week. That will be against Nigeria and I won’t - can’t improve on
the way Gary Lineker gave you the permutations and the
possibilities because, first of all, he was so good at it and, secondly,
Trevor’s a better mathematician than me.

In waiting to complete his sentence, Motson further confirms the status of the
national anthem – not to be interrupted. As Brooking responds on the subject of the
permutations of the outcome of this match, he concentrates solely on the England side,
although doing this in a seemingly unbiased way by using the term ‘they’ as opposed to
‘we’ to describe them. He says,
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Well, the first one to worry about is this evening, isn’t it, and
making sure, if anything, they, you know, they don’t lose. Turn in a
good performance, get some confidence – that’s the main factor,
you know. Just get some confidence from this particular game and
feel as if they’re into the tournament.

Although Brooking does use the term ‘they’, he is asked to comment on the match
and does so from the point of view that the match is purely about England. Also, as this is
‘the first one to worry about’, there is the idea that this match is part of a continuous
process of worrying, so that ‘confidence’ is more important than victory. The worry
exists (and is implicit throughout this production through the themes of hope and luck)
because this is a process ‘we’ are implicated in caring about. In order to be part of ‘us’,
‘we’ have to take on board the worry. The process of becoming ‘us’ is, in this sense,
about hoping to achieve confidence.
As the mascots leave the pitch and the England players move along the line up of
the Argentina team, Motson says, ‘Now we get the handshakes. I wonder how many of
those there’ll be later on.’
Even though this is primarily descriptive in the first sentence, it is accompanied
by the comment ‘I wonder how many of those there’ll be later on’. This second sentence,
in contrast to much of the framing devices used in the set up of the match, lacks clarity
and requires interpretation. It is primarily a comment upon the original comment, so that
the sporting gesture of shaking hands is accompanied by the idea that we may not feel so
sporting towards our opposition later on. In this sense, there is a fragility to the
relationship between ourselves and others, so that a sense of ‘us’ is threatened by, and
premised by suspicion of, that which is other. This suspicion and threat is further implied
when Motson makes the connection between this fixture and the last time these teams
met. He talks of ‘survivors’ from that encounter as if the contest is likely to produce
manifest casualties.
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There are survivors on both sides – five, in fact, in each team from
the meeting four years ago and I shall go through those when we
see the teams, which you know include one change on each side.

Graphics showing the team line-ups are shown on screen directly after the
handshakes and Motson moves swiftly on to comment upon them. As he does so, he only
mentions three Argentine players involved in this match, one of which is Veron, the
captain, who at the time also played for Manchester United. The one change in the
Argentina team, Gonzales, is described as a ‘combative attacker’, again emphasising the
antagonistic nature of the encounter in almost military terms. The third player mentioned
is Simeone, ‘renewing acquaintance with Beckham’. This again is in reference to their
previous encounter where Beckham was sent off for kicking Simeone. Here, though, it is
Simeone who is viewed with suspicion as this ‘acquaintance’ was damaging to us. It is
said that ‘he is one of the five survivors from the match four years ago’, but noticeably
not all of them are mentioned. As the graphic for the Argentina team fades, Motson also
throws in the nugget of information that ‘two up there on a yellow card, by the way, from
the first game’. When Motson comments on the England team, however, there is no
mention of Sol Campbell’s yellow card from the first game.
The comments made as the graphic for the England team is shown are much more
detailed and biographical. The England team is perhaps more familiar to the watching
audience, but they are also made known to us, whereas the Argentina team, with the
exception of a few key protagonists, is not. Motson says,

Now, the England coach also makes that one change. Nicky Butt
back from injury to stiffen the midfield. Emile Heskey up front in
place of Darius Vassell. England also have five who figured four
years ago

As an aside, this sounds like two changes in the England team. More importantly
though, after mentioning already Heskey and Butt, Motson then deals with the five
players ‘who figured four years ago’ one by one. Four of these players have already,
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within this programme, given their perspective on the previous encounter in short films.
The viewer is thus able to identify with these players’ connections to this match, whereas
any desire for an Argentina win has been negated. Motson continues:

Seaman, who conceded that early penalty; Campbell, with that
potentially winning goal disallowed. Beckham – we all know what
happened there. Scholes, whose miss at two-one that night still
plays on his mind; and Owen, whose wonder-goal shook the
watching world – another one of those today please Michael.

Not only are each of the ‘survivors’ mentioned, but also the parts they played four
years ago. We already know about these participants, with the exception of Scholes, as
they have already been played out for us. Seaman mitigated his conceding of a penalty,
blaming Simeone for contriving the situation. Campbell’s disallowed goal is tied up with
the ‘sly’ behaviour of Argentina in trying to score themselves directly after. The idea of
‘Beckham – we all know what happened there’ does not seem to lead the viewer to
remember him being sent off, but to see that moment as the catalyst for making him the
man / player he is now, as demonstrated in the ‘Cometh the hour…’ film. The idea of
another ‘wonder-goal’ from Owen, ‘please’, merely cements our implied desire for an
England victory. We know the players’ motives, their abilities, their character and we are
encouraged to identify with them. Of the players involved in the match, seven English
players are mentioned as the team graphic is on screen. For Argentina, only three are
spoken of. The same bias is also apparent when graphics showing substitutes are shown,
so that four English and only two Argentine players are mentioned.
It is in this pre-match period, when the footage transfers to the stadium, that a
transition occurs from the framing of the match to a description of it. The commentators,
as opposed to setting up the narrative, move onto responding to that which is on screen.
This, in a sense, is also a transition from expectation to experience, where the audience,
having been led by the hand through connection after connection, now has to make their
own tentative connections. In many ways this contest has been set up to speak to us about
who ‘we’ are, so that when Motson says, after dealing with the substitutes, ‘Well Trevor,
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it’s arrived, the moment we’ve been waiting for’, it speaks not only of the football to
come.
Brooking, in response, adds to the consistent bias of the production, wishing a bad
performance upon the Argentine goalkeeper, implicating ‘us’ in this wish. He says,

Well, let’s hope it’s a cracking game we’ve all expected. The only
plus I would say, Cavallero the goalkeeper I don’t fancy, so let’s
hope he lives up to that

As the start of the match is imminent, Motson agrees and moves into full
commentary mode. He says,

Well, he didn’t look convincing on crosses in the first game against
Nigeria did he, but he got away with it. And er, looking there at
Simeone, well, you’ve got to say a hundred and six caps is a terrific
achievement and Eriksson knows him only too well because he
managed him at Lazio. And er, you just got a quick shot there of the
Argentine coach, Bielsa

The first time Motson says ‘And er’ in this passage, the shot changes to show
Simeone, whereupon he is able to offer a nugget of information and comment about him.
The shot then changes to show Eriksson, causing Motson to respond and provide a
connection between the two individuals and the shots of them. As he provides this
linkage, the shot moves to Bielsa and onto a shot from the stadium, looking across the
halfway line. Motson, now in full commentary mode, just gives us the audible
accompaniment to the visuals we have just seen. As the game begins, he says, ‘Referee
Collina starts the match’.
In the build-up to the game, there is scarcely an area in which an opportunity to
give information has been missed from an England perspective. The Argentinean team is
still, relatively speaking, unknown – or, more significantly, not made known – to ‘us’.
This ‘us’, too, is fairly undefined, although we are implicated within it. ‘We’, as an
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audience, have been brought to the game – this ‘we’ has been constructed by the framing
of the match. There is little definition, in that we have no named, shared characteristics,
except for the implied sense of collectivity aligned with the endeavours of a football team
and others who are sharing this experience. We may not know who ‘we’ are, but we
know which side we are on, that we want our side to succeed and that ‘we’ share in that
potential success. In this sense, the match provides a context to our national
identification, encouraging it and giving it mass public visibility. The match does not
define who we are, it only asserts that ‘we’ exists, like some skewed Cartesian logic – we
play football, therefore we are.

First Half

My analysis of the match itself concentrates on the framing devices within this
programme. The piecemeal nature of commentary, which often does not follow basic
rules of sentence structure, as it responds to live action, is also predominantly descriptive.
However, I wish to provide some key examples and comparisons from within the match
to demonstrate the continuity of narratives of nation.
It might be assumed that the coverage of the match itself, where the home
network has less control over live pictures and events, would be a more neutral space in
terms of framing the audience. The action cannot be created in advance or edited to suit
the narrative of choice in the ways that the short vignettes in the build-up to the match
have been. However, it is the framing surrounding the match that contextualises it,
making the fact that ‘our’ English perspective is made to be pervasive throughout, appear
natural.
The commentary, from John Motson and Trevor Brooking, is the most important
part of prioritising ‘our’ perspective throughout the match. The commentators’ role is to
guide the viewer through the action, which is a dual role of balancing a description of
what is actually happening with entertainment values, providing a context and meaning
for the images. In the former, there is a responsibility to accuracy and objectivity
(especially as the audience is viewing the same action concurrently); in the latter, there is
a different sort of description at work, coloured by opinion. It is these instances, and the
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conflict within this balance, that positions the commentator and pundit alongside the
audience, rather than as impartial, expert observers.
I intend to go through examples of these in chronological order, from the
beginning to the end of the match, seeing how the commentary is informed by and adjusts
to live events. This allows us to see how meaning is generated and conveyed, situating
itself into the framework of ‘us’ that the build-up to the match has provided.
The match begins with the Argentina team dominating and with the majority of
possession. In these very early stages, where England appear to be the weaker team, the
England perspective is presented in an inverse way. Rather than highlighting the potential
comparable deficiencies in the England side or the strength of Argentina and the positive
nature of their strong opening, the ‘dangers’ and ‘threat’ of the Argentina team are
highlighted. Motson, with just over a minute played, says ‘Batistuta, the main threat up
front for Argentina’ (1:03). As a chance for Argentina comes to nothing some moments
later, Brooking says ‘That’s a slight danger there, just illustrated’ (2:24). Even when
Argentina are not threatening the goal, their qualities (positive qualities from an
Argentine perspective) are presented as potentially problematic, as when Zanetti, playing
the ball from within his own half, is spoken of as ‘dangerous’:

Zanetti on the ball. Did really well. Plays on this side of the pitch
and a dangerous customer he is with pace. (Motson: 3:20)

Such danger only exists with the implied shared perspective that these players are
a threat to ‘us’. This implied ‘us’ exists also when Hargreaves, playing for England, picks
up an injury. Brooking says:

The only problem is, at the other end, Owen Hargreaves got caught
nastily and limping very heavily. He’s off the pitch at the moment
but, er, don’t want him to be missing. (Brooking: 3:27)

This is a ‘problem’ from ‘our’ perspective. Even if ‘we’ are not named, a
perspective is given that tells us of what is not wanted. Adding to this perspective, as a
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shot shows Hargreaves receiving treatment on the sidelines, Brooking (3:59) supplements
his earlier comment, saying ‘It’s painful and at the moment it’s looking worrying.’ Again,
this is not worrying for an explicitly named ‘us’ and, in discussing possible replacements,
Brooking (4:08) initially says ‘They’ve not got an automatic replacement, that’s the
worry’, giving the impression of detachment by naming the England side as ‘They’.
However, his statement is influenced by worry (which would be for ‘us’ as opposed to
‘danger’ and ‘threat’ to ‘us’, coming from ‘them’). He also concludes his projections
about possible replacements for Hargreaves by saying ‘we’re a little bit short of midfield
players now’. He does, though, stifle the word ‘we’, as if trying to resist the term, saying
it under his breath to preserve any veneer of objectivity. This resistance is also apparent
above when he says ‘but, er, don’t want him to be missing’ without stating exactly who
wouldn’t want Hargreaves to be missing. Motson, responding to Brooking, says of being
short of midfielders: ‘Well, we are without Joe Cole, yes’ (4:20). Motson, it seems, is less
reticent about making his allegiance known, so that ‘we’ are ‘worrying’, but then
Brooking’s role has been set up as ‘the Umpire’.
The role of Brooking as umpire is made manifest during the match primarily
when replays are shown. Where Motson details the passages of play as they happen,
Brooking commonly provides the voice-over as the action is repeated, being both the
expert voice and giving an implied clarity to the situation as he passes judgement. This
judgement, though, appears to take its cues from the action being replayed, but regularly
concludes with positives from an England perspective. In the eighth minute, as an
example, Argentina had the first shot at goal, which goes wide of the target. Over the
replay, Brooking reports:

Good little back-heal then and really, coming in, Kily Gonzales on
his left foot. Just a bit of pressure from Nicky Butt – well done!
(Brooking: 7:10)

Although the ‘Good little back-heal’ is praised, this praise is turned back on
England with the idea of being pleased with Nicky Butt for averting the danger. Rather
than a good chance created by Argentina, this is presented as a moment in which an
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English player deserves praise, despite not actually touching the ball. This is indicative of
how a one-sided perspective is put forwards in the commentary. The representation of
England players being responsible for averting Argentina chances perpetuates the idea
that ‘they’ are still dangerous, as it is ‘our’ players who have to be on their guard against
this threat. Where ‘our’ concerns are supposed to lie is signalled pretty clearly Argentina’s strengths and England’s weaknesses are the things that cause ‘worry’.
Hargreaves, in the eighth minute, is still feeling the effects of an earlier challenge and is
spoken of as ‘the worry for England’ (Motson: 7:22). Here there is a certain slippage in
the term England, between the team and the nation, but either reading will suffice as the
viewer has been positioned to identify with the England team. In the ninth minute, when
Argentina have a corner kick that causes no threat, Brooking says ‘The one to really
worry about is the other side, when Veron knocks it in from the left’ (8:40).
‘Our’ perspective is also signalled when the match, played in the evening in
Japan, is put into the context of the English audience. Motson says, as there is a lull in the
action, ‘I’m sure you’ve delayed the first course of that lunch back at home or maybe
you’ve already had it’ (10:48). There can surely be no genuine interest in the eating
habits of viewers, so this rather contrived and random statement, in which ‘home’ is
signalled, merely serves as a device to link back to the UK audience.
Where there is little of interest happening on the pitch as it relates to an audience
‘back at home’, there is room to remind the audience of that connectedness between us.
Whilst Motson and Brooking are in a different country and time-zone, they share this
experience with us because we share a sense of ‘home’. When events on the pitch are less
mundane, the idea that they are acting on our behalf – and that they are in a sense ‘with
us’ – gives their perspectives a naturalness in that their versions of events are easier to
accept at face value because, implicitly, it is a shared view. This is especially so, it seems,
when Brooking talks us through replays, as his judgements are informed by perspective
but are supported by the evidence of the manifest action being repeated. Throughout the
course of the match there are many instances that Brooking gets to comment on in this
way, but they commonly take the form of confirming the ‘bad’ actions of Argentina,
mitigating those of England, or dismissing the efforts of Argentina whilst praising
England’s.
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In the thirteenth minute, Batistuta, playing for Argentina, commits a foul against
England’s Ashley Cole. Motson says, ‘This could be a moment to see how strong the
Italian referee is going to be’ (12:14). A shot is shown of Batistuta making gestures with
his arms and Brooking comments:

He’s suggesting he dived, but he didn’t dive because he was
splattered and, er, quite right the decision [as a yellow card is
shown to Batistuta] because that is about the third one. I mentioned
how he caught Sol Campbell a couple of times and [as a replay of
the foul is shown] it’s just, you know, bundling the player over.
Unnecessary – and I’m pleased now that the action’s been taken
because he deserved it. (Brooking: 12:21)

Here Brooking affirms the decision to penalise Batistuta (judging it as ‘quite
right’) and the replay shows Batistuta ‘bundling the player over’. This pictorial evidence
is thus used to justify being ‘pleased’ about the yellow card as it demonstrates that ‘he
deserved it’. Brooking takes the moral high ground to confirm Argentina’s wrong-doing.
Underlying this, though, is the sense that we can be ‘pleased’ that such a foul has been
committed, as Motson (12:39) says: ‘It’s a yellow card for Gabriel Batistuta. Early in the
game.’ The idea that this has occurred early in the game suggests a hope that this player
may eventually be sent off.
Some moments later, Owen wins another free kick for England. A replay is not
shown of this seemingly innocuous challenge, but Motson says of it: ‘This could be
promising’ (13:14). This is, of course, only ‘promising’ from the England perspective
that we implicitly share. The opportunity comes to nothing, but another free kick is
awarded to England shortly after. Brooking, again providing affirmation that a decision
for England and against Argentina is correct, also singles out the offending player:
‘Batistuta. With his arm as well’ (13:48). Although Motson suggests ‘Yes, that could’ve
been a second yellow there for Batistuta’ (13:50), the incident is not dwelt upon for the
moment. It does, however, receive further comment later.

126

In the meantime, Cole fouls the Argentinean player Ortega in a manner that could
be described as ‘unnecessary’. It is followed by the comment, from Motson, that ‘This is
already getting quite tasty’ (15:44) and, even though a replay of the tackle is shown,
neither of the commentators feel the need to admonish Cole. Hargreaves’ injury also
reappears and is again described as a ‘problem’ (Brooking: 17:43). Hargreaves is
substituted in the nineteenth minute when there is a stoppage to allow the Argentine
goalkeeper, Cavallero, receive treatment following an England corner kick. There is no
suggestion that any potential injury to Cavallero might be a ‘problem’ at all, though.
As the corner kick in question is taken, Motson comments ‘Well, it was Ferdinand
who came launching himself in from the far side’ (18:08), and the referee’s whistle is
heard, signalling a free kick. The next shot we see is of Cavallero on the floor, clutching
his face in pain. Brooking’s response is to say, whilst chuckling, ‘He’s given Cavallero a
clatter – which won’t do him any harm actually’ (18:12). This seems like a fairly flippant
comment in response to a potential head injury, but there is also a lack of empathy or
engagement with an Argentinean perspective. Motson (18:19) comments, also rather
dismissively, as a replay is shown:

I think it was cheek to cheek there for a moment Trevor, but not in
the affectionate sense I hasten to add – Ooof!

This ‘Ooof!’ is uttered as the replay shows the heads of Cavallero and Ferdinand
clash forcefully together. Despite reacting to the collision in this way, nothing more is
said about it and, as Cavallero continues to receive treatment, attention turns to the
England substitution (Hargreaves being replaced by Sinclair). As there is a let-up in the
action, the opportunity is also taken to look back at a replay of the incident involving
Batistuta, which Motson had suggested could have led to him receiving a second yellow
card. He says,

Batistuta, just while we’re watching the substitution, a little lucky I
felt, not – well, it’s early in the game – but he might well have got a
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second yellow for this. It was an arm in the face, without a doubt,
on Beckham. (Motson: 18:53)

Where the decision not to give Batistuta a second yellow card is presented as
dubious – without overtly questioning the referee – what is ‘without a doubt’ is that
Batistuta committed an offence. Confirming this, Brooking says,

It was a double arm, wasn’t he? He caught him the first one and
thought, just in case I didn’t catch you right, I’ll catch you the
second, and, so soon after the first yellow card, that was a risk.
(Brooking: 19:02)

Brooking’s assessment implies not just that there was ‘an arm in the face’, but
also that there was the intention to commit such a foul. The ‘thought’ process he
describes seems to hark back to the calculated nature of Argentina suggested in the buildup to the match. Rather than showing empathy for Cavallero – still receiving treatment –
the delay in play is used to highlight ‘their’ wrong-doing. ‘Our’ positive qualities are
emphasised and Argenina players are represented as dangerous – either because of their
talent or because of an implied underhand nature.
This perspective, emphasising Argentina’s perceived bad qualities when they get
penalised, is also used when England are penalised. When Motson makes comments like
‘Good running by Owen up front’ (20:36), they appear to be comments on good pieces of
football, but Argentina are not really referred to in this way. Furthermore, with some
decisions that go in Argentina’s favour, there are attempts to call them into question. In
the twenty-second minute, Motson says, ‘Ah well, Simeone goes down dramatically’
(21:09). Brooking, supporting this view, says, ‘I thought Emile Heskey did OK there –
came back, made the interception and Simeone sort of bounced off him rather than was
fouled’ (21:18). Decisions that go in England’s favour, though, such as the free kick for
Owen in the fourteenth minute, are not questioned. On the contrary, Owen’s was
described as ‘promising’, concentrating on the possible positive consequences, whereas
Simeone’s here, with the suggestion of being dramatic, is judged from the point of view
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of winning the free kick. The suggestion is, perhaps, that Simeone has been in some way
deceitful whilst bouncing off Heskey.
Reaching the halfway mark in the first half of this contest, Motson takes another
opportunity to connect to the UK audience, saying:

England supporters at home are no doubt sipping their pints rather
nervously at the moment. (Motson: 22:33)

The word ‘home’ is used again, with the idea of ‘sipping … pints’ giving this
word a wider connotation than merely a domestic setting. This is a contrived way of
empathising with the wider audience, as these mentions of ‘home’ and the ‘lunchtime
audience’ occur at particular times during the match – at the start and at the end of each
half and, here, precisely in the middle of the first half.
In the twenty-fourth minute, England have their first shot at goal, whereupon
Motson and Brooking move up a gear in terms of signalling their loyalties. Motson
(23:00) says:

Forward ball by Butt – Michael Owen! Can he do it again against
Argentina? Oh, he’s hit the post! He very nearly did.

As Owen receives the ball, Motson’s excitement escalates so that he shouts the
player’s name. The tone of Brooking’s voice, when he gives his view, is one of disbelief,
saying: ‘Can’t believe that – how unlucky is that?’ (23:12) The near miss from Owen is
given as ‘unlucky’, so that his shot is considered a good one and Argentina’s defence
holds no responsibility for the fact that it did not go in. This moment also allows the
commentary team to eulogise the qualities of Owen. Motson says, as a replay is shown,

Well, that is a real feature of Michael Owen’s game. He can just
take the ball to one side and cut his shot back across the goalkeeper.
Memories of the Cup final goal in Cardiff, but this one comes back
off the post. Really unlucky England. (Motson: 23:40)

129

Here it is Motson who confirms England’s ‘unlucky’ status with regard to this
chance. The idea that it is ‘unlucky’, though, is a little strange. Certainly, it was close to a
goal, but to suggest that it didn’t go in because of luck seems to indicate the position that
‘we’ should see it as unfortunate that England did not score. However, it is a moment to
take confidence from as Motson (24:10) proclaims: ‘So England deliver the first
meaningful blow’. There is no real meaning to this so-called ‘meaningful blow’ as no
goal was scored, but this moment enables ‘us’ to feel excitement, belief, hope and
confidence as it was only bad luck that stopped ‘us’ – not the good luck, nor the abilities
of Argentina. When, very shortly after this incident, Argentina create a chance, the fact
that ‘they’ do not score is not put down to bad luck at all.
Motson (24:21) says, ‘On the far side – Gonzales – and still. Batistuta!’ He shouts
Batistuta’s name, as the player heads a cross from Gonzales at the goal, in much the same
way as he did for Owen and his chance. Seaman, in goal for England, collects the ball
comfortably as there is little power in the header and Brooking talks through the move as
it is shown in replay. He says,

One-one for chances. Great little chip ball Kily Gonzales, who I
think’s done well for ’em. He’s [Batistuta] just stretching and he
can’t get the power, but Sol Campbell, mustn’t just let him get
behind you like that. (Brooking: 24:30)

This is perhaps the moment in the match when Argentina receive the most praise
for their actual play. They are talked about in awe in the build-up to the game and there
are moments, in the second half, when their status is emphasised, but here Gonzales is
praised twice in the same sentence. It is said that he has done well ‘for ’em’, as opposed
to having just done well, so that he is placed externally to any sense of ‘us’.
Concurrently, the comment aimed at Campbell is perhaps the most critical the
commentators get regarding any England players, although this does signal what mustn’t
happen again from ‘us’. There is no sense, with this chance, in which Argentina are
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thought to be unlucky and, likewise, with Owen’s chance earlier, there was no advice
given to Argentina about what ‘mustn’t’ happen again defensively.
Although Brooking declares it ‘one-one for chances’, in the following moments it
is, perhaps unsurprisingly, England who are presented as in ascendance. Brooking
(25:08), just after Owen has made another run with the ball that comes to nothing,
comments:

Well, just last few minutes we just seen those couple of the brilliant
bits of bursts that you can get from Michael Owen. That must’ve
done his confidence and belief a lot of good. So unlucky with the
shot and again he got away from his man.

The unlucky shot mentioned here is the same one that came off the post that has
already been named as unlucky. This moment serves as a starting point for Owen’s
confidence and belief, but also allows the commentators to try and get us all to share in
that. Over the next couple of minutes, where England are having more possession of the
ball, there are numerous instances of comments that emphasise the positives of England’s
performance.

He has them shaking, Michael Owen, with memories of that
unbelievable goal, which is what it was on the night, really, in St
Etiene, when he was eighteen. He’s now the European player of the
year. (Motson: 25:18)

And England are doing well. They are on top at this stage. Twentyfive minutes gone and they have Argentina rocking a bit. (Motson:
25:38)

It’s a good little spell. I mean the frustration is that you’re not
gonna get that many chances and it was so, so unlucky, I mean.
Sweden, earlier in the day, got away, didn’t they, with a couple of
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bits of luck themselves when they escaped with a post and then
went on and took advantage and, hopefully, it doesn’t happen here.
(Brooking: 26:00)

In the above, it is a ‘good spell’ because it is good for an implied ‘us’. It is
frustrating because ‘we’ haven’t scored, although, reemphasising this to an audience, this
is because we have been ‘so, so unlucky’. There is a very definite setting up (whether
intentional or not) of loyalty and hope. It is made clear who we are supposed to support,
but also the ways in which we should feel about key moments within the game.
Emphasising this connectedness between the audience and events on the pitch, Motson
alludes again to the lunchtime audience:

I think a few plates might have gone flying on a few lunch tables
when that one came back off the post. (Motson: 26:26)

‘Our’ audience perspective is considered and ‘our’ behaviour speculated about. It
is expected that we are all joining in the excitement and that this event has an impact on
us (however fleeting or superficial). It does appear, though, that efforts are made to show
a modicum of impartiality – as was suggested earlier with Brooking leaving out certain
words from sentences. In the following quotation there are a couple of examples of
praising England’s qualities in a way that is not present for descriptions of Argentina’s
play, but also a little bit of a slip made by Motson.

Heskey again comes back to make a decent challenge. Forward by
Butt – that’s a good ball as well and it was Ashley Cole who
continued his run. Tries to get inside Pochettino and looks for the
free kick. This time we, er, England don’t get it. (Motson: 26:45)

For a moment, Motson loses himself and supplements ‘England’ for ‘we’ as he
seeks to correct himself. This does appear to suggest at least some attempt to remain
impartial or balanced, but at the same time seems revealingly honest about the nature of
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the division between ‘us’ (a combination of audience, crowd, commentators, pundits,
presenter and football team as the implied nation) and ‘them’.
There is not much balance between the reactions and assessments made by the
commentators, as the one virtually always receives affirmation from the other.
Contrariety is not the order of the day when compliments are being paid to English
players as, often, not only is the praise validated, it is also embellished upon. In the
twenty-eighth minute, Brooking says,

Give credit to Nicky Butt. He’s had a great ball through to Michael
Owen and again he released a good pass. He’s the anchor-man but
he’s also spreading the play very well up to now. (Brooking: 27:04)

Motson responds, saying, ‘He’s made a decent start and so have England’ (27:13).
This consistent parity between the commentators perhaps adds to the sense of banal
consensus, making the boundaries of ‘us’ and ‘not us’ seem natural and easily accepted,
even if they are not especially well defined. The defining of ‘us’ and ‘not us’ is here
played out through the representation of two football teams, where one is ‘us’ (with ‘our’
good points praised and emphasised) and the other is ‘not us’ (with ‘their’ bad points
criticised and emphasised). Concurrently, ‘our’ bad and ‘their’ good points are mitigated
and excused. As an example, still in the twenty-eighth minute, Motson comments on a
foul against England and, soon after, has to comment on one committed by an England
player. On the first incident, he says,

Sinclair – blocked off by Pochettino. Free-kick England. There’s
some strong-arm tactics being employed by Argentina. And not
unfamiliar perhaps. First of all Veron came in behind him and now
watch. (Motson: 27:23)

When Motson pronounces that these so-called ‘strong-arm tactics’ are ‘not
unfamiliar perhaps’, he harks back to suggestions made prior to the match that Argentina
can be sly and underhanded. Using the words ‘now watch’, Motson ties his perceptions

133

to the pictures being replayed, as if they validate his assessments. This happens again in
the incident described below, but the comparison between this and the one above
suggests that the choice of meaning given by the commentary team is more down to their
predefined perspective than the evidence of the replays.
As Cole, playing for England, fouls the Argentina player Ortega, Motson says,
‘Ortega. He had Cole beat’ (28:19). Brooking and Motson, between them, mitigate the
challenge, with Brooking stating neutrally, ‘Yellow card that time’ as the referee pulls
out his yellow card. Motson, rather than affirming this or even suggesting that it should
be a yellow card, says ‘I would have thought that was close to a yellow card for Ashley
Cole’. It is not that it is a definite yellow card, but thought to be ‘close’. Brooking says,
‘That’s his second one’, referring to it being the second wreckless challenge Cole had
made, although not putting it in those terms. After Motson says, ‘Yes, he’s got the
yellow’, Brooking provides further mitigation:

Remember, he caught him earlier and he’s so good Ortega, look, he
just lets it run and once you’ve committed yourself it has to be the
yellow. Now, against Ortega, that’s the last thing you want with,
well, probably an hour to go. (Brooking: 28:29)

As Brooking says ‘look’, the replay of the incident is being shown, but we are
invited to look at Ortega, as if he is responsible for the foul. Ortega, it is implied, being
‘so good’, has drawn the foul. Cole is not accused of using ‘strong-arm tactics’ and there
is no sense in which an England player would be described as showing malice or the
intention to commit such a foul. Moreover, we are not invited to look at Cole’s role in
this foul, as the offender. Cole has just committed himself and has to face the inevitability
of the yellow card. Motson responds by saying ‘Absolutely’, in that it is ‘absolutely’ ‘the
last thing you want’ to have Cole booked. By contrast, earlier in the match, it was
described as ‘quite right’ and ‘he deserved it’ (Brooking) when Batistuta was booked for
Argentina. The prospect of Batistuta playing with a yellow card hanging over him was
also greeted with a certain amount of glee, earlier, from Motson.
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Rather than the slow-motion replay being used to provide clarity in a given
moment, it is regularly used to reinforce an England perspective. The representation of
the Argentina team, as very talented but also duplicitous or calculated, is also upheld in
these moments. To name ‘them’ as ‘so good’ is to emphasise the threat ‘they’ pose to ‘us’
and to signify the magnitude of the task for England. This serves the narrative of the
event, especially as the resolution of that narrative is, as yet, unknown. Potential failure is
made understandable (they were better to start with or they swindled us) or, in the case of
victory, the extent of the achievement is apparent. These narrative devices also serve to
increase the tension in entertainment terms, so that every attack has significance, but this
significance has a predefined configuration that ensures that the narrative, ultimately, is
about ‘us’ / England. The pseudo-respect given to the Argentina team is not a respect for
them per se, but a benchmark by which to measure the England team. Brooking
exemplifies this as a replay is shown of Gonzales taking a shot at goal for Argentina in
the thirty-first minute, when he says:

It’s so tense. I mean, just got the glimmer. Kily Gonzales has for me
been the most dangerous. He’s got a terrific left foot. He just got
challenged enough by David Beckham – look. (Brooking: 30:26)

The tension is here because the margins and markers for success are tenuous, as
no goal has yet been scored. Here, Beckham just did ‘enough’ to avert what could have
been a goal. In a game involving England and Argentina, where the audience is set up to
support England, in moments when England appear to be in dominance, we can share in
the confidence gained. However, we are made aware of the threat to this confidence
through the danger posed by Argentina. This kind of tension plays with hopes and fears,
confidence and insecurity. Mostly, though, this effect is achieved through the fact that
confidence and security are premised on moments that are currently in process, so that
closure on that process is deferred.
With the scores level, confidence has to be found in the smallest of things.
Motson says,
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Half an hour gone in Sapporo. It’s nil-nil, but in the case of Michael
Owen, it’s only nil-nil because of a goal post. (Motson: 30:47)

This comment seems innocuous enough, but in terms of a statement about how
things stand with half an hour played, it suggests that England are somehow, morally,
ahead. It recalls the idea presented earlier that England struck ‘the first meaningful blow’
(Motson: 24:10). It also shows that, in making these moments stand out, hopes and fears
are premised upon having a perspective. Less than a minute after this comment, Motson
gets more explicit about his hopes.

One hopes, in this match, England’s second half performance will
not fall away because that’s been the problem for Eriksson’s team
in recent matches. (Motson: 31:51)

The use of the word ‘one’ here, and earlier the assertion of what is ‘the last thing
you want’ uses the third person as if this is the accepted perspective. Whilst Motson
makes the above quotation, a shot of Eriksson is shown, making it appear as if England’s
drop off in performance belongs to him rather than ‘us’ – it is his team that has this
problem. More significantly though, it signals ‘our’ perspective and ‘our’ hopes, so that
moments that give us confidence are balanced by fear. Brooking continues this theme,
providing an assessment of the opening half hour of the match:

Well I think that other than the opening ten minutes when
Argentina got the initiative, partially by the injury to Owen
Hargreaves, a man short for a while, he wasn’t fully fit, I think the
last twenty minutes or so England have done very well, look the
better side, desperately unlucky with Michael Owen and, at present,
I’m sure all the team are growing in confidence as the match
progresses, but it’s just a shame they haven’t capitalised on that
good ten or fifteen minute spell with the goal they probably
deserve. (Brooking: 33:40)
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Whilst he highlights England’s symbolic dominance in the match, claiming
England are ‘the better side’ and talking of what they ‘deserve’, he tempers this growing
confidence and signals allegiances by stating it is a ‘shame’ that they do not have a
manifest advantage in the game. What we have in confidence may be taken away from
us. The mitigation of Argentina’s dominance in the opening spell of the match also shows
how the narrative of the match is in a state of potential, so that whilst there have been
significant moments within the match, their position within the overall assemblage of
moments is not yet clear. This has resonances with the opening film in this programme,
where Lineker invited the implied audience to ‘think about what might have been’ in
previous defeats to Argentina. Where we were told to ‘focus on the positive and
remember the great moments’, we saw great moments for England in matches they lost.
During the current match, the context of any of these potential moments is still
undecided. As Motson (34:07) says, drawing the implied audience into this tension
between hope and fear, ‘Well, there’s a lot of football to be played here. It’ll be a long
lunchtime for you at home’.
This hope and fear aspect galvanises the English perspective, so that moments
within the match are framed within the context of this position. Comments such as ‘Butt,
I think, has been excellent’ (Brooking: 34:34), may appear to correlate to moments of
excellent play, but are given from within this perspective. Following moments after the
comment above, Brooking adds, ‘Can he last the ninety-minutes? That’s the key at the
moment, ’cos with Hargreaves off, we need him to last that long’ (34:44). This
perspective is about what ‘we need’, so that also – as emphasised in the following group
of quotations - decisions that go against ‘us’ are questioned and seen as ‘unlucky’,
Argentineans are seen as ‘dangerous’ and assessments of the match concern what ‘we’
need to do.

He’s been penalised ’cos I was just going to say ‘Emile Heskey
don’t give a free kick away there ’cos the defender’s under
pressure’ and I think he was a bit unlucky there to get the decision
against him. (Brooking: 36:21)
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That’s the pairing that looks the more dangerous. (Brooking: 36:59,
in reference to Sorrine and Gonzales combining)

Must clear the near-post man. It’s three or four great opportunities
to get crosses in and we’ve never cleared the near post. (Brooking:
38:11)

In the last of these quotations it is ‘we’ who have ‘never cleared the near post’. In
fact, it is Beckham who failed to provide decent deliveries from ‘three or four great
opportunities’, but, within the match, he is not singled out for any criticism. Likewise,
when Beckham commits a foul that is reminiscent of an earlier incident, he escapes
criticism again. In the thirty-ninth minute, Motson merely says ‘Foul by Beckham’
(38:56).
In this incident, the Argentinean player Gonzalez is injured by the arm of
Beckham. The analysis of the situation is significantly different to the earlier assessment
of when Batistuta clashed with Beckham. Instead of calling for a booking – as it ‘was an
arm in the face, without a doubt’ (Motson: 18:59), but tellingly by Beckham rather than
on Beckham - Brooking focuses on Gonzales. By concentrating on the victim rather than
the aggressor, Brooking diminishes the injury in the same way he brushed aside any
concern for the Argentine goalkeeper Cavellero earlier. He says, responding to the live
shots, initially of Gonzales:

Yeah, a little bit of the mouth and the nose and I think there’s a
little bit of blood and - there you see it - on the nose - that’s why
they, er, just ask for the - the sponge man to come’ (Brooking:
39:08).

In the shots of Gonzales, he can be seen bleeding heavily from the nose as a result
of the collision. Brooking, with his truncated, broken English, is reacting to the pictures
we are seeing. There is the repetition of the words ‘little bit’, clearly signifying that the
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incident is nothing for the home audience to be concerned about. The word ‘just’ is also
used, reducing the given situation down to simplistic terms. His tone and cadence are also
interesting as he maintains a jaunty rhythm in his speech, so that in comparison to the
earlier incident with Batistuta and Beckham, there is little question about where the
implied audience sympathies should lie. In the first incident, the Argentinean player was
‘lucky’ not to have been sent from the field of play. In the second, the Argentinean player
‘just’ happened to have a ‘little bit’ of blood – ‘there you see it’, Brooking says in
dismissive tone. As if a logical progression of arguments was issuing forth, Brooking
then says in summing up, ‘that’s why they, er, just ask for the sponge man to come.’ That
word ‘just’ again diminishes any kind of concern we might have had for an injured
player, absolving ‘our’ player from responsibility. The ‘er’ in the middle of this
‘sentence’ happens just prior to a man with a sponge coming into shot, with Brooking
providing the insight into the technicalities of physiotherapy. On the words ‘sponge man’,
Brooking also raises the tone of his voice, going in higher pitch and speedily between the
two syllables of the words – the first plosive, the second lingering. The ‘sponge man’, it
seems to be implied through Brooking’s intonation, is almost like the ice cream vendor
for a toddler with grazed knees – he’ll make everything better again. Where Beckham
was able to take the free kick he was awarded for the incident against him, Gonzalez had
to leave the pitch for just under three minutes for treatment after his, returning with a
replacement shirt because his original one was soaked with blood. ‘Our’ bad actions are
mitigated and ‘their’ bad actions condemned. Within this, their bad actions are presented
as matter-of-fact and requiring appropriate action, whilst ‘ours’ are explained away in an
insipid and unconvincing fashion as Brooking moves swiftly to change the subject.
Following directly from the appearance of the ‘sponge man’, Brooking seizes the
opportunity to divert attention away from the bleeding Gonzales as the shot briefly
changes to show Beckham. Brooking chooses not to address Beckham’s role in this
incident, opting instead to provide an assessment of the match thus far. He says,

…the sponge man to come and then a lull in what has been a – well,
it’s gripping stuff – so tense. I mean, it’s been disrupted play, which
we expect in this sort of game, but you probe away, you wait for
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your opportunity. Michael Owen so unlucky when it hit the post
and I think England have done pretty well up to now. (Brooking:
39:17)

Choosing not to empathise with Gonzales, Brooking repeats much of his earlier
assessment of the match – it is ‘tense’, ‘Owen so unlucky’ and England doing ‘pretty
well’. The shot, after very briefly showing Beckham, returns to show Gonzales with
blood on his shirt, a towel held to his face and watched over by a concerned looking
Simeone as he leaves the pitch for treatment. It is not until the shot changes to see the
crowd that the commentary re-engages with the pictures being shown. The incident is just
shrugged off without explanation; there is not even the suggestion that it was an accident.
There is certainly no desire to delve deeper and encourage the viewer to look at the
incident again, no suggestion that Beckham intentionally used his arm. Instead the
moment is elided, displaced by Brooking’s choice of comments that are incongruous with
the images we are being shown. The ‘umpire’, in this instance, avoids making his
judgement.
Unsurprisingly, and by contrast, when Owen goes down for a penalty in the fortythird minute of this match, it is swiftly adjudged to be fair. Despite Owen having a slight
reputation for going down too easily (such as in the previous encounter against Argentina
which he needed to justify in the build up to the match), Motson (42:14) merely says,
‘Oh, it’s a penalty! Michael Owen brought down - by Pochettino.’ Brooking (42:21),
emphasising the legitimacy of the penalty, comments even before a replay is shown, that:
‘It was as well. Took his standing foot as he came inside. What a chance – now, dear oh
dear.’
As a replay is shown, Motson says

Forty-two minutes gone and Michael Owen, who wounded
Argentina four years ago, may have stabbed them in the heart again
here. Foul by Pochettino and the responsibility now is that of David
Beckham. Well, there were plenty of penalties the last time they
met in the World Cup and we’ve got another one here.
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Brooking (42:53), seemingly too tense to provide any sort of analysis, nervously
says in hope, ‘Come on – dear oh dear’. Gone is any sense of objectivity as he openly
hopes for an England goal. Motson, more professionally, recalls some of the narrative
themes from the build-up to the match so that the taking of the penalty has a relationship
to them. He also draws the implied audience into the moment so that whilst he is not
openly stating his hopes for an England goal, he invokes an implied ‘us’ which he has
been set up as being part of. He says,

Well, he’s been the talisman so much in this qualifying competition.
Can he do the same in the finals, on this huge stage? David
Beckham with the penalty for England. Hold the cups and the
glasses back home… (Motson: 42:55)

Beckham takes the penalty and scores, prompting Motson to say,

…you can smash them now – Beckham has scored for England.
Forty-four minutes and he’s done it again. David Beckham puts
England in front against Argentina in Sapporo. Jubilant scenes here
of English support and didn’t he stay cool?

Brooking is invited to respond as, following scenes of the players and then the
English contingent in the crowd celebrating, three replays of the penalty are shown from
different angles. Brooking consolidates the idea that Beckham stayed cool, saying:

It would’ve knocked him in two, Cavallero. He just stood there and,
if anything, it hit the back of the net before he even stuck his left leg
out. David Beckham, not surprisingly, going for power – what a
moment for him. Straight down the middle, nobody got in the way
and what a time to score – a minute before the interval.
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Beckham’s penalty was hit with power towards the middle of the goal and
Cavallero did not move to either side. The ball passed him just inches from his left foot,
but there is no element of suggesting that England were lucky with the margin of success
in this penalty. Nor is Cavallero ‘desperately unlucky’, having guessed the direction of
the shot and just missing it. Rather, it is suggested that even if he had of got in the way of
the shot, he would not have been able to stop it.
The goal, of course, gives rise to hope and Motson asks the question most
pertinent to the narrative of the match. Giving statistics and facts, much as he did above
with the time (forty-four minutes), place (Sapporo) and context (against Argentina) of the
goal, he gives the goal a situation and relevance. He says,

Beckham’s seventh international goal on his fifty-first appearance
for England. What could it mean in this World Cup? (Motson:
44:04)

The hope that this gives is again tempered by fear, with Motson (44:36) asking,
‘Now what are Argentina going to do in response?’ Motson and Brooking both begin to
talk about what needs to happen now. Brooking (44:48) says, ‘Mustn’t concede anything
now before the break.’ Motson adds to this assertion, saying, ‘And mustn’t let the
performance fall away as it did after England took the lead against Sweden in the first
game, Trevor.’
The use of the word ‘mustn’t’ is interesting here as it asserts that something is
essential when it is only an imperative from ‘our’ point of view. Brooking (44:57)
responds by saying, ‘Well let’s get to half time first. We can worry about that the start of
the second half.’ The implied ‘us’ is clear to see here as ‘we’ worry about ‘our’ team.
There is relief when Argentina attacks are broken down, as when Motson (45:11) says:

Batistuta closing in here, but Seaman in charge – England in
charge!
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Here, as Seaman intercepts a cross directed towards Batistuta, and there is some
respite in the Argentinean attacks, he comes to personify the team and the nation. Moving
into the half time break, Motson makes the highlights for England fans prominent,
summing up the action and providing a segue into half time discussions. As a shot of
England fans in the crowd playing brass instruments is shown, he says,

Go on, blow the trumpets [final whistle sounds] because at half time
in Sapporo, thanks largely to Michael Owen and David Beckham’s
penalty, England are in the lead against Argentina. Owen, who hit
the post earlier, brought down for a clear penalty kick and [as a shot
of Beckham and Simeone leaving the pitch is shown] - oh, look at
that. That’s a nice touch. Simeone actually shook hands with
Beckham as they left the field. What a good gesture that is after
what happened four years ago, but what isn’t in any dispute at all,
as Argentina walk off looking rattled, is that the half time score is
one-nil to England. And don’t start eating that main course yet
because there’s a lot of conversation to come from Gary Lineker
and company. (Motson: 46:56)

Encouragement goes to England supporters, the penalty is deemed a ‘clear
penalty’ and there is no dispute that the score is one-nil to England. The final sentence
here again refers to the lunchtime audience as a way of providing continuity from the
stadium back to the studio.

Half Time

The attention is now going to shift to the half-time analysis where narratives
continue but are influenced by the action so far. The expectation might be that this
retrospective feature of the half-time break is balanced by a look at what the second half
might hold. The half-time break, however, whilst aiding in the understanding of
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narratives of nation through televised football, seems predominantly a time-filling
exercise to keep the audience attention.
The half-time break, which is introduced by Motson referring to the lunchtime
audience, begins by re-establishing the connectedness between the stadium, the studio
and the audience ‘at home’. The lunchtime audience is being addressed and recognised so
that the event is literally brought home to them. The UK based studio is our steppingstone to the action.
Lineker, as we return to the studio, addresses the audience directly, saying, ‘Time
for calm, let’s not get carried away. It’s good though, isn’t it?’ The half-time analysis
begins with the duality of looking back and forwards, so that confidence about the first
half is tamed by anxiety about the second. There is an obvious glee to Lineker’s voice
though and the question – it’s good though isn’t it? – is clearly rhetorical. The body
language of the pundits has changed also, from hunched-forwards anxiety and cold
analysis regarding what needs to be done, to a relaxed, smiling and generous assessment
of what has happened. They cannot hide their excitement and do not attempt to conceal
their bias. It is clear who they and, by extension, ‘we’ want to win. ‘Us’, ‘we’, ‘England’
and ‘English’ blur into one as the construction of narratives of collectivity continue. We
are shown how the crowds from around the country reacted as the goal was scored.
Lineker says,

I’m sure at home you all enjoyed that moment, or even if you’re at
work or in the office or in the pub. And we can see a few examples
of that now, right around the country.

This serves to show us the community that we are becoming a part of, as if to
prove there are people in Manchester, Derby, Cornwall and so on who are sharing our
experiences. By enjoying that moment the audience is implicated in the constructed
narrative of national identity.
The half-time break appears to give the opportunity to relish ‘our’ lead and the
confidence and assurance this gives us. It is not set in stone yet, but the qualities that have
got us there are identifiable. The pundits use this opportunity to slap themselves on the
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back whilst also praising the team. ‘We’ share in their success. But, as at the beginning of
the match, the road to this success is knowable and obvious and the pundits hold the key.
Hansen’s opening comment is a reaffirmation of his earlier comments: ‘We said it’s an
easy game – you play well, make them play badly. They’ve been solid, resolute, compact,
they’ve worked together…’ (As a quick aside, these qualities are noticeably different to
qualities associated with Argentinean or Brazilian football excellence, where flair and
imagination are more common stereotypes.)
This reaffirmation reasserts the authority of the pundit, as if to say, ‘told you so’
and give the option of a get-out clause. Whether the team wins or loses, we know why
because the way to victory has been set down before us. This way we can share in the
victory – it is our success – and absolve ourselves from defeat – it is their failure. Either
road leads to confidence and assurance in our identification. Perhaps television sports
give either the opportunity of being part of a greater whole, or the option to be
individuals who are knowledgeable about that whole. The one is an experiential
identification, the other an intellectual engagement.
There is actually very little looking forwards to the second half action in this
break. The England lead means that the bias can just flow, the positives can be
highlighted and the possibility of failure negated. So, when this success and failure is
built around narratives of nation it can lead to an assurance of identity, a confidence in
who we are. All the praise is heaped on us and Argentina have ‘not been allowed to play’.
For television purposes, the exciting moments can be at either end, but are framed,
presented and contexualised differently, so that the rendering of the manifest action is
delivered with a perspective. Even when the Argentina chances are shown they are
described in terms of being averted by England players (‘Butt just did enough’,
‘Beckham does well to get a challenge in, just to put him off, just enough’). The role of
Argentina in the chances they created is ignored, but their role in moments of ill
discipline is highlighted. Hansen says of Batistuta: ‘he’s lucky to stay on the pitch’, and
Wright, that ‘he shouldn’t even be on the pitch’.
That the Argentinean should not be on the pitch is not a surprising perspective in
this context. He is not necessary to ‘our’ cause so, just as deaths of enemies in war are
given as less important than deaths of allied soldiers, Batistuta is disposable to us. The

145

incident for which the pundits believe he should be sent off is the one discussed earlier
with the use of the elbow. Here, Beckham’s use of the elbow against Gonzales is not
mentioned at all. ‘Our’ discipline is about being focussed, staying resolute, not about our
behaviour. This is the way context is used in the text to set up a version of us as opposed
to them. The same is true of the penalty incident which is shown from a number of
equally inconclusive angles. It would undoubtedly have been a more dubious decision
had it of been in favour of Argentina. However, it is given a cursory investigation and all
pundits agree it was the correct decision without any debate. ‘It’s a penalty’, Wright
asserts. The others agree and, as the replay is shown, acknowledgments of ‘yes, yes’ and
‘there was definitely contact there’, go around the studio. As the penalty is shown and the
goal is scored, Lineker says, ‘what were we saying before the game? Cometh the hour…’
to which Wright responds ‘cometh the man’. The projected narrative from before the
match has come true – confidence in the studio must be higher than on the pitch.
O’Neil says, prior to returning to the match:

Can I just put a chilling moment of worry into it? The next fifteen
minutes absolutely essential that they go back out with the same
determination, same work ethic as well, and just not allow them
into the game.

The fear factor is made manifest as the action starts, but again is set against the
work ethic ideal which will lead to victory. It is about the assertion of one’s will and the
dismissing of someone (everyone?) else’s – play well and don’t allow them to play. What
the half-time break has been about, much like the rest of the coverage, is asserting this
will, this obviousness of England support, of being English and negating anything to the
contrary. For the team in the studio and the audiences at home, the build-up factor of
looking to the second half is un-necessary. It has been built into a narrative that says we
are all in this together, united. Introducing the second half, Lineker merely says: ‘more of
the same. Right, let’s go back to Trevor and John.’
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‘We’, ‘us’, united across the country and united with the commentary team, go
back to join our friends Trevor and John. And, what we get, from them at least, is ‘more
of the same’.

Second Half

Motson sets the tone, as the second half gets underway, by asserting ‘our’
position, saying:

What we don’t want, as I said earlier, is to see England tail off as
they have in the second half of recent matches, not just the first here
but in friendlies as well’ (Motson: 45:00)

This ‘we’ is undefined, blurring any distinction between the television audience,
the pundit team and the implied nation, although this ‘we’ is positioned as onlooker, and
therefore distinct from the England team. This helps to promote a unity that is inclusive
in that it does not define that which is outside of it. It implicates the viewer as part of a
group by outlining what ‘we’ want or, in this case, ‘what we don’t want’. This also
introduces something of a fear factor, so that the actions of the England team are seen to
be significant in relation to ‘us’. ‘Our’ confidence is tempered and the narrative of
England as under threat is set in motion again. This threat is both internal, where England
could ‘tail off’, causing a distinction to be made between a sense of ‘us’ and the team
performance that informs it, and external, where Argentina, represented as ‘they’, are a
threat to ‘us’. The substitution that Argentina make at the half way stage provides the
opportunity to make this external threat manifest.
The first contribution to the game from Aimar, the Argentine substitute, is to
combine well with his team mates and have a shot at goal. Brooking takes this
opportunity to establish Aimar as a new threat, commenting over the replay:

Well, good little one-two, gave him the space to run at the England
defence. Also, what they’ve got to be conscious of – there he is
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turning on his right foot – fortunately it was right at David Seaman
– they’ve got to be conscious, bit of a spinning top, a bit like
Ortega, so got to be, make sure that when they make tackles near
the penalty area that they make contact with the ball ’cos he does
look for them (Brooking: 45:36)

Aimar’s introduction to the game is framed as something for the England team to
be wary, or ‘conscious’, of. ‘Fortunately’, from our perspective, his shot is saved by
Seaman, but this is not the only threat Brooking wishes to highlight. It is partly implied
when Aimar, before the start of the second half, is described as ‘a very clever customer’,
but here Brooking adds to the representation of Argentine players as calculated and
underhanded. He does this by suggesting that Aimar is likely to look for penalty kicks
when he can - much like Michael Owen we could suggest. When Brooking says ‘there he
is’, his words link to the replay being shown, which, at most, supports the idea that he is a
‘bit of a spinning top’. There is though nothing within this passage of play that suggests
Aimar is likely to try and hoodwink the referee into awarding dubious penalty decisions.
This is merely Brooking labelling Aimar as a player to watch out for and be suspicious
of. This, much like the tempering of confidence in Motson’s opening statement in the
second half, is a way to manage the narrative of the game – how the manifest action can
be made consistent with hopes and loyalties already made present in the production.
Although Argentina make the brighter start to the second half, applying pressure, trying
to create chances, looking the stronger team, the positives from an England perspective
are brought to the fore. Brooking (46:52) says, ‘Good shape, well organised England,
making them work hard’.
Whilst this comment is a true assessment of England’s organisation, it does
negate an Argentine perspective. It is interesting to see the contrast of different passages
of play, where England and Argentina occupy very separate spaces within the narrative of
the match, as when Owen has a shot at goal which is described differently to Aimar’s. In
the forty-eighth minute, Motson (47:53) says, ‘Here’s Owen. Oh, he’s got away again
Michael Owen and this time he fires it beyond the far post.’
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In the familiar format, Brooking provides an assessment of the chance as a replay
is shown. He says,

Well, he did brilliantly. He had the chance, but he should’ve scored.
I mean, he just turned Placente - look - a big long ball, Emile
Heskey makes the challenge. He’s got one-on-one, spins him round,
gets away from him and in that position, you know, just drags it
across the face of the goal and it was a tightish angle, but I still
think at least he should’ve got it on the target. (Brooking: 48:00)

Brooking praises the set-up, but not the finish. Noticeably, though, in contrast to
Aimar’s chance described above, there is no sense in which Owen ‘fortunately’ misses
the target. Nor is Owen, who ‘spins him round’, described as a ‘spinning top’ who we
should be conscious of because he looks for penalties. Where Aimar’s chance against
England led to an assessment of England as well organised, this chance for England is
seen by Motson as something of a ‘meaningful blow’, whereupon Brooking makes a
more positive assessment of Owen’s chance. Motson says,

Three minutes gone in the second half and England, just for a
moment there, had a two-nil lead in their sights. (Motson: 48:20)

Brooking, now ignoring the fact that Owen skewed his shot wide of the target,
says,

It’s great to see the odd flashes of Michael Owen turning defenders
and getting them away from them. (Brooking: 48:32)

This assessment is consistent with the sentiments of the first half, where
England’s chances are described in glowing terms and chances for Argentina mitigated,
described in muted terms or from the perspective of English defence. Brooking, also,
seems to reveal this distinction between the representation of each team when
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commenting on England chances and the role of the Argentine goalkeeper, Cavellero. As
England have a flurry of chances and shots at goal, Motson reacts to the action, saying:
‘Here’s Mills, and Owen comes near post this time. And out to Heskey. And then, oh,
Paul Scholes’ (Motson: 48:37). Brooking then gives his judgement whilst we see the
replay:

Well, they were great strikes. Emile Heskey’s, I think, was going on
target low, but Paul Scholes hit his terrifically and certainly
Cavellero only too pleased to punch it away. (Brooking: 48:49)

Whilst Cavellero was most likely pleased to have stopped a ‘terrifically’ hit shot,
this comment sounds patronising. There is certainly no suggestion that Cavellero made a
good save or reacted well. Given that these chances were for England, it is not surprising
that the defensive aspect of play is negated here. Brooking merely goes on to emphasise
the positives from an England perspective, saying:

Well, what a good little spell for England, having weathered a few
minutes of pressure they go up the other end and almost, on two
occasions, get a second goal (Brooking: 49:02)

However, when there is an instance when an England player may be judged
negatively, Brooking is strangely quiet. Immediately after this ‘good little spell for
England’, Motson, again in his primary role of describing the action, says, ‘Now then, the
referee has shown a yellow card to Emile Heskey, I think for kicking the ball away or
time-wasting’ (Motson: 49:10) There is, though, a lack of clarity over why Heskey
received a yellow card as there are no replays of the incident shown, only replays of
England’s recent chances (the shots from Heskey and Scholes). Even though, as the
replay ends, Motson highlights the fact of the booking again, Brooking fails to engage
with it or provide any assessment or judgement. Motson (49:21) says ‘That was the first
shot coming in from Heskey but a yellow card he has received.’ Brooking merely says
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Desperately unlucky Paul Scholes because he hit the volley
terrifically, but it went straight at Cavellero and he made the punch.
Either side, I mean, he wouldn’t have sniffed it. (Brooking: 49:30)

This comment from Brooking is made after the replay has finished and a shot of
Heskey is shown with a graphic confirming his yellow card. Brooking just does not
appear to register this, focussing on how ‘desperately unlucky’ England have been and
again calling the abilities of Cavellero into question. He suggests that, if the shot from
Scholes had been anywhere else, Cavellero would not have been able to make the save.
Whether he would have been able to make the save or not is irrelevant here. What the
treatment of such moments within the match demonstrates is that two teams with
incumbent national contexts are, whether intentionally or not, assessed and judged by
Brooking in a way that reveals a disparity. What he says is scarcely inflammatory, has a
certain authority and draws from what can be seen, often in replays, but because his
choice of comments seemingly differs according to national context, it suggests that they
hail from a pre-existing set of values more than the manifest action.
This does also have the effect of making Brooking’s position, and our’s by proxy,
predictable and knowable. With opportunities consistently taken to highlight the positives
for England or negatives for Argentina, there is a configuration of values implicit in the
production. With Heskey’s yellow card, though, there is little attempt to validate or refute
it, so that a predictable configuration of values refuses to be obscured by evidence that
may question it, whether this be positive play from an Argentine perspective or negative
aspects of England’s play. The ‘evidence’ of the match, as much as it says anything at all,
is made to fit an England perspective. This may be seen in the fifty-first minute of the
match when Brooking frames a problem from an Argentine perspective as a ‘plus’:

The only plus with the likes of Batistuta and even Crespo if he
comes on, they’re not the quickest – certainly Batistuta these days so they, I don’t think he’ll hurt Campbell and Ferdinand, with pace,
from those long balls down the middle.’ (Brooking: 50:43)
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‘Our’ position, the implied audience’s position, is predictable and knowable
because we know this situation is a plus for us, but the words ‘the only plus’ reveal the
context of the remark. This lack of threat from a certain type of attack (‘long balls down
the middle’) is a plus in a context where Argentina are a threat to us. So whilst this
comment differs from other instances where Argentina are named as dangerous,
demonstrating how the commentary draws from the unfolding events on the field, there is
nevertheless a rigidity of perspective when delivering an interpretation of the narrative of
the match. An inverted interpretation may keep quiet about the lack of pace in the
Argentina team and suggest that the only plus is that another England player (Heskey)
has been cautioned with a yellow card.
The context of Argentina’s dominance being a problem is part of the framing of
the match, building the narrative around the hope for an England victory. For the neutral
fan or to supporters of Argentina, their dominance is likely to be seen as promising or
positive. Within this alternative perspective is also the prospect of discussing how
Argentina might score, rather than a positive gloss put on a suggestion that they won’t
with one particular type of attack. Rather, ‘our’ coverage focuses on one perspective, still
maintaining a position of authority. As an example, Brooking, in the fifty-third minute,
says:

Just got to try and get Heskey and Owen to get on the little ball a bit
quicker, because certainly at the moment they’re inviting Argentina
on, but at the moment it’s attack against defence – England have
got to… (Brooking: 52:48)

Brooking gets interrupted as Batistuta has a shot and Motson says, ‘Batistuta.
Well, speculative wasn’t it, to say the least’ as it flies over. Brooking pauses for Motson’s
interjection, before continuing. He does not elaborate on Batistuta’s effort, even though
he has just suggested that ‘at the moment it’s attack against defence’ at a moment when
the attack make a breakthrough of sorts. What Brooking is interested in establishing is the
way in which England can stand up to the pressure, establishing what England have ‘got
to’ do. Continuing, he says,
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But I think if you just get England sitting back and then hitting
those long balls and giving possession straight back to Argentina
then that’ll be a concern. I think England, you know, they’ve
weathered the storm, and let’s ease their way back in as an
attacking option again in the second half I think. (Brooking: 53:04)

The comment above mitigates England’s position as being the side under
pressure, giving hope and guidance that this current situation (placed in the past-tense –
‘weathered the storm’) may soon cease. Where the evidence of events on the pitch
suggest Argentina are in the ascendancy, Motson and Brooking seek to re-establish
England’s position as a force in this match. Motson says,

Well, it’s a really encouraging position for England to find
themselves in. If they were to win this match, and I really am not
tempting fate, but if they were, then a draw against Nigeria, Trevor,
in the third game would be sufficient? (Motson: 53:22)

This ‘encouraging position’ is one that ‘England’ find themselves in, with the
term here seeming to apply predominantly to the team rather than an implied ‘us’. ‘Our’
wishes are clearly signalled though as Motson does not want to tempt fate, does not wish
to disrupt the sense that there is only one team he, and we, are interested in. Brooking
answers:

Yes it would and with a side that’s already out, you’d hope that
would be pretty within their sights. And the confidence they would
get from that scoreline would be great, but there’s a long way to go
yet. (Brooking: 53:35)

The ‘you’ in the ‘you’d hope’ is not a reference to Motson’s hope but to an
implied consensus that we all hope for. However, whilst we are implicated in this hope
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that victory here will give the team confidence, we are also told that ‘there’s a long way
to go yet’. This shows a detachment and a deferral in that ‘they’, the team, would gain
great confidence from victory in this match, rather than an implied ‘us’. With less than
ten minutes played in the second half, and with concern about England’s recent second
half performances, the team still hold the potential to let ‘us’ down. It therefore comes as
a pleasant relief when England have a chance of their own and, in these instances, praise
can be delivered. In the fifty-fourth minute of the match, Motson says,

Oh, England knocked that about quite superbly. And this is Sinclair.
Beckham, now, at the other end of the pitch and he’s got by
Placente and David Beckham! Well, how much ground did he cover
there?’ (Motson: 53:59)

Answering Motson’s question above, as a replay is shown, Brooking says:

And he got the ball – look. Comes off Placente’s chest and he’s
actually got a yard or two ahead of him. Just tries to knock it with
the outside of his right. I wonder if he might have had a go with the
left foot there and just slammed it, but he couldn’t quite wrap the
right foot around. That was another chance. (Brooking: 54:15)

Motson responds, saying ‘Two chances for England early in the second half to
make it two-nil.’ Of course, there have already been two chances previously – Owen (‘he
should’ve scored…’ - Brooking) and Scholes (‘Desperately unlucky’ - Brooking) – but
this is merely a continuation of our skewed perspective. These chances have not gone in,
but we can draw confidence from them (England are getting back into the game as an
attacking option). Also, within this most recent opportunity, Brooking positions himself
as an authority, questioning Beckham’s choice of shot (‘I wonder if he might have…’),
but concurrently he aligns himself with the team through his hopes (see example below).
The team can be set apart from a sense of ‘us’ if the result does not go ‘our’ way. As the
score-line is still in England’s favour though, hope is more prevalent and potential
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detachment from the team held in reserve should events on the pitch necessitate its
appearance.
As England make a substitution, Heskey leaves the pitch to praise from Brooking,
who says, ‘I’m sure, Teddy Sheringham, we know all about him, let’s hope he does the
same’ (55:38) ‘Our’ loyalties and ‘our’ hopes are clearly signalled as Sheringham
replaces Heskey. Shortly after coming on, Sheringham has his first touch of the ball in
the build up to a chance for Owen. Motson says,

First touch for Sheringham. And here’s Owen. He’s beaten them for
pace again Michael Owen. Samuel recovers – and recovers well.’
(Motson: 55:57)

Motson gets excited as Owen receives the ball from Sheringham, raising the
volume and tone of his voice, but this dies down when Samuel recovers. There is praise
for Samuel, but Brooking interjects:

It was unlucky though. Michael Owen got the wrong side of him
and he tried to cut across him and his first touch let him down, but
the pace – he was a yard or two ahead. He was unlucky again. Great
ball by Paul Scholes over the top.’ (Brooking: 56:07)

Brooking negates Samuel’s recovery by stressing how unlucky Owen was. Owen,
so far, if Brooking is to be believed, appears to be the most unlucky player on the pitch!
His touch let him down but, on the up side, his pace is used as a positive quality to be
highlighted. Pace has also been said to be lacking in the Argentina side, so whilst they
have dominated the second half we can be confident in our qualities. This opportunity
also came from a long ball ‘over the top’ from Scholes, so that when this tactic works
praise can be given. This stands in contrast to saying ‘if you just get England sitting back
and then hitting those long balls and giving possession straight back to Argentina then
that’ll be a concern’ (Brooking: 53:04). Where England have eased ‘their way back in as
an attacking option’ is through the same tactics that caused concern moments earlier, only
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without giving Argentina possession of the ball back in this instance. This shows the
commentary to be more circumstantial and convenient than consistent.
There is also inconsistency in the expert voice regarding Sheringham. Motson
(55:57) says: ‘First touch for Sheringham’ shortly before Owen’s opportunity above.
Then, in the fifty-seventh minute, he says: ‘Sheringham has already played two telling
balls. Doesn’t take him long to get into a game’ (Motson: 56:25). In the fifty-eighth
minute, he has a shot, at which point Motson (57:05) exclaims: ‘Sheringham!’ Brooking,
seemingly paying little attention to what Motson has been saying, says

What a strike, goodness me. I don’t think he’s touched it. Look at
that, his first touch was a stunning volley, I mean. Fortunately,
again, it was close enough to Cavellero to get the punch. He
couldn’t have hit it any better. (Brooking: 57:07)

It seems that it is important for the commentators to document Sheringham’s first
touch, but that they are unclear as to which touch they should count in this respect. The
‘fortunately’ here refers to Cavellero, the Argentine goalkeeper, being fortunate. Using
this term of reference avoids Brooking, who has been disparaging of Cavellero
throughout the match, having to praise him for saving a ‘stunning volley’ that ‘couldn’t
have [been] hit …any better.’ In this respect, there are elements of the commentary that
are more consistent than others, as Motson then joins Brooking in trying to convince us
that Sheringham’s volley was his first touch, saying

Well, we all know what happened when he came on as a sub against
Greece at Old Trafford, Sheringham. He scored with his first touch.
Wasn’t far away from repeating that. (Motson: 57:20)

As Argentina have dominated possession and territory in the second half of the
match so far, England chances have come from counter-attacking moves. Whilst these
chances have been good ones, they have been against the grain of play, which causes a
certain amount of anxiety for Brooking and Motson. Brooking says of this situation:
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I’ve got to say John, on chances in the second half, England should
be two-nil up. That’s my only concern. They’re playing great and
you can only praise them. Paul Scholes who chipped it to Teddy
Sheringham had a great little spell – three delightful passes – but
you just feel if one of these could’ve gone in then they’ve got the
cushion. At the moment, while it’s one-nil, it just needs one little
lack of concentration, one error, and at the moment though,
hopefully, they’re playing well enough it won’t come. (Brooking:
57:42)

There is a balance of confidence and fear in this assessment, which encourages
hope through the words ‘great’ and ‘delightful’. It is pretty clear where Brooking’s hopes
lie, feeling that England ‘should be’ further ahead and comfortable (having ‘the
cushion’). The word ‘concern’ and the spectre of ‘one error’ being made, however,
highlights the fragility of our position, especially as, moments later, an error is made.
Motson says:

Oh, but a mistake there. Sinclair sold Cole a bit short and there’s a
chance on here if Batistuta gets into the centre. In fact, England get
a goal kick out of it, but there was certain anxiety there, with Ortega
at the heart of it. (Motson: 58:09)

It is unclear whether this anxiety is in the team, the commentators, or ‘us’. Ortega
is at the heart of it, even though it was ‘Sinclair who sold Cole a bit short’, so that
Argentina are the origin of the threat. The phrase ‘certain anxiety’, though, is an
interesting one in that anxiety often comes from lack of certainty. Perhaps Motson does
not mean it this way, but this suggests we are certain about the anxiety brought about by
Argentinean chances in the sense that, in our identity, football allows us to know where
we stand. However, any such certainty is threatened by that that lies outside of ‘our’
identity, helping to galvanise it. As such, the threat from Argentina is consistently
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referred to as it provides the anxiety that reveals what we want to protect ourselves from.
As an example, when Crespo is about to be brought on as a substitute for Argentina, the
danger he poses is highlighted, with Motson saying:

Crespo has actually got a one-in-two record of goals per game in
the national side – a real threat and England beware (Motson:
58:36)

At roughly the sixty-minute mark in the match, there is, seemingly, a rehearsed or
planned narration point:

Well, England have not beaten Argentina in the World Cup since
1966, but they are leading here, one-nil, Trevor, with fifteen
minutes gone in the second half – what an invitation. (Motson:
59:41)

This is a recalling of the history of the event (with the emphasis on England
winning), which re-asserts its significance and magnitude. It encourages anticipation still,
so that, an hour in, we know where we currently stand, but are still invited to ask what is
going to happen next? Brooking, responding to Motson, helps to reiterate the magnitude
of event:

And thoroughly deserve it. It’s been a terrific hour. You know, the
job’s not done, but they’ve matched and certainly outplayed a side
that are, arguably with Italy, the favourites for this competition, so
it’s been a superb display up to now. (Brooking: 59:52).

The ‘up to now’ indicates that any narrative of success is still vulnerable. In
suggesting that Argentina have been favourites to win the World Cup, Brooking again
marks our own status, or our own potential status at this stage, rather than theirs. Drawing
the audience into the success ‘up to now’, Motson refers again to a lunchtime audience:
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Hope all the England supporters back at home – well, they will be
enjoying their lunch now if it stays like this won’t they and, maybe,
who knows, a lot of them won’t be going back to work I guess. If
England win, surely they’ll give you the afternoon off. (Motson:
60:06)

This is another attempt to frame the match within an English context, to connect
with the audience ‘at home’. Also, the idea that there are few things in the world more
important than this game is recalled to a degree, in that an England win against Argentina
is reason for a mass, spontaneous public holiday. Although, as with a lot of the
commentary, it is unlikely that this remark is intended to be taken literally, it
symbolically elevates this match in terms of its significance. The narrative we are
encouraged to identify with (in national terms) is situated somewhere between hope for
our success and the threat from outside, with the promise of resolution. This resolution is
the pay-off that rewards us for identification, allowing ‘us’ to feel good about ourselves
should England win, allowing us to belong even though the boundaries of ‘us’ are
scarcely defined. ‘Who’ we are is left undefined, but tokens of national identification are
made visible, providing a context for identification and a preferred perspective within
that context. As another example of this preferred perspective skewed towards English
interests, Brooking says of an offside decision against Cole:

Unlucky, ’cos Ashley Cole worked them in the corner there and
tried to force them into an error. England got possession but he just
strayed offside (Brooking: 60:43).

Decisions against England are seen as ‘Unlucky’, even if correct. It is as if the
officials ought to give England the benefit of the doubt, especially when it comes to
marginal decisions. This naming of decisions and chances as unlucky seems to suggest a
perspective in which England are owed something, in which they are the side who
deserve victory. This also seems apparent when Motson says,
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Well England laid one ghost didn’t they in the European
championships two years ago when they beat the Germans. It didn’t
really matter very much in the end unfortunately because of the
Romania game. There was then the 5-1 in Munich, so here’s a
chance today to put the record straight against another of the
leading nations; and, of course, to avenge that defeat in France ’98’
(Motson: 61:33).

The idea of putting the record straight suggests that England should be among the
leading nations and, the fact that we are not suggests a discrepancy between the belief we
are encouraged to have in ourselves and how we may be viewed by others. Or, as part of
this, it suggests a discrepancy between beliefs we are encouraged to have in ourselves
and an empirical reality. This also positions us as underdogs with potential and self-belief
that needs to be realised in order to put the record straight. But this self-belief is
constantly beset by its vulnerability to external ‘threats’ and ‘dangers’. The ‘threat’ and
the idea of avenging defeats by leading nations is perhaps more pertinent with regard to
the particular nations mentioned here as there are historical and political rivalries with
these nations, where military victories can be seen to have given ‘us’ a sense of selfbelief in the past. The symbolic supremacy gained through conflict is, perhaps, threatened
when we cannot mirror that dominance in a sporting context. Also, to avenge is, to use a
dictionary definition, ‘To vindicate by punishing a wrong-doer’ (Garmonsway, 1994).
The idea of avenging past defeats by Brazil or even Romania does not seem to have the
same congruity as when the term is used in reference to Argentina or Germany.
As the match moves on with England maintaining a one goal advantage, praise for
individual England players becomes more prominent. Whilst assessments in the second
half have been keen to note that ‘there’s a long way to go’ (Brooking: 54th minute), or
‘the job’s not done’ (Brooking: 60th minute), after the sixty-minute mark in the match
there seems to be something of a change. It is perhaps preparation for the narrative that
we may be ‘robbed’ if the result turns, emphasising how well players have been playing.
This also perhaps happens more because Argentina increase the pressure on England, so
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that the England team’s presence in the match is now very much as a defensive force. In
terms of setting the record straight, a (Moral? National? Football?), supremacy has
perhaps been perceived as established at this stage of the match and it is now this which
is threatened? In the sixty-third minute, Butt receives praise from Brooking, who says,

He was magnificent in that early half-an-hour’ (Brooking: 62:51)

Referring to this as ‘that early half-an-hour’ gives it an historical context of sorts,
but also, at a time when Argentina are dominating, it places the rest of the match in a
context in which England are deserving of victory. Rather than performances being good
enough ‘up to now’, the last phase of the match seems to be presented as if England have
already performed well enough to deserve victory. This allows the narrative to adjust and
take pride in the performance regardless of the result, and allows the conclusion of the
drama to be built around the fear of something being taken away from us. The praise
continues when Butt intercepts a pass intended for Gonzales:

Kily Gonzales. Oh, well done. What a match Nicky Butt’s having.
I’ve not seen him play as well as this for England (Motson: 63:25)

The positive performances of England players are praised, but also pleasure is
taken elsewhere. As Argentina make a substitution, taking off Gonzales, Brooking says,
‘I’m quite pleased with that. He’s done OK I thought’ (Brooking: 63:51). Pleasure can be
taken in players perceived as a threat to England being removed from the contest. It is
seen as a good sign for England, as Motson says:

Well, when you see Argentina taking off the likes of Veron and
Kily Gonzales you have to feel that England, psychologically, have
more than got the edge here. …It also means that, if they get an
injury, they’ll be playing with ten men, Argentina. And we’ve only
been playing – well, we’ve been playing nearly twenty minutes in
the second half. (Motson: 63:57)

161

The idea that England have a psychological edge is a palatable story for England
supporters, but from an Argentine perspective these substitutions have not been made in
order to weaken the side or concede defeat. However, ‘our’ commentary chooses to take
pleasure where it can, seeming also to instil the hope that an Argentine player will get
injured in the remainder of the match. With only twenty minutes played in the second
half, it’s a possibility that would further strengthen ‘our’ position. This is a rare, though
unsympathetic, consideration of Argentina’s potential vulnerability. Ironically, this
comes at a point when Argentina make changes to try and strengthen their own position.
Moments after the substitution, as Butt is penalised for a challenge with his foot
raised, Brooking says,

Yeah, it’s unfortunate those challenges. It’s automatically a free
kick but, I mean, it was a good challenge by Nicky Butt, but it’s a
dangerous area. It’s close enough to be a problem. (Brooking:
64:51)

Another decision against England mitigated and described as ‘unfortunate’, but
‘good’. It is described as being in ‘a dangerous area’ and a potential ‘problem’ as this
information is delivered from an England perspective. For Argentina, the free kick is
fairly awarded and is certainly not a ‘problem’ or ‘unfortunate’. When compared to Owen
receiving a free kick earlier, described as ‘promising’ (Motson: 13:13), the skewed nature
of the presentation is apparent. In neither situation is it stated overtly who the free kick
could be either ‘promising’ for or ‘a problem’ to, so that the comments superficially refer
to a situation, but also assume England support. When this free kick is taken, Scholes
blocks it and receives praise – ‘what a good block, Paul Scholes’ (Motson: 65:37).
Implicitly, this is ‘good’ because it averted the danger more than it being ‘good’ because
of the quality of the block.
What defines good play now is not necessarily good play per se, but play that
helps to maintain the current precious one goal advantage. This is partly because England
are currently not creating any chances of their own. In the sixty-eighth minute, Argentina
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are complemented on some of their build-up play, but the issue is really about the
vulnerability of England’s lead and our hope that it remains intact. Motson says,

Argentina moving the ball about quite well. Simeone was in there –
Aimar was in there! (Motson: 67:09)

His voice rises in volume and intensity as Aimar shoots over, although this is
perhaps more in panic than excitement. After a pause, Motson continues, ‘It was a
warning.’ Brooking responds, saying,

How twitchy is this? They worked it very well, you got to say. Just
had a couple of yards to get a shooting opportunity and, having
worked the space, I think Aimar should’ve done better. Got
underneath it. David Seaman not troubled to make a save but, as
you say, it was a warning. Just pegging England back at the
moment. (Brooking: 67:19)

The fear factor reappears with Brooking admitting his nervousness despite the
shot from Aimar being way off target. It is the perception that Aimar ‘should’ve done
better’ that promotes the worry that he could have done better. It is a warning about our
vulnerability where ‘their’ play is praised – ‘They worked it very well’ – but still framed
from ‘our’ perspective – ‘a warning’ (to ‘us’). It is ‘twitchy’, to borrow Brooking’s
expression, because ‘our’ position is tenuous and vulnerable. In this circumstance,
anything that relieves the pressure is praised or encouraged. In the seventieth minute, for
example, an England player is fouled and encouraged by Brooking to take advantage of
the situation. Motson says,

There’s Ashley Cole. Oh, he was going past Pochettino there ’til he
was brought down. (Motson: 69:02)

Brooking, talking over the replay, says
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Well Ashley Cole can stay down a little bit and get some treatment.
He got clattered – a reckless challenge really ’cos he didn’t make an
attempt for the ball. (Brooking: 69:11)

The idea that Cole can ‘stay down’ seems to seek to take advantage of the
situation in order to waste some time. This gamesmanship is perhaps part of football and
acceptable from ‘our’ players, but the moral high ground is taken when judging
Argentina’s players – ‘a reckless challenge really’. Motson also highlights the fact that it
was Pochettino who gave away the penalty as if he is some repeat offender, or that this
information aids our judgement. He says,

Well, Pochettino was the man who gave away the penalty and his
challenge there was, to say the least, untidy. (Motson: 69:27)

‘Untidy’ is probably the most that could be said about this challenge and nothing
is said of Cole rolling around on the ground until, when the referee turns his back, he
miraculously and immediately jumps to his feet without any sign of injury. This
challenge on Cole is also very tame in comparison to the two challenges Cole made
earlier on Ortega, but Cole is not admonished in any way by the commentary team for his
transgressions. The bias becomes even more clear as England prepare to take the
resulting free kick.
Brooking (69:39) says, ‘It would be rather nice if we got a second here’ as
Beckham prepares to take the free kick. Pochettino is not described as ‘unlucky’ to have
conceded this free kick, which is also not named as ‘dangerous’ as we do not need to be
concerned about any potential danger to Argentina. There is very little, if any, empathy
for Argentina’s perspective. Motson (69:40) merely responds, ‘Wouldn’t it just.’ The free
kick is taken and Sheringham heads the ball just wide. Brooking says,

It was a terrific back-header, only just drifted beyond the back post.
(Brooking: 70:02)
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‘Our’ chances are ‘terrific’, ‘theirs’ are ‘a warning’. Where Motson says it would
be ‘nice if we got a second here’, he names his and our perspective. ‘Our’ perspective is
also at the foreground when describing attacks for Argentina. In the seventy-first minute,
Zanetti, for Argentina, finds some space in the England penalty area and tries to play a
cross in, which is blocked by Campbell for England. For a moment it looked promising
for Argentina. However, Motson describes it by saying,

Zanetti’s there too. That was a bit desperate there for a moment. It
was Sol Campbell who got the block in’ (Motson: 70:30)

Although not overtly named this time, this is ‘desperate’ for ‘us’. Brooking
(70:36) concurs, saying ‘Vital block that’. It is, of course, ‘vital’ from ‘our’ perspective.
Moments later, as Argentina continue to put the pressure on, Motson (71:34) says,
‘Anxious this for England’. By extension this is anxious for Motson and an implied ‘us’
too. Likewise, when Sorrine has a cross cut out by Seaman and Brooking (72:02) says,
‘It’s important the keeper comes out takes that’, it is ‘important’ from the perspective
‘we’ are implicated in sharing.
Shortly after this, when Scholes commits a foul against Ortega, Brooking gives an
assessment of Argentina’s dominance that actually pays attention to ‘their’ perspective.
It does, however, frame this perspective as dangerous. Brooking, commenting as a replay
of the foul is shown, says:

This is their most dangerous spell, Argentina, in the match, I think,
up to now. They’ve just had a good five minutes and now – [as
Scholes’ is shown committing the foul] Ortega is always looking
for the free kick. (Brooking: 72:31)

Argentina are described as having ‘a good five minutes’, which pays attention to
their perspective, but this is framed within the idea that this is dangerous (for ‘us’). This
marks the distinction between perspectives, between them and us, in a more pronounced

165

way. Then Brooking questions the integrity of Ortega, making it sound like Ortega has
caused the free kick (‘always looking for the free kick’) and that England are unlucky to
have conceded it. The replay shows that Scholes’ challenge could definitely be described
as ‘untidy’, but again the England player escapes criticism.
England players not only avoid being criticised in the same ways as Argentina’s,
but they also receive praise more readily. As the resulting free kick is taken and an
Argentina header goes just wide, Motson (73:04) says, ‘Aimar floats it – oof!’ The ‘oof!’
exclaimed by Motson indicates how close the header was, but it does not get described as
‘terrific’, as Sheringham’s was moments ago, or as ‘desperately unlucky’, as Owen has
been on several occasions according to the commentary team. Rather, this moment is
seen as good play from England. Brooking says, as the replay is shown,

Teddy Sheringham did well there though John, in front of him,
look. Just clears Teddy Sheringham but he just does enough. He’s
[Pochettino] no chance of a clear header there.’ (Brooking: 73:17)

Sheringham receives praise despite not touching the ball and an Argentina player
being very close to scoring. As if to highlight the tension we are all implicit in sharing,
Motson refers again to the lunchtime audience, saying ‘Well, er, I think a little bit of
crockery might have been shaking on the table there’ (Motson: 73:26)
The tension is apparent because, as Brooking (74:00) says, ‘just the last few
minutes, they’ve been pegged back England’. However, it is not just the last few minutes
that England have been ‘pegged back’ (the same phrase is used at 67mins). Motson,
though, provides the counter-balance so that, as Argentina’s dominance is highlighted,
there is strength in this adversity for England. He says,

Certainly have. David Seaman comes to collect though from the
corner. He’s had a confident game tonight. (Motson: 74:05)

Affirming this, Brooking says ‘Faultless’ before Motson then seals the knot on
this judgement, saying ‘Absolutely’. Cavellero, for Argentina, to be fair, could also be
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described as having a faultless game, having saved everything except the penalty kick.
However, he does not receive such praise or consideration. Coming up to the half-hour
mark in the second half though, there is consideration for the first time of how the result
in this match might influence Argentina’s chances in the competition. Motson says,

Maybe a bit early to debate what this does to the group Trevor, but I
think we shall have to repeat the fact that, if England do win here, a
draw against Nigeria would see them safely through to the second
round. What would it do to Argentina if England win here?’
(Motson: 74:33)

This first mention of the permutations of the result to Argentina’s chances in the
rest of the competition is perhaps a moment to consider an Argentinean perspective.
Brooking, though, merely gives a concise answer, avoiding any opportunity to empathise
with their position. He says, ‘They gotta beat Sweden – a draw’s no good to them – they
have to beat Sweden in their last game.’ (74:45) Motson curtly responds ‘Right.’
Argentina continue to apply pressure, having the majority of possession. In this
situation a lot of the commentary has to take account of this, addressing Argentina’s
efforts. In doing this, though, these moments are regularly played out by commenting on
Argentina’s play and counter-balancing these observations by paying attention to
England’s position and perspective. Where the majority of the action involves Argentina
build up play, the commentary commonly reports on this in a matter-of-fact tone, naming
the players as they play the ball. However, as each attack is thwarted, it is the decisive
defensive work that receives the praise and is the subject of the more editorial style of
explication. In the seventy-seventh minute, Motson says,

Zanetti makes a run round the back and here comes Crespo. Well
covered, Ferdinand. (Motson: 76:13)

167

Brooking (76:18) adds: ‘Fantastic covering.’ An attack by Argentina equates to
‘Fantastic’ play from England again. As a replay of the same attack is shown, Brooking
then names it as terrific, saying,

Good early cross. Rio Ferdinand though anticipating the near post
got in front of his man – terrific play.

This ‘terrific play’ from Ferdinand was merely to kick the ball into touch. Whilst
his positioning was important, it can hardly be said that this is ‘terrific play’. Rather, if he
had not got the block in, this could have been considered poor play. In the same way,
from the resulting corner, Seaman is credited with making a decent save which would
have been appalling had he not have made it. The corner is taken and Pochettino has a
header that goes straight at Seaman. Motson says, ‘And it’s Pochettino again – off the
line!’ (Motson: 76:37) Brookings assessment is ‘Seaman – fantastic save.’ Although the
chance was saved off the line, Argentina are not said to be ‘desperately unlucky’. The
replay shows that the header by Pochettino is virtually straight at Seaman, although he is
not said to be ‘fortunate’ in the same way Cavellero was when saving from Sheringham’s
shot. Where derision is fit for Cavellero, Seaman is deemed worthy of praise. This seems
to reveal that, in the circumstances of this particular match at this particular time, great
play is defined by that which helps ‘us’ maintain ‘our’ lead. As Motson (77:00) says,
‘This is a really worrying spell for England’.
Here, as elsewhere of course, the meaning of the word ‘England’ seems quite
fluid, blurring the distinction between the team and the nation that, as viewers, we are
implicitly a part of. What is less fluid is the distinction made between us and them in
terms of where audience loyalties should lie. Motson (77:35) says, ‘Well, praise be to the
ponytail, Trevor, for that save on the line’ in reference to Seaman (whose hair was styled
in a ponytail at the time). Brooking (77:40) also gives praise to Seaman and, like Motson,
is clear that he does not want Argentina to score, saying: ‘I don’t care what he stops it
with – he’s been excellent.’
As the match nears its climax, there are fewer and fewer attempts made by the
commentary team to remain, or at least appear to be, neutral. In the seventy-ninth minute,
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for example, Motson sounds unconvincing when he alludes to England supporters as a
way of detaching himself from an opinion that reveals his bias. He says,

Well, it’s England with possession now and that’s a bit of a relief
after the last few minutes to be perfectly honest – for England
supporters.’ (Motson: 78:16)

There is something of a pause before Motson supplants ‘for England supporters’
at the end of this sentence. And, whilst this seems to be an attempt to remain impartial,
the phrase ‘to be perfectly honest’ is not something that may be said on behalf of others,
indicating that this is a relief to him as much as any other England supporter. Brooking,
also, is less guarded at this late stage of the match when it comes to revealing his
allegiances. When Owen is substituted for England and replaced by Wayne Bridge,
Brooking expresses a hope that ‘there’s not any injury or anything because we need him
later on.’ (Brooking: 79:29) This ‘we need him’ links Owen, Brooking and the audience
together as ‘us’.
This alignment of commentary team and audience, or implied nation, is fostered
more in the closing ten minutes of the match, as Motson and Brooking express the hopes
and tension they are feeling. In the eighty-first minute, when Brooking (80:42) says
‘Each minute seeming like five at the moment’, Motson concurs:

Oh isn’t it? Isn’t it just? I was just thinking people at home must
think that as well. I’m looking at the watch and no time seems to be
going by. We’re so close. (Motson: 80:45)

This binds together the concept of ‘us’ going through this experience together –
commentators and audience in synchronicity, hoping for the match to end and the result
to be sealed. ‘We’re so close’ also seems like some embedded statement – we are close to
the end of the match and at the same time there is a closeness, togetherness, in sharing
this experience. However, the commentators seem to thrive on building the drama and
tension in the closing minutes to the match, despite there being nothing overly dramatic
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to report on. The drama lies in the fear of what might happen, which is built on the
premise that we care about the result of the match. As an example, when Argentina have
yet another corner, Motson says:

They’ve really got to watch Pochettino. He’s got on the end of so
many of these (Motson: 82:15).

Despite Pochettino getting ‘on the end of so many of these’, he is not named as
unlucky at all. The idea of what ‘They’ve got to watch’ though is used here to highlight a
danger and is said in hope as much as it is an assessment of defensive responsibilities. It
points the viewer towards a particular threat that, as the corner is played, turns out not to
cause a problem. Motson says,

Oh, there’s a foul. Collina beautifully positioned to give the free
kick. Sighs of relief all round in the stadium from England fans and,
no doubt, back there. (Motson: 82:22)

This compliments the referee in order to validate the award of the free kick. Fans
in the stadium and the audience at home are aligned and there is the embedded suggestion
that there is ‘no doubt’ that those watching the BBC coverage want events to go in
England’s favour. Is this really likely to be the case for all viewers though, particularly
those from Wales and Scotland?
Following on from Motson’s quote above, and after all danger has been averted
for the time being, Brooking insists on re-emphasising the tension and danger posed by
Argentina. He says, as a shot of the Argentine manager Bielsa walking along the
touchline is shown:

Pochettino and Samuel are the two danger men, aren’t they?
They’re just knocking it toward the back there and, certainly, heart
in my mouth ’til we got that decision (Brooking: 82:33)
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Brooking is glad of the decision where ‘they’ are a ‘danger’ and ‘we got that
decision’. The action is not all that exciting here (a corner is taken, there is a lot of
activity in the penalty area as the ball is in the air and the referee’s whistle blows for a
free kick) but the commentary seeks out the tension in the situation, focussing less on
what is happening and more on what might or could happen. The viewer is framed as
caring about the result so that the final minutes, whether entertaining or not in football
terms, are gripping, especially when Argentina are still a threat and a danger to ‘us’. In
this sense, even when the situation does not threaten England too much, the threat of
being threatening is dangerous enough. As a long-ball is played forward to Lopez in the
eighty-fourth minute, Seaman collects the ball without any drama. Brooking says,

David Seaman staying cool. Claudio Lopez just looking dangerous,
isn’t he? (Brooking: 83:20)

As the match reaches its conclusion, without having yet heard the final whistle,
the commentary is unable to set the narrative of the match in stone. As such, during the
closing moments it takes its cues from the scenes in the stadium and the action on the
pitch, but cannot name England as winners yet. As scenes of England fans in the arena
are shown singing, clapping and cheering, Motson says,

Look at this. Five minutes away from what would be some
celebration, but we mustn’t take anything for granted. Argentina
have had more possession, as you’d expect, in this last twenty
minutes. (Motson: 84:32)

Anxiety, tension, drama and hope are highlighted as we anticipate an England win
and can be part of the celebration, but we are told that we cannot have it yet. The
meaning of England’s one goal advantage is deferred until an agreed moment of closure
is reached.
The production, in this last five minutes of the match, makes efforts to set the
scene again, much as it did prior to the match with the use of crowd shots – ‘look at this’
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– and shots of managers and substitutes watching on. This is partly due to the scrappy
nature of the end of the match with lots of stoppages, throw-ins, time wasting and players
trying to draw or commit fouls. Brooking adds in the fear factor, saying, ‘Remember
Ireland’s equaliser was in the ninety-second minute against Germany, so you just cannot
relax in any of these games.’ (Brooking) This seems to be a caution given to the audience
as much as the players. Also, although the tension Brooking and Motson are expressing
is, I believe, genuine, it helps to keep viewers glued to end of the match. What is now a
very piecemeal, scrappy climax to the game is lacking in entertainment value unless one
has a vested interest (which we are encouraged to have throughout) in one team over the
other.
As if to emphasise that we ‘mustn’t take anything for granted’ and ‘cannot relax’,
in the eighty-sixth minute of the match, Argentina are given an opportunity of sorts when
a loose ball is played in the England penalty area. Motson, reacting as the action unfolds,
sounds as if he is flinching at the possibility of Argentina scoring. He says:

Crespo tries to get Sorrine in. Ooh, and England were dwelling a bit
there – ooh – and it – Danny Mills rescues the situation – and
needed to. (Motson: 85:40)

The discomfort of the commentary team when Argentina have opportunities is
evident. When, moments later, Aimar has a shot, Motson responds to the action saying:
‘Now it’s Aimar – the shot’s on. Oh, well over’ (Motson: 86:07) Brooking (86:13),
providing the judgment, then makes a noise as if a chill is running down his spine and
comments, ‘Lean back and relax’, as there is a respite from the threat felt.
As the ball is retrieved for the goal kick to be taken, a number of shots from
around arena are shown, of Argentina fans clasping their hands together, of Bielsa, the
Argentina manager, pacing the touchline, of Eriksson characteristically looking
impassive, of England fans celebrating and some biting their nails. Motson asks,

Are they celebrating prematurely? We’re not yet, up here in the
commentary box – we’re too nervous. (Motson: 86:32)
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This sustains the anxiety, but also the anticipation now that the result feels more
imminent. And whilst the commentary team do not see fit to celebrate just yet, it is clear
that they identify with the English contingent in the crowd. Conversely, there is no
empathy for an Argentinean position, as exemplified when Motson (86:57) says ‘Look at
Veron’. Veron, having been substituted, is shown briefly on the sidelines looking
anxious, scratching his head, looking nervously around. There is no sense in which we
are encouraged to empathise, just ‘look’.
As the second half has progressed, the commentary team seems to have become
less and less objective. When England have a rare moment of possession, Motson asks,

Now, is there a break on for England with Wayne Bridge? Scholes
in support, Bridge goes again. This is Beckham. Oh, what a pity.
He’s given the ball away. (Motson: 88:08)

Motson is quite open in saying ‘what a pity’ when the move breaks down and,
likewise, when an Argentina attack breaks down shortly after, he is thankful:

Crespo in the middle, but that’s going to be David Seaman’s thank
you very much. (Motson: 88:23)

Motson is thankful that, for the moment the ball is safe and a worrying situation
has been averted. Brooking highlights the worry of the situation, managing to praise an
England player and take the opportunity to name some of Argentina’s play as bad. He
says, ‘Yeah, just a bit worried. Wayne Bridge made a great run. David Beckham, I
thought, might clip it over the top. It got cut out, but a bad cross there and David Seaman
taking his time.’ (Brooking: 88:28)
He names Bridge’s action as ‘great’, the Argentine cross as ‘bad’, but does not
make anything of Beckham’s bad ball that was the initial cause of Brooking feeling ‘a bit
worried’. When such banal moments of play are given value judgments by the
commentary team, unwilling to criticise the England team in any way and unwilling to
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empathise with Argentina’s struggle, it is unsurprising that this logic would lead to bad
feeling should the score change in Argentina’s favour. As the match approaches the
ninetieth-minute, Motson says

England are, what, one minute plus stoppage time away from
avenging the last two World Cup defeats by Argentina. (Motson:
88:39)

The word ‘avenge’ is used again, helping to sustain the rivalry even when victory
is in sight. Whilst the commentary would have us believe that England are setting the
record straight, what is actually set in place is ‘our’ unswerving support for a sense of
‘us’, justified by a result on a football pitch. The audience is primed to care about the
result even though, in the wider scheme of things, the result is fairly irrelevant. In terms
of national identity, it is the journey taken together that is relevant, the sense of
collectivity, shared hopes and desires. Hence, in the ninetieth-minute, Motson says ‘This
is so nerve-wracking. …And we are going into, well, the last 30 seconds of normal time.’
(Motson: 89:19) It is ‘nerve-wracking’ because Motson cares about the result and ‘we’
are implicated in caring too. ‘We are going into’ this nerve-wracking climax together.
As if emphasising that this match has been all about ‘us’, Brooking says

There’s not been one player that hasn’t given everything this
evening. They just deserve now to keep this scoreline.’ (Brooking:
89:35)

Although he says ‘There’s not one player that hasn’t given everything’, Brooking
is presumably referring only to the England team. They are, by implication, the only team
of consequence, now deserving victory. Unless, of course, he is suggesting that the likes
of Batistuta, Veron, Simeone, Zanetti, and so on, have given everything but still deserve
to lose!
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As the game reaches its conclusion, more scene setting shots are used, so that the
bigger picture is built up again. Rather than being merely confined to events on the pitch,
the game is put into a wider context. Motson says,

I don’t know what it’s like at home, but it’s so nerve-wracking here,
except that they’re [as the shot changes to show England fans
clapping, cheering and celebrating in the arena] they think it’s all
done and dusted and [as the shot changes to see the Argentina
coach, Bielsa, on the touchline, pacing with his hands on his hips
and looking at the ground] I think he might too, the Argentine
coach. Strictly speaking – look at those faces [as the shot shows
despondent Argentine fans in the crowd] – strictly speaking, there is
a minute more of stoppage time here in Sapporo. (Motson: 90:35)

Motson tries to link and empathise with the ‘home’ audience. This stands opposed
to the ‘look at those faces’, where there is no empathy for the Argentine fans, nor any
recognition of what Argentina have brought to the game.
As the ball is played into England’s penalty area and drifts out of play for a goal
kick, Brooking, who has commented mainly upon Motson’s comments or action shown
in replays, says ‘It’s too long.’ (Brooking: 91:30) Motson (91:32) responds, ‘Ha ha – I’ve
never heard a comment like that coming from you before but I was pleased to hear it.’
Brooking (91:37) says, ‘I was blowing from here.’ His comment – ‘It’s too long’ – is said
out of relief, rather than in his ‘Umpire’/Judge role. Motson is ‘pleased to hear it’ as it
signals that England are out of trouble again. Brooking, saying he was blowing – as if
willing the ball out of play – no longer feels, it seems, any need to appear impartial.
More scene setting shots are used as Seaman prepares to take the resulting goal
kick. Eriksson is shown sat down on the sidelines, Bielsa is shown still pacing, and Owen
is seen standing at side of pitch. A brief shot of Argentine fans is shown and then we see
Seaman run up to take his goal kick.
As Seaman takes the goal kick, the final whistle sounds and Motson says,
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England have beaten Argentina in the World Cup for the first time
since 1966 and have laid the ghost of 1986 in Mexico and 1998 in
France.

Motson’s closing statement seals the match as a story of redemption, avenging
previous defeats and drawing a line under them. He says, ‘8000 supporters jubilant in
Sapporo - Argentina defeated’. Brooking says of the players, ‘They’re all heroes’ and
mitigates the last fifteen minutes of the game by saying ‘but they defended superbly’.
Linking back to his opening themes and his earlier comment regarding ‘the charge sheet
show[ing] two hits each’, Motson says: ‘So, in World Cup matches, England now lead
Argentina three-two.’ This, in a sense, is presented as history rewritten and, in another
sense, purely a new chapter in the history books. Motson talks of how ‘a lot of scores
were settled’ and, after hailing the audience ‘back home’, says how ‘the England team
have done themselves justice.’ This is not ‘done themselves proud’, but ‘justice’. Scores
have been settled, England lead Argentina on ‘the charge sheet’, they have ‘laid the ghost
of 1986 …and 1998’ – that is justice, parity restored, and ‘we’ can all be proud to
identify with ‘our’ nation.

Post-match Analysis

The post-match coverage, much like the half-time analysis, is informed by the
result. In this instance, the England win allows for a jubilant post-match experience. The
same characteristics of bias in the text are apparent, but to an escalated degree. With the
opposition dismissed, English interests are paramount and everyone wants to be part of it.
The match ends with Motson setting the tone: ‘England have beaten Argentina in the
World Cup for the first time since 1966 and have laid the ghost of 1986 in Mexico and
1998 in France’.
There are congratulations all round as the match concludes. To the team, the
manager, the experts / pundits and us – the English. The potential heroes shown in the
build-up are now actual heroes. The potentially historical event is made historical.
Football matches are very rarely repeated but often referred to (as we saw earlier). Key

176

moments will be shown again and again, reflecting the story of the match. The postmatch period thus involves nailing down the narrative, getting the story straight so that
these key events act as mnemonics of the narrative. Where the build-up sets up the
possibilities for the unfolding narrative, and the half-time serves to sustain and reinforce
this, the post-match period seeks to seal it. It attempts to close off the narrative, make it
something known, to historicise it.
The sporting action is seen as the focus, spoken about in past tense or objectified.
Hansen says, as scenes from around the stadium are still being shown: ‘England were the
better team, they had the better players, they were better virtually in every department,
they should have won by two or three, it was one of the great performances.’
Note that he does not say that now England are the better team, that they have
better players. The final whistle ends the match, closes the sporting action, and the
narrative is contained within a specific time. But for the television viewer the post-match
analysis is still part of the event. When themes of national identification are raised this
serves the purpose of objectifying the event as well as objectifying the knowledge of
narratives of nation.
The post-match analysis is even more biased towards England than any other
moment. The penalty that was momentarily questionable at half time is now a definite
penalty – ‘No doubt it was a penalty’ (O’Neil). The bias is no longer anti-Argentinean; it
never really has been about engaging with any idea of being Argentinean, or openly
being xenophobic towards them. Rather it is the case that the coverage is not in any way
balanced, only really acknowledging the presence of one team. The presence of the
Argentina team and supporters seems only to serve the function of making us feel better
about ourselves. Before the coverage switches back to the studio from the stadium,
Motson provides a clear example of this as he is rounding up. He says:

I can only imagine those of you back home – well have another
drink please because this is one day when you can really say that
the England team have done themselves justice and we’re
…[chuckles] …really elated here Gary and I’m sure you must be
back there too
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As he is saying this, the crowd scenes being shown from around the stadium cut
to a shot of dejected and upset Argentina supporters. It is at this moment that Motson
sniggers, just before delivering the line that we are ‘really elated here’. The juxtaposition
between our joy and their grief is not worthy of reflection, for Motson, but certainly
deserving of a laugh. He actually sniggers at the downbeat mood of the Argentineans
during the match as, in the closing moments of the game, a crowd shot is shown and he
comments with a stifled titter and glee in his voice: ‘Look at those faces’.
The quotation above also illustrates how the nation really does change for
England world cup matches. Motson encourages the country – perhaps watching in pubs
having escaped from work – to ‘have another drink’. The England team doing themselves
justice is cause for English people to return to work en masse under the influence of
alcohol. Normally employees would get disciplined for such behaviour, but on occasions
like these it is somehow acceptable. The mood of the country changes – even the work
habits change as employers have to make arrangements for their employees to be a part
of the event. Even if people are not football fans, they would have found it difficult to
escape the event. As part of the English nation they are already implicitly part of the
event anyway. Garth Crooks, interviewing Eriksson pitchside after the match asks: ‘that
was a result the whole of England were waiting for, the whole of England wanted, you
must be delighted?’ The two statements are thinly veiled by a throwaway question at the
end so that an affirmative answer to the question validates the statements that precede it.
It works the same with the footage and topics chosen after the match. The lack of
Argentinean presence validates our presence and authority. The first direct mention of
Argentina after the match comes nearly fifteen minutes after it concludes (and after
comparisons between England and Brazil have been suggested). Even this mention of the
Argentinean side, as should be expected by now, is bordering on the derogatory. O’Neil
talks of the England victory as something that ‘might knock the arrogance out of
Argentina’. The Argentinean passages of play are again shown as ‘one or two scary
moments’ (Lineker) for England, where we ‘just done enough’ (O’Neil), exactly as it was
described during half-time.
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Essentially, the theme at the heart of this coverage is ‘us’. Wright, in response to
O’Neil’s question about his England support and why he gets scared during the matches,
says ‘it’s so important, Martin’. Wright gives off the impression that he feels the
importance for the players, but mostly he feels it as a fan. Lineker comments that viewers
at home or in the pub or office must feel the same. There is the expectation that what is
happening on the pitch or in the studio is being mirrored around the country. As if to
emphasise the significance of the event, it is, of course, reviewed. The main theme of this
post-match review that relates to ‘us’ is, along with the continued marginalising of the
opposition, the identification with the team as well as with individuals.
It seems that we should be identifying with the team – they did so well, ‘worked
together as a unit’, ‘determined’, ‘strong, resolute’ (Hansen). Even Beckham highlights
the team rather than individual performance, and he is not one to be shy of being the
focus. ‘Great effort by everybody… it was a magnificent team performance’ says
Lineker. The idea of collectivity comes across – this is all of us together (crowd scenes
from around the country are employed again showing the reaction to the full time
whistle) and this is what we can achieve. At the same time the experts also highlight how
individuals can play a key role. Lineker says ‘it’s very, very difficult to pick out one man
from England’s performance’ before the studio team hail Nicky Butt as man of the
match. By the time he says this (although he and others have already hailed the team
performance consistently) no less than ten individual players had been singled out for
individual praise. The praise for Beckham, who of course had doubts about his fitness, is
that ‘just having him on the pitch is great for the team’ (Hansen). Beckham gives the
players a boost, just as he does for the crowd, audience and nation. These figures are
given as icons to look up to and support (imposed from above and supported from
below). By showing crowds from around country at the full-time whistle, the community
aspect is emphasised. We were a part of this event; it was an event we shared. The
sporting event was about football, but the TV event was about ‘us’. As Lineker says after
the crowd scenes ‘all the country’s happy’.

Closing sequence
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The programme moves on to look at the next fixture (predicting an overoptimistic 5-0 score line against Nigeria), demonstrating the rolling calendar of sport (one
event’s end hails the start of another). Hansen concludes, and fixes the narrative of the
match, by saying ‘this will go down as one of the great world performances by England.’
We are told that the match will be re-run on interactive TV later that afternoon and that
the Nigeria match is ‘once again, only on the BBC’. The great event for England is great
for the BBC – in complimenting the players or the team they compliment themselves.
Wright’s final thought is ‘Told you so – that’s all I’ve got to say. I knew the boys would
come through and they did.’
They certainly did, and the euphoria that followed the match was directly
attributable to the events on a football field in Japan. The television coverage, however,
was responsible for transforming that event into a national event in England. Lineker
closes the show with the comment, ‘I think we all need a drink. And make mine a
Becks!’
The closing sequence has become the ubiquitous way of framing the sporting
event. The format is familiar – slow motion replays of key events from the match and key
players set to music. It is a distillation of the narrative – and nation is of course key here
too. It is a predictable format, containing shots of the crowd, the stadium, the national
anthem line up, plenty of footage of Beckham and Owen, Eriksson on the sideline, the
penalty incident, the goal being scored, goal celebrations, post-match celebrations, the
England flag, closing shot on Beckham. The closing sequence simply closes the
programme and makes it self-contained once more.

General Notes

In the above, the intention has been to concentrate on the properties of the text. To
this end the analysis has thus far been mostly descriptive, a gathering of evidence without
any sustained attempt to pursue the relevance of this information. The intention was
always to examine the properties of texts and pull out from them the national identitybuilding tools to synthesise later into the theoretical formulations set up in the earlier
chapters. The key features to note about this text, to take forward into the examination of
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television texts from other sports, are the features we might expect to be specific to
football.
The text examined here has a very English orientation, as opposed to British for
example. Football is also thought of as the national game and as such displays, perhaps
even more openly, more of an interest in matters of national identification. The
presentation of the programme is premised on the idea that the whole nation is behind the
team. Not only is the event one that has its significance in the football world, but also a
national appeal as a television and cultural moment or spectacle.
Emblematically football differs from other events, and it has been demonstrated
how the audience is framed as somehow part of the event. From the crowds in the
stadium to the audiences in public spaces around the country, the national community
aspect is perfectly visible. Even the domestic setting is engaged, with consistent
references to the ‘lunchtime audience back home’. The flag waving and support through
symbolic merchandise is there for all to see. There are only a few sports where supporters
follow the same dress code as the participants – imagine turning up to watch a boxing
match in trunks and gloves! In football, the links between the participants and the
audience are clear, and those links are maintained and reinforced by the narrative of
national identity. This defines ‘us’ as opposed to ‘them’, even if ‘them’ and ‘us’ are not
especially clearly defined in and of themselves. Significantly, though, there is a
demarcation between ‘us’ and ‘them’, with national identity being the subject that the
oppositional terms relate to.
Berger (1991) says of binary oppositions: ‘If you cannot find a subject that the
oppositional terms relate to, there is probably something wrong with them.’ (p.7) This
subject is not always overtly referred to in the text, but I hope that I have demonstrated
some of the ways that the binary between us and them is set up and sustained in this
particular text. The table below indicates some of the themes around which this
representation is manifested. The subject that the oppositional terms Us and Them relate
to is national identity, and polar oppositions concerning national characteristics are
apparent in the text, and these sustain this overriding binary.
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US

national identity

THEM

Honest

CHARACTERISTICS

Dishonest

Heroes

“

Villains

Humble

“

Arrogant

Winners

“

Losers

Underdogs

“

Favorites (formidable)

Heart (determined)

“

Mind (calculated)

These oppositions do not, of course, always occur in the text together, but rather
are the accumulation of representations through the text. With the honesty/dishonesty
opposition, the instances of penalty kicks being awarded in the previous encounter in
France ’98 have already been mentioned. With this 2002 match, Beckham is interviewed
pitchside after the match and talks of Argentina’s ‘antics’, which were overcome by a
team that ‘battled hard’. Eriksson talks of ‘deserving’ the victory in his interview. Good,
honest, hard work gets results seems to be the message. The Argentinean goalkeeper,
who reportedly told Beckham where to place his penalty, or Simeone, who tried to shake
Beckham’s hand as he prepared to take the penalty, are the examples of ‘antics’
highlighted by Beckham. The gamesmanship characteristic is akin to cheating and is a
characteristic of ‘theirs’ and not ‘ours’. Motson also talks of ‘avenging the last two World
Cup defeats by Argentina.’ (88m) To avenge is, as has been mentioned earlier in this
chapter, to position Argentina as ‘wrong-doers’ (Garmonsway, 1994) who need to be
punished.
The heroes/villains and humble/arrogant oppositions are related, as ‘our’ heroes
are humble whilst ‘they’ are the arrogant villains. The supposed ‘villainy’ of Argentina
has been addressed already, but their arrogance is given as implicit throughout the
coverage, starting with shots showing the team dancing on the bus prior to the match.
After the match, O’Neil comments on an ‘apparent arrogance’ from Argentina because
they had announced their team two days prior to the match. O’Neil’s interpretation of this
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is that Argentina felt that whatever England team they faced would not be able to beat
them. By contrast, the England players show humility by refusing to take individual
credit and praising the team’s performance for their victory. It is also made clear that the
England team, although leading the match with less than five minutes remaining,
‘mustn’t take anything for granted’ (Motson: 84:42). ‘Their’ supposed ‘heroism’ is
shown mainly pictorially at the end of the match as the England players are seen in head
and shoulder shots, arms aloft, celebrating, acknowledging the crowd, congratulating
each other. Brooking comments, ‘They’re all heroes, they all played their part.’ In
contrast the Argentineans are shown in understandably downbeat mood, dejected and
leaving the pitch. They are only really shown coincidentally in shots that aim to show
English jubilation. The English team’s success is highlighted and the Argentineans
disappear out of sight and, for almost all of the post-match period, out of mind it seems.
The opposition of Winners and Losers as it relates to Us and Them is clearly
determined by the result of the match. In the previous encounter in 1998, where
Argentina won, the opposition was reversed, but not the other characteristics. Beckham,
rather than the hero he was in Japan, was a national hate figure but the team were praised
for working hard. Despite the result the team had outstripped expectations as the match
went to extra-time and penalties. The overall message was that ‘We was robbed’, we
deserved the victory but were hoodwinked by a nation of cheats. (Not only can our team
stand for the whole country, so opposition teams can be made to represent xenophobic
views about theirs.) This stands in contrast to the Japan/Korea World Cup when, after
exiting the competition following defeat by Brazil The Guardian ran the headline ‘This
time we wasn’t robbed.’ (22/06/02: p.1) The team did not deserve the victory and that is
why we did not win against the Brazilian team. It was a lack-lustre departure from the
competition, but perhaps because we have no historical or political bones to pick with
Brazil, the moment seemed to be treated as a moment of sadness and reflection. There
was no call for Eriksson’s dismissal and there were no hate figures in the press. The
Brazilians had not cheated and Seaman took on the mantle of responsibility, apologising
to the nation. The distinction to be made is that, with Argentina, when losing to them we
were able to point fingers and call them cheats or able to single out one English player
who let us down. With Beckham’s castigation the nation and the team were closely tied
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and Beckham was the outsider. Win, lose or draw against Argentina, England are
represented in dominance, with positive characteristics as opposed to ‘their’ negative
ones.
The import of all this is that the binary that exists between ‘them’ and ‘us’ is
sustained across more than one event. It is a continual narrative, a historical rivalry of
nations and of football teams and individuals within them. What is clear is that, whether
we win or lose, the opposition remains. If we lose, their (perceived or supposed) negative
qualities are brought to the fore, but in the case of the 2002 World Cup match the
England win allows our positive qualities to be emphasised. In this sense the binary
between them and us is historical and continuous as well as immediate.
In this match the binary between them and us certainly exists but is very much
characterised by imbalance, as our positive characteristics and our interests are brought to
the fore far more than negative Argentinean characteristics. In this sense the opposition is
distorted by the context of possible victory when leading the match. The commentators
do not need to negate an England deficit by judging Argentina, but rather affirm
England’s dominance by neglecting Argentina’s performance. This is apparent when
looking at the final two oppositions in the table above – underdogs/favourites and
heart/mind. These final two oppositions are really pseudo-oppositions and part of the
same representation, as underdogs need heart, spirit and desire to overcome the
favourites. The opposition between hearts and minds is not a true opposition as one is not
the antonym of the other. Likewise, underdog is not strictly the opposite of favourite,
except of course in a two horse race. But these themes are seemingly used as oppositions,
related to the Us and Them binary where we have one set of characteristics and them
another. Determination is very much represented as our characteristic (‘Bulldog spirit’,
‘refused to give in’ – O’Neil; ‘England have just got to dig in there’, ‘up against it’,
‘backs to the wall isn’t it’ – Brooking; ‘strong, resolute’ – Hansen; ‘we played with a big
heart’ - Eriksson).
The opposition here is not really between hearts and minds, although there is
evidence to show England represented as having heart and Argentina represented as
being more calculated. The opposition is not really between underdogs and formidable
opponents, although Argentina we are told a number of times were the favourites to win
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the World Cup. The opposition is between ‘them’ and ‘us’, both on the pitch and in terms
of the latent content, and is expressed with the use of simple characterisation biased
towards the England team. So the opposition between ‘them’ and ‘us’ is used to tell us
everything about us and nothing about them. Our actions and motives are highlighted and
theirs’ ignored. The construction of a version of us comes from differences, but the most
important of these differences is that we are represented as important and they are not. As
an example of this – and this is something that pervades the whole ninety minutes of
commentary – we see moments of Argentinean attack as moments of English defence.
Motson says, ‘This is a really worrying spell for England.’ He does not choose to say that
this is a strong period of play for Argentina, or use the opposition to ‘worrying’ – a
reassuring spell for Argentina.
In this phrase – ‘This is a really worrying spell for England’ – we also see the
slippage between a team and nation. Whilst it might be a period of play which would
concern England players and coaching staff, by extension and implication it is also the
nation that should be worried. The audience has been brought to the match, has been told
who to identify with. There is no question that there would be any concern about
Argentina if they were under pressure, so the audience is made aware of where their
loyalties should lie. This is a clear way in which national identity is presented through
television sport. Of course, to argue that this slippage is ‘natural’ or inevitable is valid –
we call the England team ‘England’ and they are supposed to be representing their nation.
But this does nothing to diminish the impact of this slippage and I would argue that, by
virtue of this inevitability the impact is greater and more subtle.
The analysis is not concerned about ‘effects’ but about properties of the text that
allow viewers to identify. The slippage between naming eleven football players and
naming a nation is an example of banal nationalism. It is part of the fabric of texts of this
kind, and whilst there is audience freedom to choose identity, there is little textual
freedom here. A sporting moment is very successfully transformed into a cultural
moment and, of course, the viewer may be well aware of this feature of sports reporting.
And whilst a viewer is more likely to watch for pleasure than with the intention of
purposefully constructing their identity from that text, it cannot be denied that the viewer
is invited to identify with the team and by extension representations of national identity.

185

There is the construction in the text of an imaginary ‘we’ or ‘us’. The carefree slippage of
terms and icons (where meaning is in process and deferred) demonstrates the creation and
sustaining of associations. It is an example of synecdoche, where the part is standing for
the whole. ‘We’ are England and England is us. Through consumer items – hats and flags
etc. – individuals live into these narratives and contribute to them. It is ‘the process of
collective identification with a common object which is accompanied by identification of
individuals with each other’ (Easthope, 1999: p.22).
At the same time as processes of national identification are in evidence,
advertisers and sponsors also make efforts to associate themselves with such events.
Global sporting events obviously receive worldwide media coverage, so it makes
marketing sense to place your logo prominently in front of hundreds of millions of
potential customers and consumers. It is perhaps all the more effective when significant
sections of that audience are concurrently receiving messages about who they are as part
of a collective. The viewer is free to reject or ignore the messages transmitted, and the
arguments about the direct correlative effects of advertising are well known. A person
who sees a Coca-Cola placard is not necessarily going to purchase the product
immediately, but viewers and consumers become aware of associations. Viewers and
consumers get to know the hierarchy of symbols and what they represent – good times,
fun, enjoyment, youth, enrichment. Coca-Cola once used the slogan ‘You Can’t Beat The
Feeling’, which of course does not ring true in many comparisons. The first tingling
feelings of love, exiting an aeroplane and parachuting 20,000 feet through the clouds to
the ground below, scoring a goal in the World Cup against Argentina, would all perhaps
rival the thought of having a glass of Coke, regardless of how chilled and carbonated the
vegetable extracts are. Would David Beckham have preferred a can of Coke to scoring in
Sapporo? It is unlikely – and no more likely that he would prefer Pepsi either! The
narratives are nonsense, as are the narratives of nation, but we learn the language of this
created reality and negotiate them into our lives.
Signifiers and narratives carry potential, so the process of negotiation is integral
to the process of moving from text to identity. When a part represents the whole, or a
symbol represents a nation, the audience can not only identify with that part or symbol,
they can be that part which represents an ‘imagined’ us – they can actively project
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themselves into collective narratives and be a part of it. The audience can ‘buy into’ their
national identity, just as consumers of Coca-Cola can buy into the myths associated with
the product. It does not make these myths real, but they are actual and clearly projected
through television sports. Television sports are not the only place where projections of
national identity exist, so a televised football match is one instance amongst many.
Previous encounters, news reports, newspapers, political discord between nations are part
of a greater number of texts and discourses that impact upon the specific text under
scrutiny. These are then part of the wider picture of life, texts and experiences through
which we construct our individual identities and, therein, our national identities. All texts
and all lives are intertextual and social. The viewer has to be active in constructing their
identity, and the Argentina-England match cannot be viewed as hypodermically effective
– otherwise individuals are subjecting themselves to somebody else’s truth.
The ‘truth’ that is given in this match regarding national identity has an
obviousness to it. Much like the codes and conventions of advertising, the language of the
television sports text is a familiar one and the construction of national identity through it
is likewise visible, conventional and one we have become accustomed to. There is an
overarching principle that it is wholly positive to be one of ‘us’, but this ‘us’ is not
particularly clearly defined (again like the mystical properties of products represented
through advertisements). The questions of gender and ethnicity are not overtly part of this
construction – we are not told of boundaries where people belong or do not belong
because of their race, sexuality or gender. However, the fact that football, like many
sports, is dominated by male competitors and viewed by a predominantly male audience
points to a more masculine conception of nation perhaps. To suggest though that because
there is no overt attempt to exclude sections of society from a conception of nation does
not necessarily mean that this text is not loaded. Although named as ‘us’ without recourse
to gender or ethnic values, the construction of an ‘us’ which does focus around imagery
of men, commentated by men and presented by men suggests a gap in the construction.
Where there seems to be no opposition in the text, the suggestion might be of a fluidity of
meaning because of a lack of definition and representation. In terms of an audience
negotiating the boundaries of national identity, there is the need for some to negotiate
more than others. Whilst there is no clear statement of ‘this is not us’, there is a
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dislocation between a representation that is socially distorted and the idea of an allencompassing ‘us’. To identify we need to recognise ourselves in the Other, so it is
essential that we later ask the question of what happens to national identification when
that otherness is not representative.
This socially distorted representation of ‘us’ is not the only distortion in the text.
The use of replays in the match is sometimes used as evidence to support a perspective,
and therefore purports to contribute to the overall desire to know truth and obtain
certainty. In the infamous incident involving Maradonna at the 1986 World Cup the
replay was used to confirm that Maradonna, and not God, had used his hand to score his
first goal against England. Televised football matches now offer the viewer a plethora of
details and statistics, whether as on-screen graphics or as part of an interactive service. In
the interactive services, viewers can choose from an array of camera angles, a player-cam
option, view highlights of the match so far, look at League or Group positions, have a
ticker-tape style in-vision news service on the match, view team and individual statistics
and more. The level of viewer control has increased as an experience of television
watching evolves. Digital services, we are told, give us choice – but the changed viewing
experience is due to changes in production. The viewer is empowered it seems, but with
an event like Argentina-England it is available on free-to-air terrestrial TV, so this choice
over interactivity is about the programme content rather than programme choice.
However, those elements a viewer can control are also mediated. Moreover, the elements
which the viewer can control are generally what we have referred to as the manifest
action – the latent content is still significant, even if slightly different (e.g. if watching
BBC1 coverage with Radio 5 Live commentary).
With the World Cup match in question, the BBC did not use pop-up on-screen
graphics to highlight statistics throughout the match. Graphics were used to clarify player
names, substitutions, bookings and goal scorer. In this sense the graphics were
unobtrusive but still had a purpose – to allow the coverage to flow and be informative.
The audience never has to remember the score as it is always on-screen. If we miss a key
moment, the commentary will alert us and we can view it again, probably from a number
of angles and maybe even in slow motion. The audience is invited to be active, but given
little need to be, especially when Brooking provides his judgements over the top of
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replays. The work on the manifest content is being done for them and, if a contentious
issue arises then the viewer has the tools to decide for themselves. We can debate
whether a ball crosses a line for decades, or whether a penalty should be given but what is
not questioned is where ‘our’ loyalties lie. As with the two examples discussed earlier of
players committing fouls with their arms (Batistuta on Beckham and Beckham on
Gonzales), there is the appearance of an overall desire to know the truth (or at least
present or report the truth). However, the evidence suggests, as we saw above, that
actually what happens is the creation of ‘our’ truth through replays. With Maradonna’s
famous handball in 1986 the audience was able to see through the replay that it occurred,
so any debate regarding the manifest content is resolved. However, the latent content is
not resolvable just from the pictures – for the English this was treated as a moment of
cheating by the underhand Argentineans, to the Argentineans it was a moment of divine
inspiration (the ‘Hand of God’).
It is through moments like these that a binary opposition between them and us is
set up and sustained. Where there is the superficial appearance of obtaining certainty
about a football matter, where the viewer is invited to take a closer look at what has
happened, we find the more subjective moments of sports coverage revealing itself. This
is where manifest content is discussed as-if objectively, but with a definite undercurrent
of describing and providing latent content that is far from objective. The binary between
them and us is linked to the overall intention to know the truth, or at least to take on the
appearance of a valid representation, but actually making this ‘our’ truth.
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CHAPTER SEVEN – Boxing
Big Time Boxing - Jane Couch vs. Liz Mueller, 19/08/00, Sky Box Office.

This fight featured as part of the build-up to a Naseem Hamed fight (also part of
this analysis) shown on Sky Box Office (19/08/00). As such, it was a pay-per-view event,
which was on in the early hours of the morning in the UK. Compared to the EnglandArgentina match then, the audience is much less representative of the nation, attracting a
specifically boxing audience. This production is therefore a boxing event much more than
it is a national or cultural event. However, the themes of national identification still enter
the equation.
The commentary and framing of the fight are key to the significance of this event.
There is nothing in the footage that is visually significant to national identity, except as it
relates to the commentary, and therefore to identification. The flag waving noted and
presented in the football footage is not apparent here, and crowd shots are not used.
Sponsorship is also of a different kind in boxing, as the television coverage is
concentrated on a small area of the boxing arena. Whilst the ring does contain
advertising, in this instance the main advertisements concern the imminent release of a
computer game featuring Naseem Hamed. In this sense the whole event builds up to the
main attraction which, aside from the sporting endeavour, is an opportunity to consolidate
the branding of a sports person. There is certainly a polarisation in potential earnings in
boxing between those at the top of the game and those lower down the bill. It really
seems to be an assertion of the self, both physically and in market terms. Both fighters in
this match have their name on the waist-band of their shorts, with Jane Couch also having
fightshow.com (her own website) on hers. Any fighter who is not at the top of the bill is
aspiring to get there. As the programme moves to coverage of the Jane Couch fight, Paul
Dempsey, presenting, aptly demonstrates this, saying:

Naseem Hamed top of the bill at featherweight tonight, but
before that another major featherweight fight coming up,
featuring Juan Carlos Ramirez, a young man on the way up.
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The viewer knows who the main attraction is – literally who is in dominance – but
Jane Couch is significantly outside of this sphere. There is no way she could possibly
topple Hamed because of their differing genders, so the assertion of her identity – and in
a much more restricted sense, her brand – takes on a different significance.

Marginalised opposition

The build-up to the Naseem Hamed fight, as mentioned, is centered very much on
the main attraction. The first real mention in the programme of Jane Couch happens less
than three minutes before the footage of her fight begins. Following on from a feature on
the main attraction the attention turns to Couch with presenter Dempsey saying:

also featuring in the build-up to Naseem Hamed tonight, another
big puncher, but this one is a lady. It’s Britain’s lady boxer, Jane
Couch.

Before her name is even given, Couch’s status is prefaced firstly by her gender
and then by nationality. She is notably not on the way up, because there is no real
pinnacle to aspire to (other than the plateau she occupies by being ‘allowed to’ box).
Dempsey, when saying the word ‘lady’, is looking directly at the camera and, eyes wide
open, he nods and raises his eyebrows. This seems to emphasise that there is a word that
sticks out in the sentence, highlighting that which is not the norm, setting her apart from
the core of the boxing world. The patronising tone and the repetition of the word ‘lady’
are used as if to explain – like a boxer, but different. It is as if the two concepts have
never met before, even in the realms of possibility.
There is also a certain irony, as well as the obvious condescension, in the word
‘lady’. The word has so many undertones of prescribed behaviors, suggestions of very
fixed gender roles. And yet, the position that Couch occupies seems so directly opposed
to any idea of ‘ladylike’ behavior. Interestingly though, there is a ‘Ladies and Gentlemen’
ethos to the presentation with the studio team, set up with presenter and three pundits to
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their right in the generic fashion, all wearing dinner jackets and bow-ties. This seems to
embody the image of the gentleman, but perhaps not the gentle man. All the pundits are
either current or former boxers, and are known for their fighting. The master of
ceremonies in boxing also addresses the audience as ‘Ladies and Gentlemen’. Perhaps, in
some way, this distances boxing from accusations of brutality to present the sport as the
noble art. Arguably, it has the effect of seeming old fashioned rather than traditional or
noble.
Perhaps because of implicit values that say it is not noble for a woman to box, it
causes discomfort in the boxing world. The perceived nobility in boxing perhaps comes
from a patriarchal idea of protecting women. For many years Couch had to go through
legal proceedings in order to gain a license to box. Among other spurious reasons to
refuse Couch a license were justifications based around protecting her, although these
were thinly veiled prejudices. Boxing, probably far more than any other sport, sets stall
by the idea of ‘being a man’, so Couch not only challenges ideas about femininity, she
also raises questions about masculinity.
The fact that gender is worthy of mention in the case of Couch highlights how
masculinity is the default representation of sports people. (Liz Mueller, who eventually
wins the fight, is described as putting in ‘a good workman like performance’.) This is
visible in athletics (among many sports) where the women’s events precede the men’s – a
structured hierarchy of events (Whannel, 1992, p.19). The men’s event is set up as the
main attraction. It is also noticeable in the words ‘sportsman’ and ‘sportsmanship’, which
are commonly used, whereas ‘sportswoman’ is rarely heard. In the football footage there
was no effort at making it a gendered representation. This suggests that it had no need to
be gendered and that there is no problem with eleven men representing all of us. If
television sports present configurations of national identities, and encourage
identification, then this raises questions about what sort of us is being represented. Is
there a hierarchy of potential positions to be occupied through sporting identification?
The intention in the research is not to try to map out representations of national
identity, or to name it. The emphasis is on the ways in which we can negotiate our
identities, on the processes of identification. The issue of gender in boxing raised here
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therefore feeds into the work on football to show how textual properties do not allow for
limitless choice when it comes to identification.
If we think of binary oppositions as giving rise to meaning, in football there was
no real opposition to the male dominated representation of national identity, except
cursorily in crowd shots. Just as English concerns blocked out Argentinean
representations, there was no room and perhaps no perceived need to counter-balance the
given representation from a gender perspective. For Couch though, she is given meaning
and limited validation because she provides that opposition. She lives into that space that
questions the dominant representation. In this sense she is marginalised; she represents
and is an example of resistance to given representations of gender in boxing.
There is a narrative within this programme, in this section incorporating Couch’s
fight, that appears to seek to challenge perceptions. However, whilst this fight was the
first women’s boxing match to be shown live on British television, the production in
many respects succeeds in setting women’s boxing in its own inferior category.
A short pre-bout interview demonstrates this underlying marginalisation, despite
giving Couch a voice. The caption that appears on screen demonstrates the preoccupation
with gender. It reads: ‘Jane Couch Women’s World Champion’. Whilst accurate enough,
it could simply have been: ‘Jane Couch World Champion’. During the fight, captions
come on screen saying ‘six rounds women’s lightweight’ when, again, the gender aspect
does not need to be specified. For other fighters with championship credentials a different
category of classification is normally specified – middleweight, heavyweight etc. Couch
and Mueller, of course, are seen to occupy a category all of her own, defined in relation
(because different) to their male counterparts.
As coverage of the fight is about to begin, having moved visually from the studio
to the boxing arena, Dempsey introduces the narrative thread. He says: ‘this is Jane
Couch’s chance to earn respect’. It is the equivalent of the setting up of the ‘cometh the
hour…’ narrative in the England football match, except this is not ‘cometh the man’.
Therein lies a certain discomfort within the presentation of this sporting narrative, which
therefore makes it a cultural narrative.
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Earning respect

If indeed this is Couch’s opportunity to earn respect, the first question that needs
raising is whose respect. From a purely sporting perspective, the issue of earning respect
stays firmly in the ring, but with this fight a different narrative seems to be at work. The
narrative thread that runs through the piece is about respect, but is not related to either
winning or losing the fight. Couch says in her pre-bout interview:

it’s difficult with the women’s boxing ’cause we’re all like
pretty much on a same level. We’re all …there’s no-one really
outstanding and we’ve got the bad one’s like the Mia St. Joans
and the fighting daughters who can’t fight and then you’ve got
Liz Mueller and myself

The fighting daughters referred to here are the daughters of George Foreman and
Mohammed Ali, who Couch believes discredit women’s boxing by making it a curiosity
event. The two daughters give the opportunity for promoters to set up another AliForeman event, making money off the names whilst more dedicated fighters receive less
recognition. Couch therefore sets herself, and her opponent Mueller, apart from what she
perceives as a publicity stunt. She attempts to literally situate herself within, or between,
existing narratives. She sets her event up by promoting the serious competitive element.
Continuing, Couch says of her opponent that:

I believe she’s a bigger puncher than me, she’s more knockouts
on her record but, I don’t know, I just can’t really say ’til the
night. I can’t really predict what’s gonna happen.

This last quotation demonstrates how the narrative is not about the winning or
losing of the event, as no-one (not even Couch) knows much about the opposition. When
Couch says ‘I believe she has a bigger punch’ followed by the ‘I don’t know’, ‘can’t
really say’ and ‘can’t really predict’, it reveals how little is known about female boxers.
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Couch is, to an extent, blind to her opponent’s abilities, strengths and weaknesses, as
there has not been television coverage available of Mueller.
As there is little knowledge of either fighter, earning respect is not set up as
‘setting the record straight’ in terms of a rivalry between the boxers. Where Dempsey
says ‘this is Jane Couch’s chance to earn respect’ this seems to be about earning respect
for women’s boxing. However, this respect, is to be earned in the limited context of a late
night boxing specific audience. It is to be earned within the sport, rather than in any wider
cultural context. In interview, Couch wants to distance herself from other fighters who
she perceives as fighting for the publicity. She wants to be respected as a sportsperson,
not as a celebrity or a novelty. Within this narrative though, of earning respect for women
in boxing rather than women on the whole, is a demonstration of how narratives of
Englishness can be limited.
Television sports can present configurations of national identity. Frank Bruno, for
example, has been thought of as a national hero, but there are few female national
sporting heroes. Englishness is, in this sense, a very male oriented representation as it is
expressed through sport. Couch demonstrates in this narrative how female sports stars
continually have to earn respect. Whilst legislation may be in place to safeguard political
and legal rights, through culture, which we have identified as a sphere through which
national identity is attained, there is still some element of the glass ceiling. Even sports
that are dominated by female competitors are still those sports that emphasise the
feminine (gymnastics, figure skating as examples). Representations of national identity
through television sports can therefore be limited.

Textual links to national identity

The Couch-Mueller fight gives the extreme of attitudes towards women in sports,
the sphere so often given as representative of who we are as a nation. Different texts offer
varying opportunities to gain an understanding of national identity. In this text, it is easy
to read a very masculine view and, perhaps, difficult not to. Contact sports, whether
football, boxing, rugby, are often referred to as ‘a man’s game’. For incidents in football
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matches that are not quite violent or manly enough, the phrases ‘handbags at dawn’,
‘handbags at twenty paces’, or the abbreviated ‘handbags’ has become common place.
Our own relationship to national identity, then, must be affected by which texts we
choose to attach to, which texts we recognise ourselves in, unless we suppose textual
effectivity. Membership to the us-group is often given the context of national identity, but
in the presentation of this fight, whilst national identity is employed as a device for
audience identification, women seem only to have token membership.
In the football coverage analysed there were many uses of the words ‘us’, ‘we’
and ‘ours’. In this coverage, however, the audience is not framed in this way. This is
perhaps because Couch is an individual competitor rather than a team, and also because
she is not overtly representing the nation. There is a sense, though, that particularly when
boxers fight abroad they are portrayed as representing their country. The use of
synecdoche may not be apparent in the coverage of this fight, but there is still the
prioritising of the British over the American competitor. Whilst Couch’s pre-fight
interview is short and her fight a small part in a larger event, it is notable that she is
interviewed and her opponent is not. The interviewer says to Couch, on the subject of her
opponent Mueller: ‘talking to her she seems really confident’. The suggestion is that an
interview might have taken place with Mueller, but was not broadcast. Couch, in her
interview, perhaps in an effort to connect with a ‘home’ audience gets to say, ‘I think me
and Naz are going to come back to England victorious’. Though the presentation never
gets overly enthusiastic about Couch connecting with the ‘home’ audience, she does at
least have more exposure than her opponent.
The commentary team for the fight, Adam Smith and Jim Watt, do establish
Couch’s credentials in nationalistic terms. Smith says: ‘Jane Couch, the most famous
British female boxer’. This gives us a contrast to the initial introduction to the fight, when
Dempsey introduced her as ‘Britain’s lady boxer’, as if she was the only one. However,
the word ‘female’, just as the ‘lady’ that went before, sees a raise in the pitch of the voice
to accompany its utterance. Couch is also initially presented as the most famous British
female boxer, which seems to prioritise niche notoriety over any ability. Relating the
commentary to the pictures, Smith notes Couch’s smile and says she is ‘really enjoying
her stay over here’. Of course this may well be accurate, but it is not something that is
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likely to be said with regard to a serious competitor. This might suggest that Couch, a
professional athlete, is being treated as if she is in the ring with the maxim: it’s not the
winning, but the taking part that counts. Jim Watt, in contrast to Smith, opens up by
talking of Couch’s commitment and boxing credentials, only to spoil it by adding a
warning about her opponent who he describes as a ‘little girl’. The fight begins with
Smith saying:

we start the build up to arguably the finest male British boxer in
Prince Naseem Hamed with his good friend, without question
the finest female fighter from our shores, it’s the Fleetwood
Assassin and colourful character, Jane Couch.

Even though the gender aspect seems to get in the way of normal proceedings, so
that words like ‘lady’ and ‘female’ need to be added in, there is still the emphasis on
‘our’ competitor. It is Couch, not Mueller, who is the focus of the presentation. It is
Couch who is named more often, whereas Mueller is regularly referred to as ‘the
American’. At the end of each round, the footage concentrates on Couch going to her
corner. The breaks between rounds act as little moments that offer the opportunity to
frame the event. After the first round comes a reintroduction to the competitors, with
Couch’s corner shown first. When a replay is used after the second round the action is
presented from Couch’s perspective. Watt says, ‘you can see the way Mueller is making
her work all the time’. Whilst Mueller is named, our eyes are clearly supposed to be on
Couch. After round three, the replayed action clearly shows Mueller’s dominance, but
this power is prefaced as ‘the problem’ for Couch. Following the fourth round, the
camera follows Mueller to the corner for the only time, as the action seems to call for an
adjustment in the narrative. It seems clear that Couch is not going to win the fight, so her
opponent’s attributes are accentuated.
The narrative seems to change at the end of the fourth round, from aligning our
hopes with a British victory to associating with more familiar English characteristics.
Mueller is described as ‘a brilliant athlete’, much as Argentina’s brilliance was always
held in reserve for the possibility of an English defeat in the football coverage. Of Couch
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it is said ‘full credit’ to her. Smith says, ‘She’s always had a lot of heart, Jane Couch.’
This change of narrative still manages to keep within the overall narrative of ‘respect’,
which an implied British audience might want to support in the broader sense of national
pride, but the gender issue again creeps in. Watt says: ‘anybody who disagrees with
women’s boxing is entitled not to like it, but you can’t fault this one for excitement,
endeavour and a little bit of technique thrown in.’
The endeavour and the heart are familiar British traits in sporting representations,
but it seems that this is the limit to which our admiration should go. After all there is only
a little bit of technique which just happens to be thrown in. As for being entitled not to
like women’s boxing, familiar perceived British characteristics are acceptable but
challenging perceived gender roles is not, it seems. If someone who is a fan of boxing
does not like women boxing then the representation here respects that bigotry and is not
prepared to challenge it.
Couch is described as ‘a long way from home’ as she comes to the corner before
the final round. Throughout the actual fight, the commentary is governed primarily by the
action, but the shift in narrative, from hopes of a victory for us to our characteristics in
defeat, also displays itself here. In the opening two rounds, Couch’s nationality is not
mentioned and Mueller’s name is used less frequently. Mueller is mostly referred to as
the ‘she’ who is opposed to her named opponent, or called ‘the American’ or ‘Liz
Mueller from Connecticut’. In round 3 onwards, Mueller becomes a more personified
character, being named as an individual. As Couch’s grasp on the contest slips, she is
described as ‘Jane Couch from Lancashire in England’ (in case a British television
audience were unsure of the location of Lancashire). Later in the round, notably when she
is struggling, Smith describes her as ‘Britain’s Jane Couch, trying to fend her off.’ In
round five she becomes ‘Jane Couch…from England’ and in round six everything gets
rounded up together. She becomes ‘Britain’s very popular Jane Couch who’s shown a lot
of heart in there but not enough in the way of skill’.
This validates Couch’s status as a personality, as she demonstrates national
characteristics. However, with the narrative set up to see whether Couch can earn respect
within the sport, to be described as having ‘not enough in the way of skill’ answers this
question. The implied audience is thus shown someone who displays British
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characteristics, whilst concurrently failing to find acceptance within the terms of the
narrative set up. The audience, specifically a boxing audience, is dislocated from Couch’s
performance. In this sense, the audience may congratulate themselves, identifying with
Britishness or Englishness to a degree through Couch, and yet without being asked to
identify with her. Rather the audience is set up to judge her. Smith says during the final
round, as if to sum up this narrative thread, that ‘women’s boxing has its critics but you
cannot question their heart and enthusiasm in there.’ What appears to be a compliment
also seems to follow the maxim of ‘it’s the taking part that counts’. Whilst participation is
of course important, what seems to be more of an issue for female boxers is that it has its
critics, who are critics for non-boxing related reasons. The idea of having heart in the
face of formidable opponents is a familiar turn of phrase when referring to losing British
sports personalities, but ‘enthusiasm’ seems like a patronising adjective. Eric ‘the Eel’ or
Eddie ‘the Eagle’ Edwards are the kind of sports people normally associated with such a
tag. The audience is positioned as more validated than the participants of the event, as
occupying a position of authority. Whilst Couch’s narrative is given as about earning
respect and negotiating her identity, it leads to the perception that ‘our’ identity is more
consolidated. Given the national perspective that enters the equation, it is the masculine
view of national identity that is upheld, not even threatened by Couch who remains
marginalised.
After the fight, again with the cameras following Couch to her corner, Watt says:
‘she deserves full praise for everything she put into the fight, tremendous show, but this
little girl’s a lot better than I thought she would be.’ Couch deserves praise for what she
has put into the fight, and in this sense earns respect. This respect is then belittled when
her opponent, who beat her, is described as a ‘little girl’. The respect that Couch can take
away (according to the representation) is further undermined when the result is
announced. Smith comments: ‘One-nil to the Americans and Jane Couch is a loser
tonight’. Whilst nation is still used to contextualise, Couch becomes an individual loser
rather than a national winner, just as in football there is usually an individual who takes
the blame (e.g. David Seaman, David Beckham, David Batty, Graham Taylor, Sven
Goran Eriksson, Steve McClaren).

199

At the conclusion of the arena footage of Couch’s fight, her national identity is
referred to one final time. It is said: ‘let’s hope that’s not a bad omen for Naseem Hamed
against American, Kid Vegas Augie Sanchez’. Couch and Hamed are related by their
national identity, so the theme of a British representative can carry through to the next
narrative. Just as previous encounters between England and Argentina were given as if
relevant to the current contest, so the performance of one Brit might be indicative of
another’s. The connection is not a real one but a discursive one, creating meaning from
an arbitrary connection. What is created is the meaning surrounding national
identification, which contextualises Couch’s fight in national terms by placing it
alongside the main attraction. It is made clear which of the fighters in each match the
home audience should be supporting, so the relationship between the two fighters is one
of similarity (British) and difference (gender).
There are, common with the football footage, the attempts made by the
commentators and pundits to make the action knowable. The shift in the narrative part
way through the fight, as well as being due to a learning process for the commentary
team when faced with an unknown quantity in Couch’s opponent, shows the efforts made
to identify what it was Couch needed to do to win the fight. When it becomes clear that
winning the fight is an unlikely outcome, efforts are made to explain why. Watt says,
‘We knew her fitness and strength were the biggest problems, but I thought technically
Couch would be able to handle her, make her make mistakes and punish her. That’s never
been the case.’ This is presented from the perspective of ‘our’ boxer – fitness and
strength are not ‘problems’ in sport otherwise.

Studio framing

When the footage moves back to the studio, there is a continuation of this ‘fixing’
of the narrative. However, it is the wider narrative at issue in this part of the programme.
There are no post-fight ringside interviews, as if a perspective on the sporting side of
things is inconsequential. Coming back to the studio, the footage seems to move
perfunctorily along to the next event as quickly as possible. Each of the pundits, moving
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along the line from left to right, has their comment and the matter is closed. Each of
them, rather than analysing any part of the fight or drawing on replay footage, chooses to
make broader comments about women’s boxing. It is, again, on the surface supportive
and simultaneously more belittling.

Pundit 1: Spencer Oliver

Dempsey (presenting): ‘I thought I heard her say there, ‘this
could be fight of the night’. She might even be right.’

Oliver: ‘Paul, do you know what, I take back everything I’ve
said about women’s boxing (Dempsey, speaking over: ‘and
that’s a lot’) …you know, I’ve always criticised it but that fight
was quality. The American girl Mueller, you know, she was
rolling, she had every little move in the book. It was totally
different to anything I’d seen before and it was, you know, a
credit to women’s boxing.’

These comments, delivered with a cheeky smile on the face, are premised by a
previous dislike for women’s boxing. By saying ‘that fight was quality’ it seems that
Couch has achieved the earning of respect set up as the narrative before the fight. He still
displays a touch of condescension when using the term ‘girl’. It was ‘a credit to women’s
boxing’ because it was ‘totally different to anything … seen before’. It was, then, the
exception to the rule – something echoed by Barry McGuigan later. Women’s boxing, on
the whole, is not validated. The implication is that the majority of it is not of ‘quality’. It
is also the American who receives the praise here, so identification with that which is ‘us’
is lacking. It is not Couch who has earned respect. However, Oliver does seem genuine in
his appreciation for this fight, but the cheeky smile suggests his overall views have not
shifted that much, or that he does not recognise the significance of his stance.
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Pundit 2: Nicky Piper

Nicky Piper, swiftly following on from Oliver, is asked by Dempsey: ‘are you
going to start rolling backwards just as fast Mr Piper?’ It suggests that to be against
women’s boxing is normal, accepted and expected within the sport. However, he says,

I’ve never been against w… ladies boxing actually, and um
…but I …I …I thought it showed how the whole state of ladies
boxing at the moment is at a novice stage. You know, Jane
Couch is the best we’ve got to offer there, but she showed
novice touches there. She’s trained very hard for a number of
years, but she just hasn’t had enough opposition to bring her on
in the way this girl’s come on.

Piper is perhaps the most measured of the pundits in his response. He opens by
saying he has never been against ladies boxing, although he does stumble over this,
initially making a ‘w’ sound. Was he perhaps going to say ‘women’s boxing’ and
actually chose to say ‘ladies’’? When he says it is ‘at a novice stage’, it is a comment
upon boxing ability rather than gender and the ‘at the moment’ and ‘stage’ suggests the
acceptance of the sport developing. His hand movements at this point are very interesting
though. He begins his response with his hands clasped in front of him and when
defending himself against the idea that he might be against ‘w… ladies boxing’ he lifts
them and, leaning back momentarily, waves the accusation away. When talking of ‘the
whole state of ladies boxing at the moment’ his hands seem to feel around this imagined
entity in front of him. When saying ‘it is at a novice stage’ his hands cross in front of
him, one above the other, and slice quickly outwards like a conductor silencing their
orchestra. Whilst his words suggest a calculated and objective reading of the state of
women’s boxing, his body language scythes across it. Whilst in semiotic analysis it is
often the little words, the connecting phrases (like ‘at the moment’), that bring meaning,
here the punctuation comes in the form of gestures – women’s boxing is novice, full-stop.
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In the final two sentences there is again this simultaneous building up and
knocking down of women’s boxing and, more specifically, Jane Couch. She is ‘the best
we’ve got, but…’, ‘She’s trained very hard, but…’. When these kind of qualifications are
given, whether objective or realistic, it is difficult for a British audience to identify with
‘the best we’ve got.’ And, given the lack of opposition and the years of very hard
training, there is almost the feeling that any aspiring British female boxers should not
bother. There is certainly very little in the way of real admiration, except for fighting a
losing battle. There is in no sense a feeling of this is what you can aspire to achieve, even
less an encouragement for women to get into boxing. Given this ‘hard work’, given the
‘quality fight’, the ‘total difference to anything seen before’, how it was ‘a credit to
women’s boxing’, Couch could well be represented and revered as a pioneer in women’s
boxing. It would have been very easy to present her as a sports person our nation should
be proud of, but even less difficult, of course, to dismiss her. This was, remember, the
first live showing of a women’s boxing match in the UK, regardless of the time it was
shown and its niche audience. It was an opportunity to create a narrative of national
pride. Whilst prioritising British interests by concentrating the footage on Couch, it seems
that this was a lazy use of national identity, uncomfortable with framing national identity
around a woman. Rather than supporting Couch in a positive sense, there is a distancing
from her – a kind of ‘good for you for doing it, but don’t expect support from us’,
attitude. This is perhaps why praise for the American fighter is more forthcoming, even
accounting for her greater fighting ability.

Pundit 3: Barry McGuigan

Moving on to Barry McGuigan, the question is asked: ‘how good was her
opponent?’ Although framed from Couch’s perspective (‘her opponent’), Couch’s poorer
qualities are accentuated and her better ones mitigated (‘the best…but’). Her opponent,
by contrast, is not presented as having such bad qualities. She is presented as Other (by
nation as well as gender), often named as the ‘American’ or the ‘American girl’.
However, her positive attributes are praised, rather than mitigated. McGuigan says:
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Well this is a case of the exception rather than the rule. I will
agree, I’ve never been a big fan of women boxing but she
showed tonight that she can be brilliant. And it epitomises the
difference between UK coaching and American coaching. I
thought Mueller was absolutely brilliant, every punch in the
book, swayed and bobbed and weaved. The one thing was
wrong … big heart Jane Couch, great determination but onedimensional and Liz Mueller was far more competent.

McGuigan’s comment is that he’s ‘never been a big fan of women boxing’, rather
than women’s boxing. Whilst his comments are spontaneous, the feeling is that this
missing ‘s’ is indicative of the attitude to women in boxing. It is not so much that
women’s boxing is frowned upon, but a more fundamental attitude that women, or ladies,
should not be boxing altogether. He, like Spencer Oliver before him, sets this fight apart
from women’s boxing in general. Like Piper and Spencer, he acknowledges the quality of
this fight, but rather than saying of women’s boxing that it can be brilliant, he says that
‘she (Mueller) can be brilliant’. The difference between the quality of coaching on either
side of the Atlantic perhaps suggests that Couch cannot be brilliant; that in this country
there is no point, that we will never produce a ‘brilliant’ female boxer. Perhaps this is a
more general comment on coaching rather than anything else, but it undermines Couch’s
ability and standing. She is, after all, world champion (her title was not on the line in this
fight). The final comment, that Couch showed a ‘big heart’ and ‘great determination’, and
that ‘Liz Mueller was far more competent’, are fair and objective comments. What was
missed was the opportunity to say that Couch has specific things she could work on to
become a ‘brilliant’ fighter like Mueller. Commenting on an earlier fight, Spencer Oliver
is asked about the future of another British fighter, Adrian Dodson, saying: ‘he’s got a lot
left and I think he could certainly win a British title. …It’s just down to hard work, if he
gives it hard work then I think he’s got a chance of stepping up and boxing for the British
title and even winning it.’
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Becoming a brilliant fighter is an avenue seemingly not open to Couch. That
analysis of her boxing is not forthcoming allows the narrative to be closed on the fact that
our boxer is ‘a loser’, not ‘competent’ and that there is no care over her future. The
difficulty with naming her as ‘our’ fighter seems not due to ability, but more to do with
gender.
The programme moves directly on from McGuigan’s comments to the next
contest and Couch is not mentioned throughout the rest of the footage. Whilst it was
natural to use her as a stepping stone in the commentary to the other British fighter (‘onenil to the Americans’), there is no attempt made to refer our male boxers back to Couch.
Her identity is presented through contrast and similarity to the identity of male boxers,
but not the other way around. She shares with Naseem Hamed the national identity, but
not exactly the same respect. When Dempsey says of the idea that this could be the fight
of the night, ‘She might even be right’, it seems a respect has been earned. There is no
validation or assessment of such a claim later on in the evening, and to think that it would
be thought of as fight of the night, regardless of the other contests, is unfortunately
unrealistic.
The view presented is not a very fluid version of us, as demonstrated through
rigid gender roles. The narrative of respect, which seems to be earned only on the surface,
is essentially the narrative of someone trying to become one of us, but neither having the
power or means to legitimise this relationship. The smug granting of token acceptance in
the studio from the dinner jacketed gentlemen, seems to show how the us-group in
boxing is very fixed. That version is a very masculine version. Couch’s national
characteristics are praised and the effort appreciated, but this only seems to serve to
clarify the exclusivity of the club. Whilst the endeavour is praised, it is implicit that the
preference would be that women were not a part (or did not try to be a part) of boxing.
The true admiration is allied with the foreign boxer, who is always going to be outside
the group, will never be one of us anyway. The (masculine) boundaries of national
identity are managed and maintained.

Consistently inconsistent text
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I do not wish to draw out narratives that are not apparent in the text. Whilst the
major concern is with boxing matters, just as the England-Argentina match was focused
on football, there appears to be this underlying attitude. It might have been expected that
the individual nature of boxing allows for the participants to have a greater degree of
control over the sense of national identity projected, but this does not seem so for Couch.
Although competitors represent themselves more than they do their country (except in
amateur competitions such as the Commonwealth and Olympic Games), presenters and
pundits still have a real power to define. The Rocky series of films demonstrated how an
East-meets-West narrative could be easily applied to a boxing context, turning it into a
cultural or national event of wider significance, but there is no attempt to construct any
considerable narrative here. The elements of national identity and identification are
incidental to a point. They are significant because of this banality, because the elements
just slip in.
As Dempsey says early in the programme, before coverage of Couch’s fight
begins, ‘this show is not just thrown together.’ Indeed there does seem to be an element
of making efforts to promote women’s boxing. Smith and Watt, as commentators, both
make separate and concerted efforts to get the general message across that ‘women’s
boxing has its critics, but…’ think again. These efforts unfortunately seem to count for
little, as the overall framing of the event is crucial. In this sense also, without wanting to
suppose too much about intention within the text, to say that the show and its
representations are ‘not just thrown together’ is equally pertinent.
This demonstrates a certain fragmentation within the text and possibilities of
different readings. During the fight, between rounds, as we follow the fighters to the
corners, what we do not see on the live television coverage are the ‘card girls’ holding
aloft the round numbers. They are introduced to the arena crowd and wolf-whistles are
audible. Indeed, ‘card girl Julianne’ (notice these women too are ‘girls’) gets one of the
loudest cheers from the crowd. It is a striking juxtaposition of versions of femininity. The
crowd’s appreciation for ‘girls’ who display the ability to walk around with their arms
aloft, looking pretty, as opposed to the minimal appreciation shown for the two female
fighters who worked and fought hard, showing endeavour, is unequivocally different. It is
also indicative of the overall representation of women through boxing, and particularly
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through women’s boxing. Whilst the television coverage chooses to focus on the boxing
related events, and rightly so, the omission of these ‘card girls’ from the footage shows
how the production does not show the event as it necessarily happens. To have included
them would most likely have been even more revealing of the view of gender roles within
boxing.
That there is an attempt to avoid the representation of women as merely highheeled placards shows some intention in the text to frame gender less negatively, if not
more positively. That there are disjointed versions of gender displays the incohesion of
identity and the difficulties of identification. The Couch-Mueller fight shows how the
social is visible in the textual, the discursive as the door to the collective. It also
demonstrates how that discursive sphere, by necessity, is the ‘terrain of contestation’
underwritten by structures of power. It is without question a very male narrative
presented. The advertisement break following Couch’s fight epitomises the hailing of a
particular audience.
It starts off by promoting a series of films about war, which opens with a token
woman asking ‘what’s it like being a soldier?’ The gruff voice-over then comes in: ‘Are
you ready to join the Men of War?’ as explosions and gun-toting men flash across the
screen. The next advert again has a token woman, who is shown as whining and moaning
(her speech is replaced by high-pitched babble and a female voice-over saying the words
that the man wishes to hear). The suggestion is that women are not to be listened to. The
final shot shows a man in the pub with a friend, explaining how ‘women love a winner’.
The message is seemingly that men know what women want, that men are best, women
inconsequential. The voice-over and caption cement this approval of male dominance:
‘Worthington. It’s a man thing.’ The next advert, this one for a car and promoting its
safety record, shows a car crashing with two crash test dummies. The female-voiced
dummy is shown as the whining nagging one, mocking the male-voiced dummy. She, of
course, is the passenger. Next is an advert for Smirnoff Ice showing a man shopping and
changing the contents of his basket when noticing his girlfriend entering the shop. The
girlfriend is a nurse who has been working nights and he has just got out of a taxi saying
‘see ya later boys’. He makes out he was out buying breakfast, rather than out with the
lads, and she responds by saying ‘that’s so sweet’. ‘Smirnoff Ice: As clear as your
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conscience’ comes the voice-over and caption. Message: keep them sweet, they’ll never
know any better, it is easy to take advantage when you are a man and they are a woman?
The next advert is for deodorant, showing men at work in a board meeting, then the man
out of work and presented as ‘successful with the ladies.’ The token woman is laughing at
his obvious wit before he buys her a drink. Next, an advert for a Nokia phone – a man
who does not need to stop at the office after a meeting. This means he can get back home
to – you guessed – the token woman waiting for him to return. He does the work, she
builds the nest and is there for recreation. There is also an advert for shaving products –
‘Gillette – the best a man can get’.
Whilst all these products may be equally useful or desireable to men and women,
they are framed as men’s things. Just as domestic cleaning products are equally useful
and necessary to both sexes, these are often targeted at a female audience or consumer. It
would not be expected that adverts for such products would appear within a pay-per-view
boxing match.
Whilst the text is fragmented, some elements of the narrative are more consistent
than others. A particular audience is hailed, but that these narratives are suspect
demonstrates how the power and authority of assertion is questionable. Boxing is targeted
at a particular (male) audience, so the version it presents of national identity is
characterised by the boundaries it sets up, premised on rigid perceptions of identity. It is
not only fragmented in itself, but is also a version among many others, emphasising the
discursivity of national identification.
The footage of Couch’s fight, showing the social in the textual, indicates a need to
be aware of the text, to be active in meaning-making. It suggests the need for an audience
to construct meanings as Couch illustrates how identity is not a given, but requires effort.
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CHAPTER EIGHT – Boxing
Big Time Boxing - Naseem Hamed vs. Augie Sanchez, 19/08/00, Sky Box Office.

This semiotic analysis examines the boxing match between Naseem Hamed and
Augie Sanchez from August 19th 2000. The text used is the live broadcast, taken from the
last pre-fight advertisement break to the end of the broadcast. The programme is
presented by Paul Dempsey, in the UK studio, with pundits Oliver Spencer, Nicky Piper
and Barry McGuigan providing a supporting role. The fight takes place in Connecticut,
USA, and is therefore screened live in the early hours of the morning in the UK. The
commentators in America are Jim Watt and Adam Smith.
The fight is the main event in a night of boxing coverage on digital pay-per-view
channel Sky Box Office. The fight between Jane Couch and Liz Mueller, also analysed as
part of this project, is part of the build up to this event. The analysis reveals how
entertainment values in sport relate to national identification. This relationship is also
revealed when considering the marked difference between this footage and that of the
football World Cup match between England and Argentina. The perpetual visibility of
signs of national identity that accompany the television coverage of the national football
team is notable by its absence in the coverage of this boxing event.

Selling the event

The Hamed-Sanchez fight, which took place in America, featured an extensive
build-up, starting on the night with fights broadcast live from the UK. With the time
difference, these late night UK fights ran straight into the early morning fights from
America. The build-up to the fight, however, began much earlier, as this pay-per-view
event had to be sold to the audience. In the weeks preceding the fight the Sky Sports
News channel ran regular stories about the preparations of the boxers, with footage
heavily biased towards Hamed. This included interviews, coverage of press conferences,
clips from previous fights and always concluded with details of when the event would
take place and how to order it. In addition, in the two days immediately before the fight
there were dedicated programmes promoting the event. These programmes examined the
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possible permutations of the fight, including assessments of how the fight was being
perceived in America. This preoccupation with perceptions of the American audience is
something that appears to dominate the narrative framing of the actual event. The fact
that the event has to be sold and then has to live up to expectations also impacts upon
how the actual event is presented.

‘Live and exclusive’

As the event is about to begin in earnest (following the last pre-bout commercial
break) a banner appears on screen proclaiming the ‘Live and Exclusive’ nature of the
contest. As this appears on screen the audience is watching footage of Hamed’s
preparations in his dressing room, lending a sense of both immediacy and intimacy.
Where the build-up has brought us to the crux of the broadcast, the framing of the event
focuses right in on the main event. The narrative is set up by the voice-over from Paul
Dempsey, saying:

we’ve heard him sounding more confident than ever, but
perhaps more serious than ever too about his attempts to become
one of the all time great featherweights and have a place in
history. If Prince Naseem Hamed is to do that he simply must
produce one of his outstanding sharp finishes tonight against
Augie Sanchez.

The crux of the narrative lies in that ‘if’. It is clear, through the course of the
broadcast, that no-one expects Sanchez to win, so that expectations centre on the manner
in which Hamed will win. It is not about the result, but about the event and the
entertainment values therein. Nicky Piper, speaking before the fight, says: ‘Naseem is the
best featherweight in the world. He’s got to establish himself in America and I think a
good finish will be on the cards.’ Barry McGuigan offers the options that Hamed will
either beat his opponent early in the contest or get settled and then end it. ‘Either way’, he
says, ‘Naseem wins.’ This, perhaps significantly, contrasts with the assessments offered
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in the previews, which suggested a more even and competitive contest. Now the event
begins in earnest there is a tension for the pundits, whose credibility rests on their
predictions, whilst they concurrently have a duty to build-up expectations of the fight.
That no-one gives Sanchez a chance of victory implies that the fight is a foregone
conclusion. In contention with these expectations, there is a commitment to entertainment
values in order to emphasise, to an audience that have paid to see it, how the fight will
still be watchable. As McGuigan’s comment suggests, it is a matter of when and how
Naseem will win. This shifts attention, or anticipation, to the conclusion of the fight,
hoping that ‘a good finish will be on the cards’ (Piper), hoping for an ‘outstanding sharp
finish’ (Dempsey). There is only likely to be one winner, so the audience is not invited to
watch to see the outcome as much as they are to see the conclusion.
The prospects of Hamed’s opponent, Augie Sanchez, are assessed as he makes his
entrance to the ring. The appraisal of commentary team Jim Watt and Adam Smith also
reveals this tension between entertainment and sports values. Sanchez’s chances are seen
as slim, but where victory is improbable Sanchez still has a role to play. Watt says, ‘Let’s
face it, he’s in a position where he can’t lose. If all he does is put up a good show then
he’s going to win over fans. …If he doesn’t win tonight, and we don’t expect him to if
we’re honest … I hope he puts up a show’.
The showmanship aspect is clearly key to the production, especially as the
competitive elements are predicted to be lacking. The success of the fight is down to a
balancing act, a hope that the competitive elements conform to entertainment values too.
As Hamed comes to the ring the voice over from Smith says, ‘He wants to go down in the
sport as a legend.’ Success is about trying to ‘silence his American critics’.
In this respect the audience is positioned in an unusual way. The narrative is
presented so that the audience takes on a voyeuristic position, looking in on how Hamed
performs in front of an American audience. This is, of course, exacerbated by the fact that
the timing of the event is made convenient for the American audience. The idea of
silencing his critics, putting on a good show, being more professional and working
towards being a legend is about being sellable to an American audience, television
networks and sponsors. Whilst it could be argued that, by implication, Hamed is already
accepted by a British or English audience, this narrative is never made manifest in the
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text. It is the American audience who will judge whether he is a legend. When Smith
says, ‘The Americans here are warming to him’, the audience is not positioned as ‘us’ or
‘we’, and Hamed is not named as ‘ours’. The television audience is positioned as
onlooker to a performance to American interests. The American control and dislocation
of the UK audience allows us to see Hamed in an American market.
Despite this dislocation from a sense of ‘us’ or ‘ours’, in boxing a binary is
immediately set up between the two boxers, even if this is not framed in nationalistic
terms. In the attempts to set up the narrative here the audience is set up to identify with
the individual rather than the group. This is done both in terms of identifying with the
individual rather than a team, but also with the effect of seeing the individual rather than
a representation of national collectivity. The effect of this is potentially seeing the
individual as they relate to the group, to the collective, to society. The UK audience here
witnesses an instance where the individual is playing to a different audience, trying to
gain acceptance within another group. This is particularly visible when that individual
(Hamed) is projecting their identity into the collective and meeting resistance. In the case
of the football match between England and Argentina, the participants appeared focused
on the sporting contest and the production values of the coverage focused on framing the
event in terms of national identity. In boxing, predominantly because of the intrinsic
entertainment values aspired to, the participants have more control over that sense of
potential identification. The weight of that potential is, however, mediated and therefore
controlled more by the framing strategies of the television production.
The ‘ring walk’ is essential to this sense of the individual projecting their identity.
In the Hamed-Sanchez fight, Sanchez chose an Elvis Presley theme for his entrance,
which is about as American as it can get. Hamed, by contrast, chose to enter the arena to
an Islamic call to prayer – hardly the cornerstone to most versions of English national
identity (or indeed Western identities, given the American audience at issue). Whilst his
entrance is concerned with aspects of putting on a show, of providing a psychological
edge over his opponent and re-emphasising his credentials as the world champion, it is
also a moment of self-expression and of projecting that self into the collective.
The sporting narrative itself is self-referential, having an internal remit of its own.
It is the entertainment values that make this a social text or, at least, provide the
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opportunity of making it into a social text. Congruent with the football coverage is the
fact that the success of the transformation of a sporting event into a cultural event lies in
the framing of the action. In contrast to the football text previously analysed, however,
the production values in this text appear to attempt to neutralize this self-expression.
There are clear opportunities in television sport to negotiate and re-negotiate boundaries
of national identity which are not adopted here. The coverage does not ‘hail’ the
audience. The audience is not encouraged to recognise themselves in the attributes of an
English world champion. The sense of intimacy, created by the behind-the-scenes shots
of Hamed preparing in his dressing room, is removed by distancing the UK audience by
virtue of prioritising an American one. This occurs both in terms of location and timing
of the event, but more importantly in terms of the narrative of the event. The distancing
of the audience from Hamed in terms of the narrative demonstrates how the acceptance
and rejection of cultural tokens is cut across with discourses of power and legitimacy.
Although ‘liveness’ creates a sense of witnessing the event as it occurs, the ways in
which the event is framed, mediated and transformed are still visible.

National identity and boundary maintenance

Hamed is, of course, the focus of the event and is therefore given priority in the
television coverage. This primacy is due in most part to the hierarchical system of star
performers within television sports, demonstrated in boxing through undercard fighters
being on the ascendancy. Hamed, in an event partly organised by Prince Promotions
(Hamed’s promotions company), is at the pinnacle of the pyramid at this event, being
top-of-the-bill, and partly in control of it. The emphasis on star individuals, as
demonstrated in the football analysis, can enable viewers to identify with key
protagonists. In the football coverage, however, the arena and television narratives were
in accord with one another, or at least brought to the appearance of accord through the
transformation that television coverage brings. Hamed, although being amongst the
promoters of the fight, has some level of control within the arena but is unable to control
the television coverage of it. He has ‘power’ to assert representations, but not to
guarantee their legitimacy as they are re-presented. Where the prioritising of a star
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individual can be formulated in national terms (e.g. ‘our star’), in this instance this does
not occur. Rather, the projected narrative within the arena is at odds with the television
narrative, demonstrating how Hamed is an individual within a system of capital and
consumption.
On the surface it appears that the programme is all about Hamed. Where a binary
opposition is not set up between ‘them’ and ‘us’ in national terms (after all we do have a
‘special relationship’ with America), there is a narrative distinction drawn between the
two boxers. Hamed’s boxing skills are emphasised, whereas Sanchez’s personal qualities
are accentuated. Hamed is the star and has nowhere to ascend to, so winning the bout is
about maintaining and consolidating his position (a narrative brought to us second-hand
through the eyes of an American audience). Sanchez is the underdog, expected to lose,
but someone who could achieve the unexpected. Sanchez is the fighter who has to
demonstrate endeavour, determination, heart. It is assumed before the fight that Hamed is
able to win without drawing on these qualities, or perhaps that Hamed’s fighting abilities
do not include these values. There is, therefore, no emotional currency invested in
Hamed’s performance, making it difficult for a UK audience to identify personally with
Hamed. In contrast, Sanchez is represented with greater emphasis on character. Whilst it
may be necessary in television terms to introduce an unknown person, it is noticeable that
this characterisation draws on distinctions that diminish and contrast with Hamed’s
projection of identity. He is placed as the Other as the audience is again drawn through
the gaze of an American audience. The boxer presented as ‘our boy’, although not overtly
named as such (but in part because Hamed is not named as such), appears to be the
uncomplicated, white American.
It is difficult to identify with Hamed personally, as, although he is the focus of the
event, his character, which is represented as separate to his boxing abilities, is not
discussed outside of the boxing narrative. This would be the case unless, of course, the
experience of being culturally dislocated is easy to identify with. This, of course, speaks
of the power of values being structured here. Hamed carries the boxing narrative and the
boy-next-door American carries the more personal, and therefore social, narrative. Within
a television, and therefore cultural, market the ability to identify with a British Muslim
seems to be being curtailed. As the arena and television events are not in accord, this
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demonstrates how Hamed is caught in a system of capital and consumption. This impacts
upon issues of choice and national identification as the seemingly more palatable, more
acceptable, image of Western white man is offered to the audience. This is readable from
a comparison of how the two fighters are presented.

‘Hamed the star, Sanchez the Everyman’

It has already been noted that the backstage look at Hamed’s preparations lends a
sense of intimacy and immediacy. It also helps to show Hamed as the professional,
highlighting his most sellable attributes – as a boxer. In contrast there is no backstage
footage of Sanchez, demonstrating Hamed’s symbolic and market dominance as a boxer.
Likewise, in advertisements and programme idents the fight is presented as Naseem vs.
Sanchez, with ‘Naseem’ appearing above ‘Sanchez’ and in larger font size. In these
idents, the picture of the two fighters shows the two side by side with Hamed’s picture
more in the foreground. Hamed appears larger and taller, figuratively prioritised. In the
studio too there is a large circular picture of Hamed in front of the pundit’s desk and
visible in wide shots. As footage moves from archive or live coverage back to the studio
the wide shot is often used to show the studio set up, zooming in over the top of this
picture. In terms of screen time and space, Hamed is the star and the draw for the
audience.
A pre-fight montage sequence also demonstrates this, as Hamed’s qualities as a
boxer are shown first, with Sanchez’s qualities observed in relation to them. It is said of
Hamed in the first caption that ‘Naz has terrific power with either hand’. The first caption
for Sanchez says, ‘Sanchez’s power-punch is his left hook’. The difference between them
is that Sanchez has one punch, whereas Hamed is the complete package. It is noted that
Hamed can be vulnerable and that Sanchez can be dangerous, but by measuring their
attributes together it is demonstrated how it is Hamed’s performance that is key.
Dempsey, following the conclusion of the montage, which concludes itself with a
demonstration of Hamed’s prowess in the ring, says: ‘Good performances and bad alike,
all have come down to Naseem Hamed’s unbelievable punching power.’

215

In terms of the sporting contest and in terms of promotion it is all about Hamed.
However, we have already seen that it is rarely in terms of the sporting narrative that
national identity is framed. More important in this respect is the way in which that
sporting endeavour is framed and transformed into a narrative of national identity; the
latent rather than manifest significances. And it is also through those elements that refer
back to entertainment values that these latent significances are made most visible. The
ring walks, in this respect, are very revealing. They show how the placing of two people
in a ring sets up a binary of one person against another, allowing the analysis to examine
how narratives are built around these two individuals. And, virtually unique to boxing,
the ring walks are an opportunity for a participant in a sporting event to aurally and
visually express their identity and participate in the framing of their narrative. In this
instance, the discord and opposition between the apparent narrative of the participant and
the framing of it, reveals an incongruence that suggests fluidity of meaning. The terrain
of contestation occupies the space between the projected narrative and the framing of it.

The ring walks

The ring walks, which proceed to frame Hamed as the champion and professional
and Sanchez as the personable challenger and underdog, demonstrate the incongruence
between Hamed’s narrative and that of the production.
A more concerted effort is made to provide characterisation for the relatively
unknown Sanchez. Coming in to Elvis Presley’s Viva Las Vegas, Smith commentating
says of Sanchez: ‘He can’t be anything like as different to Elvis Presley. Quiet, reserved
and shy.’ Smith then moves on to talk of the difficulties encountered by Sanchez leading
up to the bout. We are told of Sanchez, by Smith, that ‘He says he will win this world
title for his father Juan who tragically died last year.’ We are told: ‘His wife actually,
Dawn, his childhood sweetheart’s here at ringside tonight.’ Watt describes him as ‘a
quiet, unassuming bloke’. Immediately preceding this comment, in expectation of
Hamed’s entrance, Smith says: ‘I think we await the entrance of Naseem Hamed. What
on earth will happen this time?’ Whilst Hamed has a reputation for elaborate entrances
(including a throne, a car and a flying carpet in previous fight entrances), and Sanchez
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does indeed appear to be a quiet, unassuming bloke, the binary between them sets up
Sanchez as the Everyman and Hamed as the Other.
This configuration of Hamed as Other and Sanchez as one of us, although not
framed in national terms, continues even through Hamed’s entrance. Hamed’s entrance
starts with an Islamic call to prayer that reverberates throughout the arena before he
enters. Prior to the prayer starting the camera shot is focused on where Hamed will be
entering the arena. As soon as the prayer starts, however, the shot quickly moves to
Sanchez waiting in his corner. This allows the viewer, as well as the commentary team, to
assess how the challenger is responding to the imminent arrival of the champion. It also
has the effect of providing the contrast between Islamic tradition and the all-American
kid.
The explanation of this call to prayer is limited. Smith merely describes it as a
‘call to prayer’ on four occasions, with limited elaboration, within the space of forty
seconds. His commentary sounds partly scripted, describing the prayer as a call which
has been ‘ordered by Naz’ ‘to the world’s 1.3 billion Muslims to prayer, five times a
day.’ He says of Hamed, ‘deeply religious Naz’, but this is said rather neutrally. The idea
that Hamed is deeply religious is given merely as a fact rather than as anything that
reveals his character. Meanwhile (Hamed is yet to enter the arena), the shot changes to
Sanchez: ‘The challenger waits patiently in the ring. I wonder what he’s making of all
this.’
Although Smith is quick to note during Sanchez’s entrance that he is not like
Elvis Presley in any way, the description of Hamed’s entrance as ‘all this’ seems to
encapsulate the level of engagement with it. To refer to it as ‘all this’ seems to bracket off
the entrance and ignore its signifiers. Extending this reading of the text, the dismissive
nature of the commentary and the content of the entrance could lead to reading ‘all this’
as a rather crass sentiment: ‘all this Islamic stuff’, which is bracketed off, made Other.
Whilst this is not a representation that would be made overtly, the commentary only
going so far, this reading is made easier by the visual aspects of the production. It is a live
production and there is a gap between the entrances of the two fighters. The
commentators use this time to assess Sanchez and provide insights into who he is. When
it is apparent that Hamed’s entrance is imminent the camera shot is zooming in slowly on
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a mock wall from which Hamed will emerge. The prayer is heard to start and in
approximately one second the shot changes to head and shoulder shot of Sanchez, from
Islamic prayer to white, American boy with bleached-blonde fringe and goatee beard.
Smith appears to dispatch his duties of providing an insight into Islamic culture
and tradition very swiftly with his ‘call to prayer’ repetition. This, as suggested earlier,
sounds scripted, as Smith cannot expand on his initial description. Momentarily, he is a
commentator with little to say, but having to keep speaking. He is rescued by ‘the
challenger waiting patiently in the ring’, whereupon Watt is able to pick up the thread.
Visually, the commentators have little to draw on as Sanchez occupies screen time.
During Hamed’s entrance, Smith says of Sanchez:

I spent a couple of days with him in Las Vegas. He’s never been
on to the strip. He keeps away from the casinos. He’s just a
really quiet, likable man. He trains the kids in Pat Barry’s gym
there. He’s got Pat Barry in his corner, his father-in-law. He’s
married to his daughter, it’s a whole family unit.

The key attributes given are quietness, likeability, family values (father, father-inlaw, wife), generosity of spirit (training kids), and normality. This is juxtaposed to the
presentation and expectations of Hamed as brash, antagonistic and different. Hamed, if
only for religious reasons, would not be found gambling in Las Vegas. And, also like
Sanchez, there is a real family unit to the Hamed camp. He comes to the ring with two of
his brothers (Riath and Nabeel) and his father Sal is at his side during the post-fight
interviews. These family values go unmentioned, however. As Hamed enters the arena
Smith says of him: ‘no-one like him in the world of boxing. Unique. Different.
Individual.’
Whilst these comments are not made in a derogatory fashion, the opposition is
very revealing. Sanchez is presented as normal and Hamed as ‘different’. The
characterisation of Sanchez reveals traits that are set up as normal, set against the
unconventional audible backdrop of an Islamic call to prayer. Hamed, by contrast, is
shown to be unique and individual – not to be identified with, but to be observed. As
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these comments are given the shot shows Hamed, in full body shot, from below as he
stands at the top of the steps where he has just entered. We literally look up at him, but
this is presented as if to recognise how he is set apart from the collective, not to suggest
his position is attainable. In contrast to the players during the national anthems in the
football footage, where the camera is positioned to look up to the players, the camera
here looks at Hamed. Rather than a shot of his torso, Hamed is shown in full from below.
To name him as an individual, whilst unquestionably accurate, is to make a choice to set
him apart rather than naming him as ‘us’. Sanchez is referred to occasionally using the
phrase ‘he’s just a…’, suggesting a simple, knowable person in contrast to Hamed as a
complex character. Sanchez is ‘just…’, Hamed is ‘all this’.
Smith anticipates Hamed’s ringwalk by saying, ‘Part one of the Naseem Hamed
repertoire – the ringwalk. Taken to extreme by a fighter that has brought fun and
showmanship to the sport of boxing.’ With Sanchez’s entrance, the fun aspect is clearly
visible, as he is accompanied by three, very unconvincing, Elvis Presley impersonators.
To engage with Hamed’s entrance in the same way would be mistaken in my view, as the
juxtaposition between it and the production values provides a tension. ‘This one is vital to
him’, Smith continues, ‘the land of hope and opportunity’. This is an individual set
against the principles of the American dream. He is neither one of us nor part of
American consciousness. He is trying to gain entry to the us-group, which, in terms of the
TV narrative, means the American boxing fraternity and, by extension, the American and
western values therein.
As Hamed enters the ring, Smith says he is here to ‘silence his American critics’.
Although this remark arguably relates to the sporting narrative, it is said in the context of
the entrance. To become the legend in boxing that is given as a narrative thread in this
contest, Hamed needs to have an identity. He needs not only to prove himself in the ring,
but also to sponsors and television networks. He has come to the ‘land of hope and
opportunity’ to gain recognition and acceptance. The production, however, appears to
make no effort to recognise who Hamed is outside of a sporting narrative. Whilst we hear
about the personal qualities of Sanchez, it is Hamed who has to assume responsibility for
his own projection of identity.
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Ring announcements

The ring announcements, provided by the master of ceremonies Michael Buffer,
give a traditional flavour to the fight. It starts with the familiar ‘Ladies and Gentlemen’
and proceeds to conform to expectations. The audience is welcomed, the sponsors are
mentioned and the event is introduced. The intonation in the voice of Buffer is
characteristic of such introductions, moving to lower pitches and picking up the tempo
for routine information, such as introducing the judges at ringside. Then, when the
elements that conform to entertainment values are being introduced, the pitch raises and
the words are delivered with more emphasis. This is demonstrated when Buffer delivers
his familiar ‘Let’s get ready to rumble’ line, with the first L almost being rolled, held
onto and raising in pitch until the phrase tumbles out in perfect meter. The assonance
between the ‘r’s in ‘ready’ and ‘rumble’ gives the phrase pace and energy, inciting the
crowd to raise the volume of their cheers.
The challenger, Sanchez, is introduced first. His positive attributes are
emphasised through the language of Buffer’s introduction. We are told that he has an
‘outstanding professional record’. ‘In 27 contests he has 26 victories. He has
demonstrated his knock out power by stopping 23 opponents inside the distance and he
has only one loss.’ His credentials are established as a worthy opponent, concentrating on
the ‘outstanding’ nature of his record and mitigating his ‘only’ defeat. This is to be
expected as it conforms to the conventions of boxing introductions. However, when
Buffer completes his introduction, we would not expect ‘boos for the American fighter’
(Smith) when the fight is actually taking place in America.
Even less conventional is the introduction for Hamed. As Sanchez’s introduction
concludes the shot shows Hamed speaking into Buffer’s ear. The introduction for Hamed
begins in the usual way – ‘And, introducing in the red corner…’ Details of weight, colour
of shorts and professional record are given, where Hamed’s credentials are set in place.
Then the more biographical detail begins, which demonstrates a fissure between the arena
event and the television transformation of it into cultural event.
‘From Sheffield, England…’, Buffer begins. The audience is given his national
origins as well as a more specific locale. Nothing is made of this Englishness in the
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commentary, nor any mention of Sheffield. Yet this is given in the ring introductions as
key to introducing who he is.
It is clear that Hamed has a good deal of control over this introduction, judging
from his word in the ear of Buffer. This control is emphasised by the fact that Buffer has
already introduced the sponsors of the event – ‘Prince Promotions, in association with
Codemasters…’ (the makers of the Naseem Hamed computer game). It is Hamed’s
promotions company that is behind this event, which suggests he exercises the most
control. It also demonstrates how this event, in terms of the narrative of earning
recognition from an American audience, is not just an opportunity for Hamed but an
event that he has made happen. It is interesting then that in all the television coverage
there is scant reference to his national identity, when in the opportunity of the ring walk
and introductions, Hamed wants to say it for himself. It is important for Hamed to name
himself as English, or coming from England, but the commentary team and production do
not make anything of this. Nor is anything said of the Union flag accompanying Hamed
in the ring. Is it that Hamed comes from England but feels British? Is he trying to appeal
to the largest group possible? Are the commentary team uncomfortable with naming an
Islamic man one of us?
Buffer continues: ‘From Sheffield, England, here is a man who is proud to honour
his father and mother and the heritage of his family…’. Hamed’s control here shows how
it is he who has to emphasise his home, his family, his tradition, his heritage, his religion
and his identity. This, contrasted with the personification of the unknown Sanchez, shows
how Hamed’s projection of his identity is at odds with the framing of the event for
television. Inside the arena, however, the support is on Hamed’s side, contrasting with the
‘boos for the American fighter’. Immediately after the introductions, Smith says of
Hamed, over a background of crowd noise, ‘The Americans here are warming to him.’
This also contrasts with the comment made by Smith as Hamed entered the ring,
about ‘silencing his American critics’. Now, before the contest has even begun ‘the
Americans here are warming to him.’ This adds to the narrative that Hamed is playing to
an American audience, which of course also distances him from a British one. But does
this contrast suggest it is just the Americans here (in the arena) who are warming to him?
The more pertinent question here though is why is it that ‘we’ are not encouraged to
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warm to him? What does this suggest about who we are or how we are encouraged to
identify through this discourse? That we are not like Hamed? That an Islamic and English
identities are incompatible?
The entertainment values visible in the introductions and ring walks set up a point
of view and establish a narrative position in terms of identity. This position is subjective
and gives the production the opportunity to provide meaning, relevance, context. Hamed,
however, is not given meaning outside of that he has to provide for himself. As the
introductions finish, the element that the commentary team pick up on is the colour of
Hamed’s trunks. This demonstrates the lack of engagement both with national identity
and with who Hamed is.
In football, a match lasts ninety minutes, so the commentary team know the
amount of time they have in which to develop the narrative. In boxing, the length of the
contest is unknown before it starts so narrative threads are more difficult to interweave.
During the fight, the entertainment values that relate to identity become secondary to the
sporting narrative. In this respect though, the attention shifts to a more clear engagement
with Hamed’s sporting performance. An engagement with issues of identity through
entertainment values was not taken up. As the fight commentary is action driven, the
emphasis on Hamed during the fight is therefore because he is champion and not because
he is English, British or one of ‘us’.

The fight

The fight consists of four rounds of boxing, at the end of which Hamed is
victorious and Sanchez is hospitalised after an emphatic knockout. The first round is
fairly uneventful, but Hamed is unexpectedly knocked down in the second. Responding
to this, Sanchez is described as ‘ripping up the script here’, but six seconds later the same
commentator, Smith, says ‘Sanchez is hurt badly and he’s wobbling’. This is described as
a ‘massive round for Augie Sanchez’, who is clearly performing excellently for a fighter
of his calibre. Whilst Hamed’s performance is not his best, he is plainly the stronger
athlete. The third round continues as such, with Sanchez performing well and Hamed
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looking more in control and less fatigued than his opponent. In the final round, round
four, Sanchez becomes progressively weaker. Hamed winks at his corner with forty-four
seconds of the round to go and concludes the fight with a four-punch combination, seeing
Sanchez’s head hit the canvass with thirty-seven seconds left on the clock.
The entertainment values that do exist within the fight are at odds with the
sporting narrative. For the fight to be entertaining, it has to be a contest, but the sporting
narrative dictates that Hamed should win the contest easily. This puts Hamed in an
unenviable position, as the binary that exists between the boxers in terms of identity is a
binary that extends into the sporting narrative. By having two boxers opposed, the story
of the fight is built up between them. But with the respective pedigrees of the two
fighters, Hamed can only achieve what is expected of him, whereas Sanchez has the
potential to do the unexpected. Hamed is thus put in a no win situation – beating his
opponent is not enough; he must beat him in the right way.
Before the fight, as we have seen, Watt says that he hopes that Sanchez ‘puts on a
show’. McGuigan says that Hamed will either finish the contest early or settle and then
end it. Piper suggests ‘a good finish will be on the cards’ and Dempsey hopes for an
‘outstanding sharp finish’. However, it is also said of Sanchez in the build-up that ‘he
could be a real handful tonight’. (McGuigan) The predictions from the pundits in the
studio are as follows: Oliver says ‘it could be a dangerous fight for Naz… I think he’ll
win inside six rounds.’ Piper sees a ‘single punch knockout in about three rounds’.
McGuigan says ‘he needs to win the fight emphatically’. Given these predictions, and
given the way in which the fight proceeds, it is curious to see that Hamed’s victory is
represented as marred. This also demonstrates elisions and inconsistencies within the
text, where achieving what is expected of him is not good enough. The markers of
success keep shifting, showing how the entertainment aspects of boxing can detract from
its true sporting nature.
In round two of the fight, Sanchez, described in the introductions as having an
‘outstanding professional record’, is having some success. Smith commentating says:
‘This is astonishing. No one gave Augie Sanchez a prayer in this fight and he is exposing
big weaknesses.’ This demonstrates how the fight is living up to hopes on the
entertainment front (Sanchez is putting up a show), but not in a sporting sense. And yet
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this was not how the fight was promoted before the viewer paid their money to watch it.
The preview programmes emphasised the competitive nature of the event and, just before
the fight, the danger that Sanchez poses is noted. For an ‘outstanding’ fighter to have a
modicum of success to be called ‘astounding’ demonstrates inconsistency. It
demonstrates how the knowledge and the authority of the production and commentators
is compromised, because their perspective is continually shifting. The perspective shifts
so that the generation of meaning is temperamental and contingent, suiting the context
and needs of the situation.
In round three this is even more noticeable. ‘Augie, Augie now the crowd shout’
says Smith as the Americans seem to warm to their own fighter. The commentary team
take the opportunity to emphasise the positive qualities of Sanchez, whilst singling out
the negative attributes of Hamed – ‘you have to question his chin’ (Watt); ‘when he’s hit
he falls off balance. He doesn’t like taking the shots.’ (Smith) In the same round though
Watt says ‘This is as good a fight as I’ve seen Hamed in for a long time’. This is itself
then closely followed by the comment: ‘You have to say this is a poor performance from
Naseem Hamed’. (Watt) This aptly demonstrates the tension between the sporting and
entertainment values. The fight is good, but Hamed is not. Where Watt says earlier of
Sanchez that ‘he’s in a position where he can’t lose’ if he puts up a good show, likewise
Hamed is in a position where he cannot win. If he beats his opponent convincingly it is
boring or a mismatch and does not conform to entertainment values. Here he is criticised
because the match is entertaining and not emphatic or one-sided. There is therefore a
tension in the balance of the narrative which is exemplified by ‘a mixture of applause and
boos here’ (Smith) at the end of the round. Even inside the arena the tension exists
between entertainment and sporting narratives. Is it ‘neutral’ (American) supporters who
are cheering because of the challenger’s efforts and Hamed’s supporters booing because
their fighter is not being as emphatic as they had hoped? More importantly though, how
are we, as an audience at home, supposed to view this? Because we are removed, during
the entrances and introductions, from identifying with Hamed through the entertainment
narrative, the audience is positioned to see him predominantly through the sporting
narrative. The audience is positioned to see him as under threat, as seeing Hamed’s
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reputation weakened by his opponent, rather than seeing him as drawing on extra
qualities (heart, determination, bravery, etc.).
The entertainment values rely on having a real contest in the ring, whereas the
sporting narrative relies on Hamed asserting his dominance. If the audience was invited
to see Hamed’s performance through the entertainment narrative they would be able to
see the boxers head-to-head. The sporting narrative, however, ironically removes Hamed
from the immediate conflict and places it amongst the wider boxing sphere, so that his
opponent is not the man standing in front of him but himself within the boxing world.
The commentators, positioned as the voices of knowledge and interpretation, suggest this
is ‘a poor performance’ (Watt) from Hamed at the end of round three. Hamed walks to
his corner, appearing confident, looking at the crowd, smiling, kissing his gloves. Watt
says, ‘Naz is all over the place’, with Smith echoing this shortly after – he ‘looks all over
the place’. Hamed, sat in his corner, is smiling and talking lucidly to his trainers.
Sanchez, by contrast, is having injuries and cuts dealt with, to the extent that the start of
round four is slightly delayed. Sanchez is somehow astounding and Hamed all over the
place. This aptly demonstrates how knowledge, interpretation and meaning is relative,
especially when seeing the marked difference in the amount of facial swelling for the two
fighters. When we hear that the American television networks have scored every round to
Hamed so far, it emphasises again this question of interpretation and reading.
Round four is the final round of the fight. As it begins, Watt says ‘this is
tremendous stuff from Sanchez’. However, more telling and more accurate, he goes on to
say: ‘Naz still has that power and that I think is what’s going to make the difference in
this fight.’ The contrast is that Sanchez is ‘tremendous’, but that Hamed is more likely to
win despite being poor. As the fight ends, Smith says: ‘the fight is over and Naseem
Hamed retains his WBO featherweight title. It was not a perfect performance but it was
excitement, drama and entertaining from the first bell.’
For the first time Hamed seems to be recognised as being a contributor to the
entertainment even if, as a fighter, the performance was unsatisfactory. Yet it is the
contest that is praised for this rather than the victor of it. Again, Hamed cannot win:
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The power once again gets him out of trouble… But no way can
he claim that to be a good performance. A tremendous finish,
the punches that finished it, but Naz made so many mistakes…
He must get back to the gym and wonder what went wrong
tonight. (Watt)

Post-fight

The post-fight analysis is interesting as Hamed seems to have achieved what was
expected of him before the fight. The fight was exciting, competitive and entertaining
with an emphatic finish. And, as predicted before the fight ‘Good performances and bad
alike, all have come down to Naseem Hamed’s unbelievable punching power.’
(Dempsey) Dempsey does not seem to see it this way though, as his first contribution to
the post-fight coverage is to say: ‘As we find, time and again, this truly is the most
unpredictable sport in the world.’ There is a contradiction here, as all pundits predicted
Hamed’s win by knockout. The conflict between narratives, though, is most visible in the
post-fight interviews. Here, Hamed again seems to seek to establish his identity and the
production seems to seek to side-step any engagement with it.

Post-fight interviews

The post-fight interviews are only conducted with Hamed as Sanchez had to be
taken from the arena on a stretcher. Sanchez’s condition makes the interviews a little
different, as it is more difficult to be ebullient when the fate of the opponent is unknown.
Sanchez, strapped to a stretcher, with oxygen mask and neck brace on is carried from the
arena. The M.C. announces that this is purely a precautionary measure, before moving on
to announce Hamed’s victory. However, the majority of the attention immediately after
the fight is on Sanchez. Smith talks of Sanchez as ‘brave, gave it all he had’, and
mentions again the family dimension to Sanchez’s camp, with his wife at ringside.
There are two post-fight interviews. The first is with American HBO reporter
Larry Merchant. Hamed is clearly concerned about the fate of his opponent, but this soon

226

leads into an opportunity to learn more about who Hamed is. He says: ‘I wish that Allah
makes him nice and safe and there is nothing wrong with him at all – that I first pray to
Allah’. Throughout this, and when Hamed says ‘I want to thank Allah for my win, an
unbelievable win’, there is no engagement from the interviewer. There is barely any eye
contact throughout the interview, and none at all when the questions are being asked.
Hamed is asked about his performance, about how much quality his opponent Sanchez
had, and about other prospective opponents. The interview concludes with Hamed
grabbing the microphone from Merchant as he tries to hand back to his colleagues.
Hamed says: ‘I bear witness there is only one God, Allah, and Mohammed is his final
messenger. That’s what I said on the Bungu fight – thanking you.’
Hamed then leaves the interviewer, who is not even listening or facing him. The
reference to the Bungu fight relates to a previous contest (another in America to establish
his credentials) where Hamed’s interview was cut short by Merchant before he could
express his religious devotion. Without thanking Hamed in his interview, Merchant’s
response to this is a dismissive ‘Alright. Jim’, as he hands over to colleagues elsewhere.
Even (especially?) the American production is side-stepping any engagement with
Hamed’s identity.
The interview with Smith, again taking place within the crowded ring, takes on a
similar form as the interview conducted for HBO. However, that same antagonism
between Hamed and the interviewer is not present. Hamed again takes pains to firstly
wish and pray to Allah that Sanchez be safe, which once more leads into Hamed
expressing different aspects of his identity. He dedicates the fight and his performance to
Buster, an English child who had recently died of Leukemia, saying ‘my heart goes out to
his family.’ He dedicates the fight to his ‘beautiful two sons, Sami and Adam, and my
beautiful wife Eleasha’. It is, again, Hamed who has to provide his own personification,
his own biographical references. As Sanchez was taken from the ring, his status as a
family man was re-affirmed as we are told about his wife and childhood sweetheart.
Hamed has to bring his own family in to his narrative.
As with the HBO interview, a question is asked about Sanchez being a worthy
opponent. The question from Smith, however, is phrased differently – rather than
suggesting that Sanchez was not a worthy opponent, Smith chose the more positive route
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of saying Sanchez did deserve to be in the ring. This gives Hamed the opportunity to
assess the qualities of Sanchez: ‘The guy hit me, hurt me with some good shots and
you’ve seen my heart again, you’ve seen my style, my character’. Hamed is right to an
extent; he did come up against a real opponent and he dealt with it. The production did
not see the virtues of character in Hamed, did not recognise him as anything other than a
boxer, so the viewer was never invited to see his heart and character. These qualities are
also used regularly in reference to English national identity, as seen in readings of other
sports, so the lack of characterisation for Hamed led to missed opportunities to cast
Hamed within a narrative of national identity.
It seems reasonable to suggest that Hamed sees the value of the link between sport
and national identity. Or perhaps it is that he wishes to be recognised not only as a legend
but as a British or English legend. He says of the fight: ‘Of course it was a scare, but it
don’t matter because I always bring drama, I always bring excitement and I bring a pure
winner coming back to England with my belt.’
With most sports interviews, especially when immediately following an event, the
sports person talks about sporting matters. The production is generally more likely to
draw out the wider narratives (e.g. Garth Crooks’ embedded statements in post-match
interview questions or the ‘Cometh the hour’ montage in England-Argentina football
coverage), but here this is reversed. In the studio footage, the sports narrative is
paramount, with no personal aspects to it. Tellingly, there is also no aspect relating to
national identity. The lack of engagement with Hamed’s character means that we are
unable to situate him within English national identity. Without the individual it is difficult
to move to the collective, except as the text takes us into the collective sphere anyway.
Perhaps this occurs in this programme because it is designed for a niche, pay-per-view
boxing audience. However, the opportunities are there for the production, and the
commentary team in particular, to transform this narrative into a cultural one. The Union
flag, for example, is brought into the ring when the fight concludes, but signifiers like
these are neglected. On the subject of future opponents Hamed says:

I want Barrera next. I will knock him out and I’m gonna make
history and bring it back to Sheffield, bring it back to England.
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Dempsey responds to this by half-echoing Hamed, but saying that he will bring it
back home to his ‘family’. There appears to be no sense in which Dempsey is making the
leap to suggest that Hamed is part of a family of the English. Rather, this remark,
although said in the moment, ignores his relationship to England and Sheffield. Hamed
has had to name his own home again and, by virtue of continuing to do this, it would
suggest that this is important for him.

Post-fight studio analysis

The post-fight studio analysis ties up the loose ends of the narratives. After going
over footage from the fight there is a progress report on Augie Sanchez, which seems
more concerned with imparting information about stringent medical standards in boxing
than giving any new information on Sanchez. This appears to be an effort at preserving
boxing as a noble art and avoiding accusations of brutality. It is, however, the brutality of
Hamed that impresses most.

Just to cap this all off by saying that the Americans are still
looking for a convincing performance by Naz. That was a
convincing performance … he finished with concussive power,
amazing power and I think HBO know what they’ve got.
They’ve got a guy that’s always going to be dangerous…
(McGuigan)

As McGuigan says this, Piper chips in at the end, ‘…and exciting’. Piper also
describes Hamed as ‘better than ever’, which seems far more generous than other
assessments. ‘Just to cap this all off’ then, it seems that all’s well that ends well, except
that the assessment again sees Hamed from an American audience’s perspective.
McGuigan talks of what HBO have, not what ‘we’ have as a nation. In trying to impress
the American audience, it is never given that it is ‘our boy’ out there. He is never framed
as ‘ours’ and consequently the national identity that is ours and expressed so readily in
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sports is somehow not his. Never named as one of us, referred to as unique, different and
individual, Hamed is positioned as other. Dempsey concludes the studio footage by
saying ‘yet again we have to say no-one does it quite like Naseem.’

Conclusion

As the audience is not invited to watch for the outcome as they are expecting an
emphatic knock out, the conclusion of the fight appears to necessitate a recoiling of the
narrative. The contest – the competitiveness – becomes more significant as reveling in the
brutality of its ending is distasteful when the loser is prostrate in the ring still receiving
medical attention. And hence, Hamed receives little credit for his victory and the
production seems a little on the back foot post-fight. There is no binary by which to judge
Hamed’s post-fight interviews, the emphatic ending is initially distasteful, even by
boxing’s standards, and there is no recourse to a narrative of national identity. Left with
the all-conquering Hamed in the ring, the production still cannot engage with him.
The prioritising of Hamed is because he is a star in a star system, which is often,
though not here, formulated in national terms. Hamed is never named as ‘our star’. He is
prioritised for his saleability, his value as a cultural token within a particular system of
consumption. And yet his Muslim devotion, his identity, his choices do not make him
sellable to an American audience (through whose eyes we view the fight) and television
networks. This impacts on the transformation of the sporting narrative into a cultural
narrative, as the opportunities for renegotiating boundaries are not taken up. This
demonstrates how choices of identities are cut across with discourses of power and
legitimacy. Hamed’s identity is not legitimised or even engaged with in the production,
and yet Hamed has some power to express his identity. From the perspective of the
audience, it demonstrates how cultural tokens – and the rejection or acceptance of them –
are in need of negotiation. The coverage does not ‘hail’ the audience, or encourage us to
recognise ourselves in the attributes of Hamed. Rather the boundaries are set up to
encourage a distancing from them. Efforts appear to be made to set him up as Other or to
situate his identity peripherally from a core. Whilst these distinctions are merely
symbolic, they come from attitudes that make material differences to everyday lives. A
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preferred version of national identity seems visible in the text, even if only negatively by
viewing what is not claimed as ‘ours’, by seeing what is not named as ‘us’ in this footage.
The boundaries are not clearly signaled and the lack of true binary oppositions suggests
the fluidity of meaning between ‘us’ and ‘not quite us’, different but not opposite.
Signifiers of national identity always carry potential, but in this text the signified
is not made manifest. There is no attempt to make identity ‘knowable’ through Hamed.
There appears to be an inability, or unwillingness, to challenge a limited version of
national identity, or to engage with issues of national identification when this may be an
unconventional configuration. This may be because of what is marketable and how
consumption feeds into identity, but for the audience watching there is a clear lack of
‘hailing’. The lack of uses of metonymy and synecdoche also marks a clear distinction to
the football coverage, where we identified a circle of representation that helps to create
an imaginary ‘us’. Here, there is no sense of a dialectic relationship between ‘our’
identities and Hamed’s, implying a dislocation that positions Hamed as ‘outsider’.
This text perhaps demonstrates the tension between bottom-up and top-down
versions of identity building. Hamed was able to project his identity (bottom-up), but the
production acted to marginalise this projection. For the audience, it suggests the
fragmented nature of the text, the multiplicity of meaning depending on perspective. The
narrative is receiver dependent in this respect, depending upon which cultural tokens
value is attached to. However, there does seem to be a configuration of values that are
signaled as dominant in the text.
With the UK audience set to look in on Hamed’s performance to an American
audience, they are framed voyeuristically. Identifying with an individual rather than a
team or group, the audience framed in this way is able to see the relationship between
individual and society. Seeing this projection of the individual into the collective
demonstrates how the individual is locked into a system of capital and consumption. As
the sporting narrative is purely internal and self-referential, having no reality outside of
its own, it is through the entertainment values, through the contextualization of the action
to make it meaningful to the audience, that the text becomes social. But this is not a
mirror held up to reality, rather it is a sequence of distortions that perhaps conceal the
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social by creating it, as demonstrated through the neutralization of Hamed’s individual
self-expression.
After losing to Antonio Barrera in April 2001, Hamed has only been involved in
one, low-key, boxing match. His absence from the boxing world, however, has been
ascribed to aspects outside of the boxing world. Jay Larkin, from the TV company
Showtime, is quoted as saying:

It is not hard to understand that world events did not make it any
easier for Naz. …A fighter entering the ring in America to cries
of “Allah Akbar!” after 11 September 2001 would have to have
a superhuman ability to concentrate and very unique ability to
shut out his surroundings.

(Larkin, quoted in Kevin Mitchell, ‘Lennox: Should He Stay Or
Should He Go’, The Observer (Sport Supplement), 02/11/03:
p.15.)

Awareness of the text has to be key. Whilst a British World champion of Arabic
descent provides great visibility to others with similar aspirations, this visibility is
mediated. HBO in fact edited out Hamed’s prayer from their coverage, and did the same
when Hamed fought Barrera. (Steve Bunce, ‘The Forgotten Prince’ in The Observer,
11/11/01) Following the events of September 11th 2001 Hamed issued a statement
announcing he would be retiring from boxing in sympathy with the victims. However, as
Bunce (2001) notes, this came at a time when rumours were suggesting that Hamed’s
career with HBO was about to end over the exhibition of religious beliefs.
If the textual characteristics lean towards making this champion Other, then the
visibility he is afforded is almost redundant, except as a counter-balance to reinforce a
narrow conception of national identity. This is unless, of course, the audience is able to
construct their own meanings, to sort the myths from their truths. To gain our identities
we must discursively engage; to merely enjoy this fight is to disengage with issues. This
is perfectly acceptable, as television has a leisure and pleasure role to fill, but this is also
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the way in which national identity can act banally, and subtly. When the boundaries of us
and them are set up, it is not only ourselves who are affected. We also delineate what is
not us and who is not us; who is on the inside and who is an outsider. A lazy reading fails
to recognise the elisions and double-standards in the text, and by missing them or not
resisting them, tacitly accepts them. As Kevin Mitchell (2003) says: ‘I wouldn’t bet on
Hamed boxing again.’
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CHAPTER NINE - Athletics
Heptathlon highlights, The Day Down Under, 23/09/00 & 24/09/00, BBC1.

The athletics text chosen for analysis comes from the Sydney Olympic Games in
2000. More specifically the text is taken from the programme ‘The Day Down Under’, a
daily review that was broadcast in an early evening time slot presented by Clare Balding
and John Inverdale. This programme provided the convenience of seeing the most
pertinent events of the Olympic day, which had occurred live at irregular hours due to the
time difference. This review programme, lasting one hour each evening, was chosen for
analysis as, with the BBC broadcasting over 350 hours of footage from the Games, it set
out the most relevant events for a British audience. By taking this review programme
rather than the live coverage, it can be more clearly seen how events are re-framed for the
audience – transposed from live event into reportage. The choice of events within this
programme – condensed down from a whole day’s competition – is dominated by either
home (British) competitors or ‘stars’ (with some events falling into both categories).
Where the live coverage of events is sometimes described as ‘history in the
making’ (as Clare Balding says of watching Steven Redgrave’s fifth rowing Olympic
gold medal in the Coxless Fours), this programme style sets that history in place more
firmly. It is sometimes literally that Olympic history is being made, but more commonly
the moments chosen for review relate to ‘our’ cultural history and narratives. The
editorial process necessitates a choosing of what is significant, which happens both
through the choice of events to review and the manner in which this review takes place.
For example, in graphics showing the competitors for track events, the names of British
participants are highlighted in yellow, where the other competitors’ names are shown in
white. In the rarer times when there is no British athlete competing, the names of the key
figures are highlighted in yellow. Athletes who are British are automatically significant
and therefore key figures, and, graphically, are the equivalent of key figures. The clear
bias towards the British even extends to results tables, as it does for the men’s javelin
competition. Britain’s Steve Backley won the silver medal in this event, but the graphic
showing this with the names of gold and bronze medal winners also shows the name of
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the 11th placed competitor Mick Hill, from Britain. The competitors in between the
bronze medal position and Mick Hill are not significant as they are not British.
Because of the extensive nature of the Olympic Games and the need to condense a
multitude of contests and events into a one hour review programme, there are production
constraints that effect the framing of events. To get through the items (and also as these
items are not occurring live) a minimum of introduction is used. The programme
therefore moves swiftly from item to item, from British interests and British success to
more British interests and successes. Although the programme purports to be an Olympic
round-up it is in reality more of a round-up of British interests at the Olympics. This
gives the viewer more opportunity to identify with competitors. This ability to identify
with the British competitors is increased when, due to time constraints and other factors,
the audience is not shown particular events except through the British competitors in that
event. By concentrating on the competitors, time is also saved as events are not given
explanation or introduction. The casual viewer can catch up on success stories, on the
winners and losers, all framed from a British perspective. In moving swiftly from event to
event, the programme style leads the viewer from character to character, so that the
audience sees moments of personal endeavour and achievements. The audience sees the
individual in a sporting event rather than a more overall picture of the event itself. We see
the individual in the context of the collective, achieving amongst others. But these others
are rarely recognised by The Day Down Under programme, unless mitigating a British
defeat or setting the benchmark by which British success may be judged. The lack of
interest in other competitors often leads to the narrative being about the athlete
themselves and how well they compete within themselves. Unswervingly, the context
remains British as this is the characteristic that the majority of the highlighted
competitors share in the events chosen for review.
The commentary used in the events chosen for The Day Down Under is that from
the live broadcasts. This is interesting because British interests are still prominent.
Although the review programme format necessitates, to an extent, some prioritising of
British interests, this also comes through from live reporting that has a more immediate
relationship with sporting, rather than cultural, narratives. In both live and selected
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highlights, the television text is transformed into cultural text. In this sense, narratives of
national identity, and British national identity in particular, are projected onto the event.
In field events, where competitors compete one at a time – as in Javelin or High
Jump – the competitors from other nations are rarely shown in the review. In track
events, where competitors race alongside one another, the British athlete is highlighted
and other competitors mentioned in relation to them. Both of these conditions contribute
to the audience identifying with the people, the particular competitor, significantly the
British competitor, rather than the sport itself. This allows, or even encourages, the
viewer to find pleasure in national identification more than it encourages pleasure in the
sport itself.

I have chosen to examine the way in which British competitor Denise Lewis, in
the heptathlon event, is represented in the review programme. This text has been chosen
so that the projection of a British narrative can be considered in the context of a black,
female, British competitor’s endeavors. This may allow us to see if extra tensions exist in
this context.

Denise Lewis

Denise Lewis competed in the Heptathlon event, which took place over two days.
She was one of Britain’s major hopes for a gold medal, which is reflected in the coverage
of her event. The first four disciplines (100 metres hurdles, high jump, shot put and 200
metres) happen on day one of the competition, with the final three disciplines taking
place the day after. The first day of the heptathlon competition took place on a day when
other British successes dominated the programme, so the coverage is cursory. The first
four events, including introduction and conclusion, are covered in less than four minutes
of programming.
The footage starts with John Inverdale introducing the action. This included a
limited narrative set-up, linking the possibility of Olympic success to the achievements of
another British Olympic athlete. He says:
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In the way that Daley Thompson could justifiably claim to have
been the greatest all-round male athlete in the world when he
won his two decathlon titles, so Denise Lewis is out to prove she
is currently the greatest all-round female athlete by lifting the
Heptathlon crown. She set out on the long, hard and winding
road to glory today with the first four of the seven events.

100 metres hurdles

The coverage of the first four events begins with the 100 metres hurdles. Moving
from studio to recorded footage, the audience first sees Lewis crouched in the starting
blocks. The camera zooms in slowly so that Lewis takes up the entire shot. She is the
focus of our attention. As the starter gets the athletes rise to the ‘get set’ position the shot
moves to show the athletes along the starting line. This is a more generic television
sports’ shot as opposed to the close-ups that allow for characterisation and the building of
narratives. As the starting pistol fires the shot moves to a camera set perpendicular to the
finishing line watching the athletes approach. The camera zooms out and turns to show
the athletes crossing finishing line. At the end of the race only two more camera angles
are shown. The first shows Lewis from the side, clapping her hands and walking past
fellow competitors in the background of the shot. The second is a shot from a more raised
angle, showing Lewis in head-and-shoulders shot still walking. This shot then moves to a
graphic showing the heptathlon standings after the first event, just as Lewis raises a hand
to acknowledge the crowd.
The race footage is framed at either end by the singling out of Lewis. At the start
of the race no other athlete is shown or mentioned. The shot, zooming in slowly on
Lewis, at the start of the race adds a little more intimacy and sense of drama. It is quite
literally a visual pointer on who to watch, who to focus on. It is the more personal shot,
before moving to the sporting business at hand. And then, at the race conclusion, a
similar thing happens. As the sporting action finishes, only Lewis is shown in two shots
that provide the transition back from athletics to the athlete. The first shot shows her
amongst her competitors, then changing to a closer more personal shot.
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During the race, the visual aspects of the footage remain neutral, following the
race to its conclusion. However, the commentary, drawing from the visual, continues to
prioritise Lewis’ efforts throughout the race. As she is crouched at the start line,
occupying the entire shot, the commentary begins:

The two most important days of Denise Lewis’ athletics career
starts here – the 100 metres hurdles.

The narrative is immediately set up that we are watching Denise Lewis rather than
anybody else. We are invited to take an interest in her athletics career and nobody else’s
from this event. The coverage is the presentation of her ‘road to glory’, even before that
glory has been earned, before the first starting pistol has even sounded. The commentary
in particular and the production now have to manage this narrative. The narrative of
Lewis’ glory cannot continue unless the action lives up to the projected narrative. In the
heptathlon, glory is not earned during one event.
Only one other athlete is mentioned during the course of the race – Lewis’ main
rival and winner of the race, Eunice Barber. As the pistol fires the commentary begins
with ‘And they’re away first time’. This is a stock phrase, giving the commentator time to
see which competitors get the better start to the race. It is Barber who makes the most
headway and the commentary, influenced by the action, reflects this:

Eunice Barber, the world champion, is er …to her right hand
side
The ‘er’ in the middle of this sentence acts as a pause, and where you might
expect the sentence to end with a description of what ‘Eunice Barber is’, the attention is
turned back to Lewis. It is implicit within the commentary that the viewer is watching
Lewis’ progress, not that they are watching the overall race. The viewer is positioned
with Lewis as the point of identification, with Barber described in relation to ‘her’. That
Barber wins the race, and that she was reigning World Champion, necessitates a certain
amount of deftness in the handling of the Lewis’ ‘road to glory’ narrative. The
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commentary cannot dismiss Barber; after all, it could be her who denies Lewis Olympic
gold. The commentary continues:

…and the French woman is absolutely flying. Lewis, with her
ankle heavily strapped, in second place

Notice that the nationality of Barber is somehow relevant, but more importantly in
the context of the narrative, how Lewis’ performance is mitigated. The spectre of injury
in Olympic competition always hangs in the air, but is also held in reserve as the get out
clause for the narrative when expectations have been so high. Suggesting that this is an
event that Lewis will win, a medal that we will win as a nation, raises expectations. If the
story does not live up to expectations, there has to be a reason. In mentioning Lewis’
strapping around her ankle, it suggests a point of weakness that is beyond the control of
the athlete. It also allows, in the case of eventual victory, the narrative to emphasise the
battling qualities of the athlete, how they have overcome adversity. It is this adversity that
allows the narrative to move in either direction.

…it’s still a good run by Denise Lewis, but Barber comes away;
Lewis in second place. It could be very close to Denise Lewis’
personal best performance.

The audience is comforted by the commentary, mitigating Lewis’ performance.
The words ‘Lewis in second place’ are said in a comfortable tone of voice, demonstrating
that there is little to worry about from not winning one race. The race footage ends as the
commentary announces that Lewis is in second place. As Lewis is shown as described
above, on her own after the race, the commentary, following the visual representation,
brings the narrative back from the athletics to the athlete. With just Lewis occupying the
screen we are told nothing more of Barber’s victory, just that Lewis’ performance was
close to being her personal best. Despite her injury, Lewis is still able to finish second
and very close to her personal best. It is Lewis’ story the implied audience is invited to
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see, and certainly not Barber’s. Barber, despite being the current World Champion and
winning the particular race, merely has a bit-part in Lewis’ story.
The coverage moves swiftly to the standings after the first round, showing Barber
at the top and Lewis second.

Well, Barber had come into the competition as the fastest
hurdler on paper and so it was to prove in the Olympic stadium

Barber’s performance is explained away. That ‘Well’ at the start of the sentence
has a sense of rationalization about it – that Barber was leading after one event was no
great shock and would have little material effect on the original narrative. When we are
told that Barber is thirty-nine points ahead of Lewis, Barber’s efforts are mitigated,
because we know that she was expected to be faster. However, we are also told of ‘a very
good performance as well by Sheila Burrell of the United States in third place.’ This
seems to emphasise that an athlete who proved to be not quite as good as Denise Lewis
needed to put in ‘a very good performance’ to get close to her. The treatment of the
athletes either side of Denise Lewis in the standings after the first event are related to the
narrative of Lewis’ progress. The athlete placed below her is described as having put in ‘a
very good performance’ and the athlete above only demonstrating what was already
known before the event. Lewis is figuratively placed as better than ‘very good’ and only
second because of Barber’s advantage in one particular event.

High Jump

We are only shown one jump for Lewis in this, her least successful, event. It is
her final jump after two failures at the height. The production again prioritises Lewis as
no other athletes are shown in this event. However, the rivalry with Barber is sustained
through the commentary, which is again filled with expectation. As footage for this event
begins Lewis is shown at the beginning of her run up for her final attempt at 1.81metres.
It begins with a full-length shot of Lewis with the crowd behind her. The camera zooms
in to a shot of Lewis from the torso up, whereupon a caption appears on screen featuring
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pertinent information (including the Union Jack flag of course). The commentary begins
as the camera zooms in, ending as the shot shows Lewis in head and shoulders shot:

Now, what is Denise Lewis made of? She should be able to do
this. One metre eighty one – she’s done it many times before.

Lewis’ battle is presented as a battle with herself and, as the audience, we are
invited to watch her moment (or moments given the nature of the heptathlon) of
reckoning. The question is not about ability – ‘she’s done it many times before’ – but of
whether Lewis can bring that ability to bear, here and now. It is a classic will she / wont
she narrative. As this commentary proceeds the camera continues to zoom in on Lewis so
that only her head is in focus in shot. Lewis’ eyes are unflickering and concentrating on
the jump. As the camera reaches this point the commentary asks:

Is she champion material? This could be an event which decides
that. She’s got to get this height to stay with Eunice Barber, the
World Champion…

The visual aspects lend a sense of intimacy, focused in on the eyes of one
individual in front of the crowd shown in the wider shot. The commentary adds to and
contextualises the moment, offering questions to be answered by the sporting moment.
This contextualisation, however, bears no relation to Lewis being a competitor amongst
other competitors. It is only when Lewis starts hopping from foot to foot on the spot as a
preamble to her run up that the commentary mentions anything of her opponents. At this
moment, as with the hurdles event, the sporting action takes over from personal,
entertainment and cultural elements in the narrative construction. As Lewis begins her
run up in earnest the commentary waits in anticipation – it needs the result of the jump in
order for the elements above to continue to be built around the sporting action.

…ooh, she’s out. That is a big surprise and could be – I
emphasise could be - a major set back for Denise Lewis. And
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she knows it.

The questions asked in the commentary - ‘what is Denise Lewis made of?’ and is
she ‘champion material’? – are asked with the implicit expectation that she will be
successful in her attempt. Before her jump it is stated that she ‘should’ clear this height
and that she has done on many occasions previously. The commentary then states that
failure at this height ‘is a big surprise’. With failure in this event, the commentary instead
has to rely on ‘should’ and ‘could’ as the get outs. A successful jump would lead to the
building of hope – it looks like she is champion material, she can rise to the occasion.
Whilst this event does not eventually turn out to be disastrous for Lewis in the overall
standings, at this point in the narrative the expectation is turned more to hopes. It ‘could
be – I emphasise could be - a major set back’. This re-orientation of the narrative is
reflected in the presentation of the standings after two rounds of the heptathlon event.
In looking at the standings, the commentary emphasises the qualities of the top
three athletes. Eunice Barber is mentioned for the first time in the commentary as the
current World Champion, and in second place is the silver medallist from the previous
Olympics. The treatment of Lewis here overlooks her high jump disappointment,
concentrating on how Lewis is likely to pick up points in further rounds.

Denise Lewis, with a very very good shot-put to come, down in
8th place, desperate for more points.

Shot-Put

All is not lost. Lewis still carries our hopes as she has not only a good shot-put,
but a ‘very very good shot-put’. As the footage moves to this event the commentary
emphasises that there is still ‘a long way to go’. Whilst the high jump event is almost
skipped over with a cursory look at Lewis’ performance, the shot-put is where Lewis
excels for the first time in the competition. As such the footage is more concentrated on
this success.
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Lewis is first shown in a full body shot, stood upright, preparing to take her last
throw of the competition. As with the high jump this is an event where athletes compete
one at a time, so no other athlete is shown. It is still the British interest being presented
and not the sporting competition itself, reaffirming our belonging to the group. As Lewis’
knees bend and she assumes the position to start her throw, the commentary says:

Denise Lewis, if she can just get a couple more centimetres here,
would do her prospects of taking gold the world of good.

The tone and the content of the commentary is far more optimistic here than at the
conclusion of the high jump. The highlights package moves from what ‘could be’ a major
set back, to Lewis ‘just’ needing a ‘couple more centimetres’. The word ‘just’ is
emphasised and, as Lewis releases the shot, the words ‘taking gold’ are said with the tone
of voice shifting as if it is the commentator putting the effort in to project the orb. As
with the commentary for the high jump, a question (although not so overtly formed) is
proposed in the commentary – can she get a few more centimetres? As the shot is moving
through the air and as it lands, the answer to this question is unclear.

It’s very high. It’s a good put. Now her best so far, 15 metres 27,
and that was 879 points.

At this point the commentary is filling time, waiting for the measurement in order
to see how the narrative can develop. When it is said that ‘It’s a good put’, the voice is
dispassionate rather than enthusiastic. As with the high jump, the narrative cannot
progress without the knowledge of the result. For the high jump, success or failure is
immediately known, so, as Lewis knocked the bar off, the audience is told it is a setback
‘And she knows it’. The footage then broke off to show the overall standings. In the shotput event, the time spent waiting for the measurement leaves a gap where, although the
throw might be ‘a good put’, the significance of how good is unknown. In this time we
see Lewis after her event, walking back from the throwing circle, but the commentary is
unable to take its cues from the action (except insofar as Lewis herself is also waiting to
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see the result). A slow motion replay is shown from another angle, in front of the
throwing circle, allowing the commentary to reaffirm the qualities of the athlete.
The camera angle for the replay shows the athlete towering above and, as the
throwing movement changes the body position, it zooms in cutting off head and
shoulders but ends showing the athlete’s face at the moment of release. It emphasises the
technique, power and strength needed for the particular event, and the commentary
supports Lewis’ attributes in this respect.

She’s the best shot-putter on display out of all the heptathletes
here in the Olympic stadium by far. Technically good, very fast,
no sign of any injuries.

There are gaps in the commentary in the first sentence above that divide it into
three parts. The first comes after ‘She’s the best shot-putter on display’, so that the
qualification that she is the best out of the heptathletes is removed from the statement of
just being the best. Initially the ‘out of all the heptathletes here in the Olympic stadium’
sounds like a new sentence from the intonation of the commentary, but the ‘by far’ that
follows it links it up as one sentence. It is just before the ‘by far’ that the second pause is
left so that the middle section of the sentence loses most of its significance, lending itself
to the assertion that Lewis is ‘the best’ ‘by far’. When the distance is known, the narrative
of our athlete in the heptathlon event can continue.

15 metres 55, 898 points – that is superb

There is enthusiasm in the voice when the distance is revealed, with both tone and
voice rising. Lewis did indeed find that extra few centimetres and therefore did her
chances of taking gold the world of good. The simple statement that ‘that is superb’
rounds off the coverage of this event.
Just as the commentator wills the shot-put through the air as Lewis releases it, we
are invited to share Lewis’ journey and will her on to success. On ‘the long, hard and
winding road to glory’, Britishness is associated with Lewis’ success. The positives and
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successes are emphasised and we are imbibed through the commentary with the
knowledge of what Lewis has to do (‘just get a couple more centimetres’). We know
what she has to do, implicitly for us. Because we are a group and we know what needs to
be done, the positives and the successes are ours within the narrative. However, the high
jump event, by comparison, demonstrated how failure and disappointment became
individual – ‘a major set back for Denise Lewis. And she knows it.’ The comparison
between the high jump and shot-put events here demonstrate how success is celebrated
and ours, whereas failure is negated and put down to the individual. Of course, this
narrative play has no bearing on the actualities of the event, nor reference to who the
British are as a people. It does seem to demonstrate however, how a sense of who we are
is projected onto events, how sporting events can alter the mood of the nation, and how
we can buy into this myth of bias towards ourselves (Rowe et al., 1998).
Looking at the standings after three events, the emphasis remains on Lewis, so
much so that she no longer needs to be named.

She’s shot up the leader board, from eighth place into second,
and the shot-put was the undoing of Eunice Barber who was
way, way below her best. And that means now that Eunice
Barber is in eighth place.

Barber remains the main rival to Lewis’ prospects, as was clear from the hurdles
in round one of the competition. That this rivalry has been set up – through the
production more than any pre-existing sporting rivalry – means that Lewis’ progress
through the seven events can be defined in relation to Barber. Although it is stated that
Barber was ‘way, way below her best’, this is not delivered with any glee or sense of ill
will towards Barber. Rather Barber is a more banal threat, so that her failures are not
mitigated or hidden as Lewis’s would be, and likewise her successes and general progress
are not of the utmost importance.

200 metres
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The presentation of the 200 metres race, round four of the heptathlon, takes much
the same form as the hurdles event. The footage does not begin with Lewis occupying a
full screen shot, but with a shot of all of the athletes in the staggered starting positions.
The commentary starts after the starting pistol is fired. Lewis, of course, is first to be
mentioned.

Lewis gets away well. Now, can she make up room on Eunice
Barber? Barber, on paper, the better 200 metre runner. But
Lewis is staying with her.

By this time, the athletes are coming around the bend to the final straight,
whereupon the camera, from the same angle as in the hurdles, follows them to the finish.
From the point of view of the commentary, this is a race between two people, although
eight athletes are running. As a television audience our gaze is directed towards these two
athletes and, more particularly, Lewis. The short-term narrative of the race is this headto-head competition. Again we see a question being asked of Lewis in the commentary,
the answer to which comes in the form of the race result. But this is not about the overall
result; it is ‘can she make up room on Eunice Barber?’ Whilst there are other competitors
in the race, by saying ‘Lewis is staying with her’, the audience is directed to watch this
progress.
As the athletes come into the final straight, ‘our’ gaze is on Lewis and Barber, but
the other athletes start to pull away. Until this point, the presentation has taken little note
of any other athletes, but here the action demands it. Lewis and Barber are not leading
and, unlike in the two field events already completed, Lewis is competing amongst other
athletes.

Sheila Burrell of the United States is going well, but Denise
Lewis hanging on in there. Right on the inside, Roshchupkina is
having a good run.
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The fact that Burrell is going well is counterbalanced by that ‘but’ in the
commentary, that draws the attention back to Lewis. Burrell’s performance is incidental
to a large degree (she is outside of the top eight athletes after this event). However,
Roshchupkina receives similarly cursory treatment, especially as she turns out to be the
winner of the race and, as a result, a place above Lewis in the overall standings following
this event. Roshchupkina is ‘having a good run’, a phrase delivered as if the athlete is
removed from any competitive element in the race. Lewis, by contrast, is demonstrating
determination by ‘hanging on in there’. It is fortunate that the commentary points to
which lane Roshchupkina is in, as she is not shown before or after the race and has not
been mentioned in the highlights package so far. The other athletes’ identities are
irrelevant unless they present a threat to Lewis, but even then it is a peripheral concern.

Now, Denise Lewis must stay with …er the French athlete,
Eunice Barber, which she’s doing but they’re both going
backwards.

This rivalry is brought to the fore again, with Barber’s nationality mentioned, just
as Burrell’s is above. The nationality has no bearing on who is likely to finish faster, but
sets up the French and American athletes’ belonging, which is not the same as Lewis’,
which involves this mythical bond between ‘Us’, her and Britishness. The audience’s
view is directed very much at Lewis, despite her falling out of shot momentarily at the
point at which the commentary says ‘they’re both going backwards’. The camera turns to
show the finishing line, with Roshchupkina finishing first and Burrell a close second. As
they cross the line, the winner is acknowledged in an extremely brief manner and the
attention turned back to Lewis.

Roshchupkina. And Denise Lewis beats Eunice Barber. That is
amazing.

The word ‘beats’ is emphasised as if there is a true sense that this is amazing.
Barber’s name is said in a tone of excitement as if beating this athlete is far more
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deserving of praise for Lewis than the actual win is for Roshchupkina, whose name is
delivered neutrally in a matter-of-fact tone. Amazing as it might be, Lewis still finishes in
6th place out of eight athletes and none of the five athletes ahead of her receive any praise
or indeed comment of any kind. Although the nature of the heptathlon means that no one
event is totally decisive as it relates to the end result, it does seem that the presentation of
Lewis’ progress is one that distorts the overall picture. Her performance is made explicit
– her progress is made knowable to the audience, whereas the performances of the other
athletes, the stories of the other athletes, are kept under wraps.
At the conclusion of the race, Prokhorova, from Russia, and Lewis are shown, one
after the other in individual shots, but the audience would be unlikely to know who
Prokhorova is. She is one of the anonymous others for the time being. Lewis, by contrast,
we are made to know, arbitrarily, because she is British. The footage of the first day of
competition ends with Lewis in shot from the waist up and the voice over pronouncing
‘That is amazing’. It is made natural to concentrate on Lewis; it is not out of the ordinary,
because we share with her our nationality. There is little in the narrative to suggest what
it is about our nationality that forms a common bond, more that there is a basic premise
that our national identity is more important than other nations’. This is where the sense of
a banal nationalism is encouraged and made natural. Just as the relationship between
signifier and signified is arbitrary, so the relationship between athlete and national
identity is arbitrary, but the existence of the relationship easily recognised and accepted.
The presentation makes the relationship appear natural, reinforcing the temptation to
indulge in creating meanings we can ascribe to ourselves.
To tie up the footage of day one of the heptathlon, the leader board is shown with
studio presenter John Inverdale providing the voice over. This allows the presentation to
move back to the studio from footage of the stadium, but also closes off the narrative for
the day. Lewis’ name is graphically highlighted in yellow on the leader board and,
although other athletes are mentioned, she remains the priority.

So there’s the position after four of the seven events. Lewis in
the bronze medal position. She does have an Achilles injury
though which may or may not play a serious part in tomorrow.
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And watch out for the two Russian girls and also, the leader,
Sazanovich from Belarus.

When it is said ‘there’s the position’, followed closely by ‘Lewis in the bronze
medal position’, it seems that the overall table is of little consequence, only Lewis’
position on it. When it is said that she has an Achilles injury, it allows for the possibility
of failure as injury threatens to hamper any progress from her current position. But this
injury may or may not play a serious part in the proceedings on the second day of
competition. The opposition will play a part though, so where an injury might be
unfortunate, the threat from other athletes is guaranteed. We are therefore told to ‘watch
out’ for this threat, despite the three athletes named as the threat being little or no part of
the presentation so far. This ‘watch out’ is a general ‘watch out’ for the threat from
anonymous others. Whilst this tone is unlikely to be the intention of Inverdale, the bias
towards Lewis already demonstrated, coupled with the lack of engagement with athletes
from elsewhere, lends itself to this reading.

Day 2

Highlights from the second, and final, day of the heptathlon begin with Clare
Balding introducing the action. As with Inverdale’s introduction of the first day’s
highlights, it draws from previous British success at the Olympics and talks of the road to
glory.

Now the only British woman ever to have won a gold medal in a
multi-sports event was the great Mary Peters in 1972. In the
same summer, Denise Lewis was born, and 28 years on it was
her turn to attempt the seven steps to glory.

A summary of the positions after the first day of competition is given. This
involves a short collection of clips presented back-to-back with commentary. It skates
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over what has been examined above, but does have some interesting nuances in
comparison.

Round-up of Day 1

The 100 metres hurdles is described in this retrospective feature as ‘a real test for
Denise Lewis’, where the race is distilled down to Lewis and her main rival, Barber.
Barber’s status as the World Champion is reiterated, despite, after having performed
badly in the first day’s events, Barber now occupying a position which meant she was
unable to finish with a medal. Yet this information still serves to mitigate Lewis’ second
place to her. Emphasising the positive, Dickinson, providing the voice-over, says:

The French woman streaking away in the 100 metres hurdles,
but Lewis dug in and hung on for a very good second place.

The word ‘but’ is used here to turn the attention back from the winner to Lewis. It
links up the description of Barber’s race with the words ‘dug in’, ‘hung on’ and ‘very
good’ applied to Lewis. By using the word ‘but’ though, the qualities that Lewis
possesses are not just on her own terms, but set against Barber’s. This is also reflected in
the tone of voice used on both sides of this sentence, which becomes more actively
engaged, as opposed to dispassionate, when moving to Lewis.
The use of the word ‘but’ is also significant in the treatment of the high jump. It is
said that it ‘could have been the undoing of Lewis’ and described as ‘one of her poorest
performances ever’. Visually though, we are shown a successful jump this time as
opposed to the failure shown the previous day. This event is skated over very quickly,
with the mitigation and the ‘but’ bringing about the transition to the next event. The
voice-over, describing the action in the hurdles, continues into the high jump coverage,
where Lewis is shown successfully jumping and landing. Before Lewis has stood up, the
coverage moves on by saying, ‘but the shot-put; she was the best on display’.
Although, by necessity, the coverage of the previous days’ events is brief, the
shot-put, described as ‘one of the most encouraging performances of Lewis’ life’, is
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shown long enough to see Lewis leave the throwing circle. There is more time given over
to success than failure, especially when that success is ‘ours’. When that success is
limited, it is mitigated here and given a positive gloss until the overall result is known.
Showing just the final stages of the 200 metres, it is said

The 200 metres was very solid too. She mowed down the World
Champion, Eunice Barber. And that was the end of the French
woman’s hopes of lifting gold in Sydney.

This, if we compare it to the previous day’s footage, really is putting a gloss on
the performance. This is the race where Lewis finished 6th out of eight. This was visually
clear from the previous day’s footage, but for this round-up a head-on shot is chosen, so
that only Lewis and Barber, in adjoining lanes, are visible. The emphasis is on Lewis, and
specifically on her beating Barber.
With Barber removed as a threat, the presentation of the standings after day one
picks out other athletes likely to play a part in Lewis’ seven steps to glory narrative. The
overall leader, Sazanovich, is described as having put in ‘a very good performance
indeed’, although as these words are said it is Lewis on screen. Roshchupkina, in second
place, is described as ‘a brilliant young Russian’. They may be ‘very good’ and
‘brilliant’, ‘but Denise Lewis still in touch’ Dickinson states with confidence and
assurance. This helps to set up the action for day two of the competition – can Lewis
overtake these athletes? Notice that the word ‘but’ is used again to draw the attention
back to Lewis when it strays to anything other than her ‘road to glory’.
The choices made for the round-up of the first day’s competition, particularly in
relation to the high jump and 200 metres, accentuate the qualities of one athlete over all
others and presents these qualities in the best possible light. At least as significant, in
conjunction with this myopic engagement, the lack of engagement with athletes from
other nations (‘young Russian’, ‘the French woman’) leads to a programme oriented
around ‘us’.
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Long Jump

Coverage of the final day of heptathlon takes much the same form as the first,
with the commentary providing the voice of knowledge. For the long jump the audience
is again presented with an ‘if only Lewis can do x, then…’ scenario. This type of tactic,
whilst linked to the sporting action, draws the audience in and contextualises the action. It
is a simple process of providing meaning and continuing the narrative. We first see Lewis
in a head-on shot from the end of the runway, preparing to take her second round jump.

Day 2 of the heptathlon competition. Denise Lewis, in the
second round, six twenty-three her best so far. If she can find an
extra 30 centimetres or so, it would be the absolutely brilliant
effort leading into the final two events.

Contextualising the action does not necessitate the generation of huge meaning.
Here the context provided is minimal – if Lewis can jump a little further, it will be an
‘absolutely brilliant effort’. The jump is given no real significance outside of how it is
revealing of Lewis’s effort. It sets up a will she/won’t she tension, encouraging the
audience not only to pay attention, but to support Lewis’s efforts.
The camera concentrates on the sporting action – the only visual bias being the
fact that no other athlete is shown competing. Along with this, it is only Lewis’ second
jump that is shown, so that not only is it just Lewis who we see, it is also only Lewis at
her best. During Lewis’ run-up, there is no commentary until she approaches her take-off
point, whereupon the commentary, in a tone suggesting the commentator is willing her
on, extols Lewis’ virtues:

So determined now on the runway

As the word ‘now’ is accentuated, Lewis hits the take-off board and shortly after
plunges into the sand. We wait, with the commentators, to see ‘if’ she achieves according
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to the criteria set out earlier. This wait helps to build the drama – given that this coverage
is edited highlights, it is not necessary to have the delay.

It is long. Has she got a white flag? I can’t see from here, but
she has. Now that is much, much better. That brings a smile to
the face of Denise Lewis, I think for the first time in the last
couple of days.

Although the official distance has not been given, we know already that there is
some measure of success. Whilst waiting for the measurement, we are shown a replay of
the jump and Lewis returning to the heptathletes’ waiting area. Knowing that this jump is
longer than her previous attempt, however, means the wait is not agonising, but allows
for further contextualisation. Lewis initially leaves the sand-pit and smiles as the white
flag is shown. We know that the jump will count, but Lewis is then shown biting her lip
and looking less positively towards the stadium seating. A second commentator, Stuart
Storey, not used on the first day, says at this point:

Whilst she’ll be pleased with that, she’s still not happy because
she knows that these two events can really give her a real chance
with that 800 metres looming at the end of the day. She’s a very
good javelin thrower, but she wants to create a buffer for that
event if she can. Let’s see what she’s got here. Six twenty-three
to beat.

Whilst this helps to cement the representation of Lewis as a professional
competitor, and highlights the nature of the multi-sport discipline, it also marks a
different approach to the events. What Lewis has achieved here, although still not known
in finite terms of distances and points, is now being presented as part of the overall
picture. The overall picture, however, does not really include any of Lewis’ opponents,
who are neither shown, mentioned, or alluded to in the long jump coverage.
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We wished for six-fifty. She would be wishing for six-fifty. It’s
just short. It’s six metres forty-eight. Good points for Lewis.

In paying more attention to the overall competition rather than the individual
events, the coverage moves more fluidly. Our wishes are aligned with Lewis’ in a
coercion that expects the audience to support her. Scoring ‘good points’ leads into a look
at the overall standings, which are presented with a certain amount of calculated
distortion, or bias, in order to sustain the focus on Lewis, and hence ‘us’. Before moving
visually to the graphic of the standings, they are introduced, linking the jump and the
table.

And after the long jump it was Sazanovich still at number one,
4910 points, but Lewis had moved up into second…

The ‘but Lewis’ is said with enthusiasm – the word ‘but’ being the word that
marks the transition from their athletes to ours again. Although Sazanovich is leading,
she had not featured in any of the highlights. This lack of characterisation of the
opposition leads to the sense that Lewis is competing against other scores rather than
other athletes. The positive side of the scoreboard is accentuated with that ‘but’ marking
the significant element – Lewis has moved up from 3rd to 2nd position. The downside
here, ‘Sazanovich still at number one’, is played down in the commentary. Continuing
from the quotation above, Dickinson says,

…although the margin was 57, but it was still encouraging for
the Briton.

The word ‘but’ is used again, creating meaning through difference. The emphasis
is on the signs looking ‘encouraging for the Briton’ – literally making the signs in the
action into positive signs for Britons. The relevance of the ‘although the margin was 57’
remark is that, although Lewis had moved up a place in the standings she was actually six
points further behind the leader than at the start of the long jump. The athlete previously

254

in second place, Roshchupkina, ‘had a terrible long jump’. In terms of the relevance of
the overall standings, it was Roshchupkina’s jump that was most significant, allowing
Lewis to overtake her. The leader, Sazanovich, actually jumped further than Lewis in the
long jump, but increasing her lead is not credited. The audience is left with encouraging
signs, despite the manifest actuality of her slipping further away from the leader. This is
not surprising, and especially not so when this leader board is now being presented in the
past tense. The meaning, the tension and the narrative continues to be created, although
the result is already known. The commentary for the actual sporting action, however, is
still that from the original live broadcast.

Javelin

The javelin event is dealt with briefly, but the key features of the production are
still present. It begins with Lewis preparing to take her throw, and the audience is told of
the distance of her longest throw so far. The camera work starts with a full body shot,
zooming in to show only Lewis’ head as she nears the end of her preparations. As this
more intimate shot lends itself to the creation of narratives, the commentary begins:
‘She’s got one eye – she’s got both eyes actually – on the gold medal. She’s within
striking distance.’
The shot moves to a full body shot from a camera at the end of the throwers’
runway, allowing the narrative to draw the personal into the sporting action. The familiar
contextualisation from the commentary occurs as Lewis begins her run-up. ‘If she can
just add a couple of metres to her javelin…’. Lewis releases the javelin and the
commentary continues, ‘…she may well be able to wrap it up. It’s good. [the javelin
lands] It’s a good throw again’.
As with the shot-put, the actual distance is not known immediately, but as an
audience we do know it is ‘a good throw’. Time is therefore devoted to going through the
replay whilst waiting for the result. After Lewis finishes her throw, she is shown walking
back to the athletes’ waiting area, looking powerful in head-and-shoulders shot, filling
the screen. The replay begins, but is not an exact repetition of the footage already shown.
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Whilst waiting for the official distance, the replay provides a visual basis on which to
further the personal/individual narratives.
The replay shows Lewis in slow-motion through the run-up to her javelin throw,
with just her head in shot. As she moves down the runway, the camera remains on this
shot until the point of release, whereupon it zooms out to show the throwing action. It
then zooms back in on Lewis, showing her eyes following the flight of the javelin.
Symbolically taken through the gaze of Lewis, the shot changes to see this flight for
ourselves. The commentary over the top, anticipating a longer distance, says:

Over the last few hours, so many people have been saying: ‘Can
Denise Lewis do it?’ Other commentators from television
companies all over the world: ‘Can Lewis do it?’ I think she can.

Drawing towards the end of the heptathlon event, the commentary is building up
the anticipation. Incidentally, this commentary also implies that Lewis was not as big a
name in world athletics as she is made to be in the British consciousness. This heptathlon
competition was, in many ways, the making of Lewis. With six out of seven events
completed, and Lewis still with a chance of Gold, the question of ‘can she do it?’ moves
towards resolving the question of ‘will she do it?’ The javelin event, in this respect, is
dealt with as a prelude to the final event despite it being the most successful of events for
Lewis as her performance related to her main rivals. Lewis’ technique is not examined or
mentioned. Most important is the fact that Lewis will enter the final event with a chance
of victory, although this was actually the state of play after her first throw in this event.
Her third throw, shown in this highlights package, is therefore not crucial. This is Lewis
from ‘within striking distance’, so that the question of ‘can she do it?’ is related to the
overall event rather than the throw being shown. The question is asked during the replay,
as the camera zooms in for a close-up of Lewis’ face - ‘Can Lewis do it?’ – a question
about the quality of the athlete, rather than the quality of the throw. As if the viewer is
unable to answer this question, the affirmative answer being the implicit underscore of
the entire footage, it is answered for them – ‘I think she can.’
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As the javelin lands in the replay footage, the second commentator affirms this
viewpoint, saying: ‘Yes, she’s now totally in control. Fifty metres and nineteen – that’s a
slight improvement and that’s great.’
As the on-screen graphic shows, this throw is an improvement. It is not the extra
couple of metres wished for in the commentary – in fact, it is only seven centimetres
further, but still, ‘that’s great’. The graphic also shows Lewis as ‘Rank 2’ in the javelin
event, but despite this it is not too surprising when the commentators move to the overall
scoreboard, saying:

Well, there was no doubt about who was the best javelin thrower
on display here. Five-thousand seven-hundred and seventeen
points and, believe it or not, the first time Denise Lewis had led
the heptathlon competition…

The implication is that Lewis was the best javelin thrower on display, although,
having seen her best throw being ranked second, there might be some cause for doubt.
Where there really is no doubt is in where the audiences’ loyalties are supposed to lie.
When the commentators say ‘believe it or not’ about Lewis occupying the gold medal
position for the first time, the only reason it might seem unbelievable is due to the
disparity in coverage. There is a systematic distinction between the attention paid to
Lewis’ performances, and the lack of engagement with those athletes who have occupied
this gold medal position.
That Lewis did occupy this position going into the final event, meant that she had
to maintain her position, that she was the target for other athletes. For Lewis the only way
was down the leader board if she could not maintain her position. In this respect,
concerns are raised by the commentary team, adding more tension and drama. Where the
word ‘but’ has been used previously to mark a distinction between Lewis and her
competitors, here Lewis is leading for the first time. The word ‘but’ is therefore not used
to mitigate the standings, but to establish the threat to these standings – a potential preemptive mitigation. After stating that this is the first time Lewis has led the competition,
the commentators use the word ‘but’ to suggest potential threats:
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…but there were rumours abounding all over the stadium as to
the fact she may have suffered an injury during the long jump
event. Sazanovich was still there in second place, and
Prokhorova in third

As hopes and expectations are being fulfilled by Lewis leading, on the one hand,
on the other we are provided with fear and threat. This is both from within (injury) and
without (competitors). The delivery of the injury threat is revealing of how this sort of
narrative is given room for manoeuvre, depending on the eventual outcome. It is an
ambiguous statement to say that she ‘may’ have an injury, which implies she may not,
and to say this possibility is a ‘fact’, about which there are ‘rumours’! However, notice
how the commentator actually says that ‘there were rumours’, not that there are rumours.
The scoreboard pre-cursor to the final event is delivered in the past-tense, presumably
with knowledge of the result. The idea of threat continues through the coverage of the
final event though, so it does act to produce a continuity and consistency. The other
threat, from her rival competitors, is likewise an ambiguous threat as we are made to
know Lewis in a way in which we do not know her rivals, marking the contrast between
‘us’ and ‘not us’.

800 metres

The 800 metres race marks the transition between the ‘can she do it?’ speculation
and the ‘will she do it?’ accountability of the finale. The footage begins with a shot
starting at Lewis’ feet, rising vertically to show the full length of her body, holding on the
shot of her head and torso from the side. As this takes place, the commentary says,

What sort of fortune are the next two or three minutes going to
bring Denise Lewis?

258

The shot changes to a head-and-shoulders framing of Lewis and, in these
moments before the race begins the commentary sets the scene and narrative. ‘She really
is on the verge of something very special.’ The 800 metres is an event where Lewis is
racing alongside her rivals and other competitors, but one that lasts longer than the
quicker sprint events already completed. In this respect, there is more time available to
concentrate on other athletes, especially as this race determines the overall result. Three
medals are to be won at its completion, so in rounding up the coverage, some time might
be expected to be devoted to those athletes in the frame for a medal, especially those who
are a ‘threat’ to Lewis. However, the consolidation of the tone comes as the starting pistol
fires – ‘Denise Lewis goes for gold’. As the race begins, the visual aspects are concerned
with the sporting coverage, but the commentary remains resolutely focused on Lewis.
The athletes are shown starting and the cameras follow the group of athletes
around the first bend. The first comments that come relate to the sporting scene – ‘two
laps of the track’ and ‘they’ll break when they go into the back straight’. It is no surprise
though, that after these preliminary preambles, Lewis’ name is first to be mentioned.

Lewis running freely at the moment, but perhaps running
nervously.

This creates a sense of tension in the ambiguity that Lewis could be doing well or
badly. The narrative is able to swing in either direction at this stage – if she succeeds, she
has run freely, if she fails, she has run nervously. This final event is more about her as an
athlete than her performance once more. This is revealed by the fact that in previous
events the commentary has laid down markers by which success can be judged. (‘Lewis,
if she can just get a couple more centimetres here, would…’; ‘if she can find an extra 30
centimetres or so, it would…’.) Such benchmarks are yet to be laid down in this event,
despite the fact that a finite marker actually does exist here, which determines the level of
success achieved. As Lewis was leading the overall event she could afford not to win this
particular race and still take gold, as long as this was done within certain parameters
related to other athletes on the track. The distinction between the ways in which Lewis
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and these other athletes are represented by the television coverage is revealing of how
national identity is projected through television sports.

Going up on the shoulder of Wlodarczyk, but already one or two
of the athletes, including one of the dangers, Prokhorova,
starting to come through to the inside with about a ten-to-fifteen
metre lead

The visual shots are concentrated on showing the athletes as a group at this stage.
Two athletes are mentioned in this passage; one is insignificant and the other highlighted
as ‘one of the dangers’. Although other athletes are being mentioned, the narrative
remains firmly with Lewis. Prokhorova is not described in glowing terms as really going
for it or making one last supreme effort for Olympic gold. Rather, she is the ‘danger’,
because we are all, as viewers, made complicit in willing Lewis to victory. This is
reaffirmed so that this danger is to be viewed in relation to Lewis, giving that finite
margin that would lead to success for Lewis.

It’s Prokhorova who’s leading. Now this is a big danger for
Denise Lewis. Lewis must stay within ten seconds of the
Russian, otherwise it’s all over.

The three athletes that are actually in between Prokhorova and Lewis at this point
are made insignificant as they are not part of the Lewis-gets-gold equation. Prokhorova is
again named, and again referred to as a ‘danger’, but no comment is given about her or
her performance in their own right. In terms of excitement for the audience, she is
chasing points, she is the athlete making strides to overcome the significant lead of an
opponent. Lewis takes on the role of the athlete who just has to hang on; Prokhorova is
the athlete looking to finish in a blaze of glory. Because our perspective is skewed
towards this mythical ‘us’, however, Prokhorova is represented as ‘a big danger’. Of
course, this danger holds no actual peril – it is just the danger that an athlete from another
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country than ours might win. However, as it relates to the caveats that determine success
or failure as defined in the commentary, this does mark a change in tone.
Where previously the commentary provided a rubric along the lines of if Lewis
achieves x, the positive consequences are y, here we find negative consequences. In the
final standings, points determine positions, not the commentators, supporters or audience.
There can be no level of mitigation that moves an athlete up the leader board, so the
threat posed by Prokhorova is a threat to Lewis and concurrently to the narrative peddled
by the television representation. There is a sense though, that much of the commentary on
the first lap of this two lap race acts as padding, as it is only at the finishing line that such
matters are made conclusive. For the first four-hundred metres, it is a matter of
monitoring Lewis’ progress and keeping a cautious eye on the opposition.

She’s ahead of Sazanovich in the red strip; second from the back
Sazanovich there, the Belarussian. And certainly the leader,
Prokhorova, is in first place. In second place is Roshchupkina, in
third place is Karen Ertl, and behind Ertl is Wlodarczyk and
behind Wlodarczyk is Denise Lewis. That’s how they line up
and if Denise can just latch on to the back of Wlodarczyk then
she’ll get a freer ride. One lap to go.

Very little of substance is said here, except as these athletes’ positions relate to
Lewis. Sazanovich (‘the Belarussian’) is behind Lewis and is therefore not a danger. The
race is being run at a steady pace with the athletes spread out fairly evenly. Although no
change of position takes place, it is virtually guaranteed that the naming of athletes’
positions would only stretch as far back as Lewis. Those behind are irrelevant and those
in front only relevant as they occupy the distance between Lewis and Prokhorova, or
because they might provide Lewis with a ‘freer ride’. They are not invested with any
characteristics or motives and the audience’s attention is easily returned to Lewis from
these athletes presented as background, bit-part players.
Going into the final lap, the audience is also given another premise in the
commentary here, according to which Lewis could improve her chances of success. The
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final lap narrative is set up as Lewis chasing Prokhorova – ‘if Denise can just latch on to’
another competitor, she’ll get ‘a freer ride’ towards the leader. Notice how the words ‘if’
and ‘just’ are placed in close proximity again, and also how Lewis is commonly referred
to as ‘Denise’. Such familiarity is fostered with Lewis, but not with the other athletes.
Likewise we are made aware of what Lewis has to do and what she can achieve.

And certainly the gap has diminished a little bit. Denise Lewis
will have this Russian in her sights. Sazanovich is still behind
Lewis

As Paul Dickinson, commentating, says ‘this Russian’, the visual aspects of the
presentation change from showing the group of athletes, to show Prokhorova around the
first bend of the last lap. This is, in part, to do with the runners spreading out, but also
allows for more involved coverage. As Prokhorova disappears around the bend, the shot
holds to show the chasing group. The first threat, Prokhorova, is within Lewis’ sights. As
for the second threat:

Sazanovich is still behind Lewis. There she is. She’s at least two
places behind her, so Sazanovich, the silver medallist possibly,
is not going to make any headway on Denise Lewis; but still the
Russian drives on. A little over 200 metres to go…

The shot changes to show Sazanovich chasing, with the one runner in between her
and Lewis, just before the commentary says ‘There she is’. The camera follows this pair
around the bend and shifts to show the first seven athletes strung out along the back
straight. Having discounted the threat from Sazanovich, who incidentally does make
headway and finishes ahead of Lewis, the long shot turns the attention back to
Prokhorova. The commentary says, following on from assessing Sazanovich, ‘but still the
Russian drives on’. ‘The Russian’, however, is not Sazanovich, but Prokhorova leading
the race. This aptly demonstrates how Prokhorova is reduced down to these bare factors,
without any real engagement. It is not a personified athlete, but ‘the Russian’ who
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provides the threat. It is that which is made Other, as opposed to that which is named as
‘ours’. This is aptly demonstrated again in the next phase of commentary, as the shot
changes again to show Lewis ahead of Sazanovich, with one athlete in between. It allows
for more direct comment about Lewis, whose performance is endowed with qualities that
are lacking in the more factual, distanced, objective and dispassionate descriptions of
other competitors.

A tremendous atmosphere in this stadium. Are we looking at an
Olympic champion? Denise Lewis is gonna fight this one. Twohundred metres to go for Denise. It’s gonna be a brave effort
now. The Russian is pulling away – there’s no doubt about that
whatsoever

By saying there is a ‘tremendous atmosphere in this stadium’, the event is given
special occasion status. Asking ‘Are we looking at an Olympic champion?’ immediately
after provides the context for this occasion, increasing the drama and tension. It is again
the familiar ‘will she / won’t she’ binary that is accompanied by familiar traits and
characteristics needed for success. The fighting qualities, bravery and effort are
mentioned as if these qualities are indicative of our identity, or at least conducive to
identification. Moreover, it is the fact that ‘our’ athletes and sporting competitors are
imbued with such qualities, or any qualities of character, that makes them easier to
identify with. Prokhorova, by contrast, is merely ‘The Russian …pulling away’.
As the athletes move into the final straight, the shot changes to the camera set
high in the stadium, perpendicular to the finishing line. It shows a wider shot than in the
hurdles, giving room to fit the main protagonists in the frame. It gives a visual overview
that is contextualised in the commentary.

The gap has to be less than ten seconds. Lewis beginning to
blow a little bit now. The gap is less than ten seconds.
Prokhorova drives on. The Russian is extending her lead. She’s
going to stop the clock in about twenty metres time.
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The audience is encouraged to watch the gap between Lewis and Prokhorova, but
is taken this way and that by the commentary. It states that the gap must be less than ten
seconds, that it is less than ten seconds, but that the Russian is extending the gap. The
tension is clear from ‘our’ perspective. But at this moment the shot changes to show
Sazanovich overtake Lewis, demonstrating tensions and interests pertinent to other
perspectives. The commentary makes no reference to Sazanovich, only saying, as the
action dictated, and from our jaundiced perspective:

Lewis is dropping back. Prokhorova finishes.

The shot reverts back to the previous camera to show Prokhorova finish and then,
from a similar camera position, Lewis coming towards the line. Prokhorova’s victory is
stated factually and the on-screen clock stops. This makes it difficult to assess
immediately whether Lewis has been successful. As Lewis is shown finishing, it is clear
she is tiring, slowing down and being passed. The concern is apparent in the commentary
which is given in true partisan style.

Now come on Denise. There is pain, but there’s a possible gold
medal. It’s gonna be so, so close. We think – we think – the gap
was not big enough for the Russian. We think Denise Lewis is
the Olympic champion.

The ‘Now come on Denise’ compounds the binary between ‘us’ and ‘them’,
‘ours’ and ‘theirs’, when set against the factual engagement with Prokhorova’s win. ‘It’s
gonna be so, so close’ is said as Lewis crosses the line – eventually finishing seventh out
of eight athletes. The shot briefly closes in on Lewis, hunched over in exhaustion, before
shifting to the same image from the front. Prokhorova is shown walking as we are told
that ‘We think Denise Lewis is the Olympic champion’. We are, of course, not
encouraged to engage in what she might be going through, waiting for the overall result.
There is no element of ‘the Russian’ having worked hard for victory, making natural the
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connection between us and success, making us visible and them inconsequential. This is
clear from the qualities and personification of Lewis, knowing what she needs to do to
succeed. It is clear from the number of times Lewis is referred to as Denise, whereas
Prokhorova’s first name is undisclosed or she is referred to merely as ‘the Russian’ or
one of the ‘dangers’ for Lewis.
The announcement of the result comes over the public address system within the
stadium as Lewis is hugging a competitor. Her arms go up in the air and the caption
appears on the screen, including the Olympic rings symbol, the Union flag and the words
‘Denise Lewis Winner – Heptathlon’. Lewis continues to hold her arms aloft and is
hugged by another competitor. The shot changes to continue showing her from the front
as she puts her hands together and looks to the skies, seemingly thanking some higher
authority. The commentary is consistent to the end, heaping praise on Lewis, ignoring
other competitors and their places in the overall standings, whilst making the audience
complicit in this celebration:

Denise Lewis is the Olympic champion. She’s got it. An
agonising wait to get the result that we all wanted. The dazzling
smile appears. Denise Lewis is the Olympic champion.

This last passage of commentary shows how this presentation of the heptathlon
event is one of calculated distortion. It is described as ‘the result that we all wanted’, but
it is not the result that all audiences around the world would have wanted. Rather it is the
result we are made to want, we are the implicit audience for whom it was created. The
heptathlon coverage sets up, or uses, nation to bring the audience together, but this unity
shuts the rest of the world out. It sets up the implicit thesis that as a nation we want our
athletes to succeed because we want to be the best in whatever terms prescribe success.
We share in Lewis’ success, making (and marking) the transition and transformation
from sporting to cultural and social text. Whilst we can view ourselves as a nation
amongst nations, our nation is made knowable and familiar, with little room left to
consider what lies outside this vision. Yet, at the same time, there is actually little
attention paid to who we are as a nation. We are one, we can name it, we may share
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characteristics between us, we can empathise and identify with one another as we cannot
with those outside, but what actually constitutes membership is unclear.

Post-Race
A post-race interview – which involves a congratulatory contribution from Mary
Peters, British pentathlon Olympic gold medalist in 1972 – marks an historical
connection. The connection is between British female athletes winning gold in multisports events at the Olympics. Although little is given in the presentation about who we
are, this historical connection also marks a cultural development in terms of ethnicity.
That Lewis, a black female athlete, is uncomplicatedly promoted as one of us, that she in
fact represents us, that we are encouraged to identify with her, says something about
configurations of British national identity. The interview is given at trackside, with
Lewis’ face filling the majority of the shot and traces of a Union flag draped around her
shoulders. The interview concludes with Lewis saying directly to the camera, ‘Thank you
so much everybody at home. This one’s for you as well’. The connection between athlete
and implied nation is made visible. The contribution from Mary Peters shows a transition
between past and present. Whilst ethnicity is not mentioned at all throughout the
coverage of the heptathlon, and perhaps even more so because it is not, the multicultural
diversity of Britain is reflected in the coverage and, crucially, made natural. The
Olympics allows nation to be brought to the forefront in television representations, and
here a black woman is the focus of the implied nation’s conscience and adoration. The
Olympics here can be seen as a social marker, a global event to which social narratives
may be pinned. Moreover, as is the case here, it can be a social marker that is
demonstrative not just for what is made a part of the coverage, but also in terms of what
is made natural or accepted. That such a narrative or configuration is made visible does
not necessarily relate directly to manifest social actualities, but such narratives can affect
social consciousness in positive ways, which is, of course, pertinent to identity building.
In the medal ceremony, only Lewis is shown receiving her medal. Prokhorova and
Sazanovich are briefly visible in the background but not mentioned. The audience is not
even shown a table of the final standings; all that matters is that Lewis won and she is
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ours and we were a part of it. There is no commentary provided for the medal ceremony,
only Lewis standing on the podium, acknowledging the crowd, receiving and kissing her
medal before the national anthem begins. The coverage ends as the anthem does, with no
shots of the crowd or flag raising. Lewis was visual symbol of Britain and the anthem the
soundtrack.
Whilst the association is made between Lewis, nation and success, the ambiguity
surrounding who we actually are remains. Television often draws the audience in to
engage with the banal; television sports commonly draw the audience in to engage with
banal nationalism. That we are encouraged to engage with it, however, does not make it
any less banal or give it any greater solidity of meaning. In fact, that it is banal decreases
its solidity, makes national identity a background item that is essential to the fabric of our
identification. This greater fluidity, coupled with its immediate presence – its essential
meaninglessness and visibility - produces a gap which encourages identification,
encourages the audience to make sense of the signs, encourages the audience to enter
collective narratives.
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CHAPTER TEN - Summary of Semiotic Analysis

In the preceding chapters I have attempted to provide a reading of some texts that
have a relationship to national identity. In doing this I acknowledge that there is a certain
amount of my perspective within these readings. However, I have, particularly in the case
of the football and athletics chapters, tried to allow the reader to also make their own
readings by giving a mostly descriptive analysis. This allows the reader to judge my
judgements, but also to hopefully make their own judgements too. In this way, a better
understanding of national identity may be gained from my research, not only through
what I have found, but also through what the reader of my analyses brings to their
understanding of it.
In the football text particularly, and to a lesser extent in the athletics sample,
national identity was made easily visible. This visibility was achieved, in both examples,
primarily through the framing of the hopes of the audience. In the boxing texts discussed,
this framing is not as apparent. As a result, the football and athletics chapters are
delivered in a more analytical way, as it was important to see how the narrative of ‘us’
runs through the text, even when nation is not overtly named. For the boxing chapters,
moments related to national identity are separated from the overall text, although their
context is described. Where the football and athletics samples provided configurations of
national identity, most notably mobilised through the themes of ‘them’ and ‘us’, without
telling us too much about who we are, the boxing samples provide examples of how
qualities of collective identification can be negotiated without overtly framing this
negotiation in terms of national identity.
The football and athletics coverage is, in this sense, more conventional. They set
up a sense of ‘us’, built around ‘our’ competitor, ‘our’ team. The heptathlon event is
actually more about Lewis within the event, just as the football match is made to be more
about the England team than the match, giving a fairly one-sided perspective. Hamed’s
fight, too, is framed as being more about him than the fight, making a name for himself in
front of an American audience - ‘he’s got to establish himself in America’ (Smith).
However, where there does seem to be a projection of the self from Hamed, there seems
to be discord between the perception of himself he wishes to convey and the framing of

268

it. This marks out another distinction to be made between the boxing texts and the
football and athletics samples discussed.
The more conventional relationship between national identity and the athletics
and football samples, leads to an uncomplicated version of that identity. It is presented as
natural and obvious that we should support Lewis or England, so that ‘our’ support is
implied in the text. In this sense, the football and athletics samples may be seen as merely
encouraging support (and therefore audience loyalty too, as we are framed as caring
about the result). Certainly, there is little to suggest any challenging of notions of national
identity, especially as both samples avoid defining it to begin with. The narratives within
these events merely adjust, negotiate and mitigate the action where necessary in order to
sustain this support. In the athletics (‘Lewis, with her ankle heavily strapped, in second
place’) and football (‘a little bit of blood’) samples, ‘our’ bad points are mitigated and
‘our’ good points emphasised - ‘And Denise Lewis beats Eunice Barber. That is
amazing’; ‘they were great strikes. …Scholes hit his terrifically’. Concurrently, there is a
threat from outside, from ‘them’, that is made apparent – ‘watch out for the two Russian
girls’; ‘a real threat and England beware’.
In the case of the Hamed-Sanchez fight, there is not such a clear, sustained or
resolute distinction made between ‘them’ and ‘us’. Hamed is not named as ‘ours’, even
though the presentation of the programme builds up to his event. Whilst there is praise at
times for Hamed (‘A tremendous finish’), this is often mitigated (‘but Naz made so many
mistakes’). At the same time, there is praise for his opponent, who is expected to lose the
fight (‘this is tremendous stuff from Sanchez’) without such mitigation. The distinction
between the fighters is not so prescriptive and the audience is not framed as a nation,
implicated in Hamed’s narrative. However, we are implicated in some sort of collective
identification.
There is a clarity to the positions of ‘them’ and ‘us’ as they appear in the football
and athletics samples, which is not present in the boxing texts. However, whilst in the
football and athletics narratives these positions are defined relatively, in a binary
relationship, they do not reveal a huge amount about what these opposing positions mean.
This gives the positions visibility and simplicity, but ultimately leaves them empty except
as they relate to one another and ‘our’ implied attachment to one particular perspective.
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In the Hamed and the Couch fights, however, there does appear to be elements that need
reconciling with an implied collective identity. The same simplicity does not exist in
these texts, and hence an attachment to nation through either Hamed or Couch is not
fostered as they would raise questions about conventional or dominant models of national
identity.
In this sense, the internal logic of national identification through television sports
is assumed in the football and athletics texts. It is assumed that the audience will identify
with one side of the ‘them’ and ‘us’ binary, and the programme is structured around
attempts to foster that belonging. In these instances, national identity is plotted onto an
existing sporting configuration. In the Couch text, however, this orientation is reversed as
the sporting configuration is presented as raising questions, challenging conventions.
Where her narrative is set up as trying to ‘earn respect’, there is no sense in which ‘we’
are encouraged to support her. She is represented as external to a sense of ‘us’. We view,
observe, her narrative rather than being implied within it. The same is true of how the
audience is positioned in relation to Hamed’s attempts to project his narrative, or situate
himself within existing narratives.
The boxing samples were the most difficult of the four texts to analyse, as I was
aware that I felt resistance to some of the tokens of identity on offer. I did not like the
representation of gender through Couch’s fight, nor the treatment of Hamed’s Muslim
identity in his. Whilst I was aware that the niche status of the programme (late night, payper-view) was likely to have an impact on the production (so that a boxing audience
would be addressed rather than a national one), I found myself objecting to many of the
assumptions made. Although the narratives in each of these fights avoided naming the
participants as one of ‘us’ in nationalistic terms, there was certainly an implied ‘us’, or at
least an implied value structure, that exists in each of them. With the football and
athletics chapters, the concern was to see the ways in which the text and the national
narrative work together; how it says what it says, rather than what is being said in this
narrative. In this sense, in the athletics sample, there is no mention of Lewis’ ethnicity,
which allows a black woman to be easily named as ‘one of us’, without complication.
That Hamed is a Muslim and Couch a woman, does seem to complicate things in the
boxing texts. It seems as though an implied ‘us’, in the context of a boxing audience,
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cannot be reconciled with these complications. This is perhaps why these competitors are
not named in national terms that include ‘us’ together.
In reading the boxing texts I have felt myself as being outside this implied ‘us’
and wanting to resist their ‘truths’, their ‘logic’. However, this is my own perspective that
the text provokes in me. There may well be others who judge my judgements differently,
perhaps seeing the fact that Lewis’ ethnicity is not spoken of as an omission that ignores
her ethnicity, devaluing her identity. And there might even be those who believe her
ethnicity is an issue that should mark her out as different. Perhaps within the audience of
a niche boxing event, there are different values at work, a different collective identity,
where the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion are somewhat different to, narrower
than, in a context of a team game produced by a public service broadcaster. This does
suggest though that the reader is required to make some choices, if not allegiances, when
encountering these collective narratives. This also demonstrates how national identity is a
construction and a perspective, whether that perspective is given within the text or the
reading of it requires perspective. When I suggest that the representation of Couch in the
sample text could be framed more positively, this is my perspective on their perspective –
and I am inviting the reader to have their perspective on mine!
In the next chapter, I wish to revisit the theoretical formulation from the opening
chapters in order to see how the semiotic analysis informs and questions it.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN – Conclusion and Evaluation

My original literature review gave me an interest in examining theories of
postmodernism and subjectivity as they relate to national identity. It seemed that theorists
of nation were not comfortable about discussing postmodernism in relation to national
identity. Easthope (1999), as one of the examples I draw inspiration from in my thesis,
waited until the conclusion of his work to posit the question: ‘Cold it be that a
postmodern subject for nation…?’ (p.228) It is this question, or possibility, that has been
an underlying theme of my research.
However, this is not to say that I have just stolen Easthope’s line of enquiry.
Rather, I have fine-tuned some of his conceptions, rejecting the real-fake binary, and
questioning where national identity is located. In doing this I have attempted, not just to
pose the question of whether a postmodern subject for nation exists, but to see if it was
possible to see and understand more about this possibility in an empirical context, that of
nation-as-culture.
I did not, as a result, set out any overt research questions as I see the research
being primarily exploratory. I did not want to explicitly set up ‘tests’ to answer questions,
or set out to prove a hypothesis, but approach the research openly with a view to gaining
a better understanding of national identity and how it might relate to postmodernism. The
semiotic analysis is therefore mostly descriptive, as I did not expect to find any absolute
answers. I also wanted the reader to ‘experience’ the texts, relate them to questions raised
in the opening chapters, and question their own relationship to national identification.
Although I would argue that the value in this research lies in its setting up of a
paradigm and then placing next to it an empirical context, allowing the reader to make
their own comparisons, I would like to revisit some claims made prior to the semiotic
analyses taking place. In doing this I wish to demonstrate how the two strands of research
(theoretical and empirical) can inform one another, as my exploration has provided some
amount of resolution, where questions have been answered. I would also like to note that,
although my sources for these analyses may appear somewhat dated, their relevance
holds, as national identity is the prime concern of this project and continues to be a very
important debate.
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One of the early lines of enquiry in the research was asking ‘what nation is’.
Theorists of the origins of nation (Gellner, Hobsbawm, Smith, Anderson) all suggested
nation is still under continual (re)construction, that there is no objective reality of nation
and therefore no objective reality of national identity. Furthermore, it can be argued that
assertions of national identity attempt to frame and contain that identity. Through the
television sports analysed, it was possible to see this naming and containing of nation in
different forms. In the football sample, there seemed to be a simple binary of ‘in’ or ‘out’,
‘us’ or ‘them’. The athletics text suggested a more inclusive version of national identity,
if only because it paid less attention to defining a sense of ‘us’ in relation to ‘them’. The
boxing samples seemed to provide more restricted versions of national identity, so that a
simple division between ‘them’ and ‘us’ was not apparent and yet, signalled within this,
was the sense that elements of identity in this context were ‘not quite us’.
That narratives of national identity are composed in different ways, and that this is
revealed through television sports, or at least in my sample, is no huge surprise. It seems
to suggest a ‘terrain of contestation’ (Schlesinger, 1991a, p.171) where rival versions of
identity may be played out. This was suggested before the analysis took place and led to
asking whether the authority of rival versions of national identities may be contested. The
readings of the television sports, in places, do seem to demonstrate how a sense of
national identity (or a perspective that implies membership of that national identity) is
sometimes built upon making partiality appear natural. The ways in which the football
sample saw moments of Argentine attack as ‘dangerous’ and moments of English attack
as ‘fantastic’ is demonstrative of these moments. The visibility of perspective in these
moments reveals that their authority may be easily countered, as the partiality contained
therein is not ‘natural’, although this is perhaps merely to say that a top-down notion of
identification may indeed be rejected.
In rejecting simple top-down or bottom-up conceptions, it was agreed in the
opening chapters, drawing from Billig (1995), that ‘the power to define’ (p.32) was key
to how national identity becomes meaningful. This ‘power to define’ is, unfortunately,
very elusive as individuals have an array of texts/discourses to identify with. The
semiotic analysis chapters show that a structure of meaning, a narrative, may be read
from them, but it is difficult to discern a line of causality between text and identity,
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particularly given the intertextual nature of cultural engagements, as discussed earlier. I
hope, though, that the semiotic analysis does, at least, demonstrate that, in the ‘power to
define’, neither the producer or the receiver of narratives of national identity hold the key
to real or false identity.
Where the ‘power to define’ resides is a seemingly unfathomable question,
depending very much on a multitude of contexts (related to the text, related to the reader,
and to the moment of their interactions). When, in the context of the boxing samples,
questions are raised about the boundaries of national identity, where a less inclusive
version of ‘us’ is arguably evident, awareness of agendas or different perspectives
brought to the text are likely to have an impact on its reading. In the context of the
football analysis, however, there seems to be less to dispute or negotiate, as it presents a
simplistic binary of belonging. I am aware that there are those who might feel positioned
as outsider in this binary, but it seems the simplistic nature of this binary does not attempt
to provoke or invite resistance. Where awareness of the text may well be the key to
resisting it, this suggests that, the more conscious an individual is, the better equipped
they are to recognise the constructed nature of national identity, but national
identification is not purely an intellectual engagement. It can be enjoyed rather than
accepted or rejected, celebrated without logical thought processes. That it is made so
banal and easy to identify with (in the football and athletics samples particularly),
encourages a lack of engagement with any assertions of truths, and an acquiescence to a
sense of ‘us’.
So where nation-as-culture may be seen as a ‘terrain of contestation’ (Schlesinger,
1991a), it also, at least in the texts I have examined, assumes a consensus (Rowe et al.,
1998). However, whilst there is an assumption of shared values associated with a sense of
‘us’ – however explicitly or implicitly they are communicated – there is concurrently the
implicit, underlying threat of not being one of ‘us’, if that narrative is questioned. This
suggests that meaning is interpretive and cut across with discourses of legitimacy, but
also – as in examples that have shown narratives of national identity to be built around
erroneous circumstance, informed merely by a pre-existing perspective – that meaning
can be neither real nor false, but that it is textual.
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This returns us to the dispensing of the real-fake dynamic discussed at the end of
Chapter Two and, therefore, any idea of a simplistic relationship between text and
identity. Individuals relate to a plethora of influences that would be impossible to map
out, so that the make-up of a person’s identity is individual. Individuals, not empty
vessels, enter into these narratives and discursive opportunities, where preferred versions
or, as the semiotic analysis suggests, preferred configurations, of national identity are
signalled. That these narratives have their own internal logic that curtail, to a greater or
lesser extent, representations of national identity, suggests that choice of identity is
arguably ‘potentialities linked to usage’ (Baudrillard, 1985, p.126). It is this ‘usage’ that
is problematic, but especially so when representations of national identity, as in the
football representation, are so narrow and yet so wide, being purely an assertion of ‘us’
without definition.
Whilst we may assert that attainment of national identity is the attainment of
meaning and that belief in the reality of national identity comes from the belief in the
reality of its signifiers (the level of attachment to cultural tokens (Bauman, 1992)), we
cannot make the connection to the source or motive for that attachment. This project,
though, never sought to answer this question of why we make the choices that are made
with regards to national identity, although it did suggest a motive for why we seek to
attain identity to begin with. It was argued that lack of certainty of identity produces the
desire to attain it (Easthope, 1992). However, the semiotic analyses have not been
revealing of this desire aspect. Although the search for meaning is a move from the
Imaginary to the Symbolic, a delusion that perhaps covers meaninglessness, my theory of
the text, unlike my theory of national identification, does not contain an account of
desire. In other respects, it was hoped that a theory of national identity could be
transposed into a theory of textual engagements, used in an empirical contexts, and replotted onto the theory of national identification.
This, unfortunately, has proved to be over ambitious. The problem is that the two
theories do not lend themselves to being pinned down in any respects. It is complicated
enough to have a clear conception of either postmodernism or post-structuralism, but
nigh on impossible to map the two together with any clarity or consistency. However,
lack of consistency and clarity are the very things that postmodernism and post-
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structuralism expose. The two approaches work well together in terms of exploratory
research as they ask questions of one another, and of the reader.
Although the two strands of theory may not align themselves naturally, I do think
that they have allowed me to suggest that there is a postmodern subject for nation, and
that this manifests itself through the subjects’ textual engagements. The samples of
television sports seem to create their own ‘reality’, an actuality, an assemblage of signs,
but without any recourse to the referent of the real. This suggests a postmodern identity,
but this postmodern identity may be determined by potential positions to occupy and the
‘use’ that the world of meaning is put to. By the same token, then, there must also be
non-postmodern relationships with nation, revealed too through their textual
engagements. The level of attachments to texts suggests a level of attachment to truths.
Our relationship to the question of closure as it relates to the sign is, I believe, likely to be
indicative of the level of attachment we hold to narratives of national identity. How you
interpret texts speaks of how you are as a subject of nation, so that the textual analysis
supports the earlier theoretical notion that national identity is a process that is ‘lived into’.
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