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Abstract 

In December 2013 Croatia held its first citizen-initiated referendum in which the 

voters supported introducing a heteronormative definition of marriage into the 

Constitution.  This study explores the representation of the pre-referendum debate in 

the national and international media discourse. Two corpora are compiled with the 

WebBootCaT method for this purpose, one containing online reports in Croatian 

(455,125 tokens) and another one in the English language (101,381 tokens). 

Quantitative procedures were used to inform in-depth qualitative analysis focused on 

three key elements of the representation of the debate discourse: the social actors 

involved, the contents they debated and the legitimation strategies they employed. 

The study proposes a new approach to identifying the social actors in the text, built on 

the transitivity system (Halliday 1985, 2014) and using verbal processes in the corpora 

as a tool for locating the social actors as sayers. The qualitative analysis of social 

actors’ representation found a strong polarisation between the referendum supporters 

and opponents, which can be related to the pre-existing political and ideological 

divisions in Croatian society. The contents of the debate were split between the private 

and the public semantic domain, the latter being predominant in both corpora. 

However, the national corpora reports were more concerned about the legal framework 

of the referendum procedure, and the international reports focused on the human and 

LGBT rights situation in Croatia. Discursive legitimation strategies in the corpora 

were studied based on van Leeuwen’s model (2008), and strategies based on morality 

and rationalisation were found to be the most frequent. Furthermore, ‘legitimation by 

majority’ is proposed as an additional strategy, as it emerges in the national and 

international corpora, encompassing legitimation by authority, morality and 

rationalisation. 

The findings highlight the different role of the media in the national and international 

context. In general, the study contributes to a better understanding of the issue of anti-

minority movements and their construction in the media discourse of post-transition 

countries, as well as the discourse on direct democracy exercised with few legal 

restrictions.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1.  The rationale for the study and the researcher’s position 

In 2013 Croatia joined the European Union but also the list of countries that prohibit 

same-sex marriage. In December that year, in the first citizen-initiated referendum 

held since independence, the majority of voters supported the change of the 

constitutional definition of marriage so that it refers to a union of a man and a woman. 

This research explores the media debate about the change of the same-sex marriage 

legislation, in particular focusing on the campaign of the group “In the Name of the 

Family” which initiated the referendum, to understand what such analysis can show 

us about the interactions between representations of social change and change itself.  

Same-sex marriage and civil partnership regulation continue to be a controversial topic 

worldwide, illustrated by recent debates and legislative changes in countries like the 

UK, Ireland, Finland and Taiwan. How different media represent debates related to 

this topic might influence the way social change occurs, as happened in the case of the 

Croatian referendum, where a group intensely campaigned to elicit support for their 

agenda and eventually succeeded in altering the highest law in the country. Critical 

discourse analysis, especially if drawing on substantial empirical data, is fruitful in 

exploring the relationships between social actors and ways in which social action is 

discursively legitimised, especially negotiating important social issues such as human 

rights, regulation of private and family life, democratic governance, and citizen 

participation. 

The debate surrounding the constitutional definition of marriage caught my interest 

for several reasons. At the time I was working in education, both in the public sector 

and, as a youth information worker, in the NGO sector. The year 2013 was exciting 

for us, Croatia was finally joining the EU, ten long years after having applied for 

membership. I had the opportunity to observe and take part in many projects and 

initiatives promoting the European values, pluralism, tolerance, justice, solidarity, and 

non-discrimination. But have we really become "united in diversity"?   

In the period preceding the referendum, the Croatian society was an environment 

where one in two LGBT persons had experienced some sort of violence, and 80% of 
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victims had not reported it to the police, reasons varying from lack of trust in the 

governmental services, shame, to fear for their own safety (Pikić and Jugović 2006). 

It was also a place where 20-25% respondents in public opinion survey agreed with 

stereotypical statements about LGBT persons (Puls 2009), and where 60,3% of male 

respondents said they would not like to raise their children in a society which tolerates 

male homosexuality (Parmač 2005). With that in mind, the existence of the initiative 

"In the Name of the Family" does not come as a surprise. What did surprise me, 

though, was the dynamic response and the enthusiastic support of the public, usually 

so apathetic and indifferent to citizen-led causes.  

The debate about the definition of marriage became viral and voicing an opposing 

opinion, even as a heterosexual person, meant that you were "one of them" and it was 

an invitation for your interlocutors to question your sexuality, morality, and patriotism. 

Consequently, I became particularly interested in how the topic of same-sex marriage 

was discussed in the media and how different perspectives were communicated to the 

public. 

 

1.2. Research objective and research questions   

This research project is focused on media discourses about the marriage referendum 

in Croatia started by the citizen initiative “In the Name of the Family”, looking at both 

the local and global media sphere. The overarching research objective is  

− to explore the representations of the marriage referendum debate in the 

national and international online media reports.  

To operationalise this objective and develop a suitable research design, I started off 

with a definition of debates as “events in which advocates on opposing sides of a 

controversial issue make use of argument and the power of speech to express their 

own points of view and react to opposing points of view” (Broda-Bahm et al. 2004: 

13). As the key elements of this debate, I have identified advocates, controversial 

issue, and arguments and the power of speech.  

Adapting this to the context of my study, I have developed the following research 

questions addressing these elements: 
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1. Advocates: Who are the most prominent social actors in the marriage 

referendum debate in the media and how are these actors represented in the 

national and international corpus? 

2. Controversial issue: What are the main topics in the marriage referendum 

debate and how are these represented in the national and international corpus? 

3. Arguments and the power of speech: Which discursive legitimation strategies 

are used by social actors in the national and international corpus? 

 

Answering these questions allows for a comprehensive insight about how the marriage 

referendum debate unfolded in Croatia, and led to the introduction of heteronormative 

marriage into the Croatian Constitution.   

 

1.3. Significance and contribution of the study 

The objectives outlined in the previous section address one of the most important 

events in the development of LGBT rights in Croatia since it declared independence 

in 1991. Furthermore, the marriage referendum is the first citizen-initiated one in 

Croatian history. This project contributes to the expanding the knowledge of the 

marriage referendum debate and understanding of how the actors involved were 

represented, as well as the topics that were debated and discursive strategies used. The 

studies undertaken before (see sections 2.3 and 3.2.1. for a more in-depth discussion)  

approach the topic from the political science and sociology perspectives, not 

addressing the language used in representations. However, exploring the language, 

understood as a form of social practice (Fairclough and Wodak 1997), is vital for 

shedding light on the discursive actions shaping the public opinion, gaining consent 

and dissent, and ultimately, producing the outcome of the marriage referendum. 

Regarding the data used in the analysis, the study contributes not only to understanding 

the representation of the marriage referendum debate in the national media but also 

offers an insight into the how these events are reported on in the global media arena. 

Even though scholars suggest the “differences among national media systems are 

clearly diminishing” (Hallin and Mancini 2004: 292) and there is a trend of 
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homogenisation in the journalistic culture (Plasser 2005), exploration of the reports in 

different media and for different audiences offers a new perspective of the events in 

Croatia, shedding light particularly on the representation of Croatia in the global news. 

Furthermore, since the corpora are in different languages, this project offers a 

methodological model suitable for researching data in languages which are not widely 

supported in the corpus software developments.  

Considering the specific questions, the study makes contributions to conceptualising 

the social actors as sayers in the debates and suggests a method of identifying them in 

text. Theoretically, the study allows for a more nuanced understanding of van 

Leeuwen’s (2008) model of discursive legitimation, situated within media genre and 

public discourse.  

 

1.4. The terminology used in the thesis 

Throughout the thesis text, I will use the term LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transsexual) to refer to any groups and individuals who identify themselves as 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex, asexual, allies and 

pansexual. More comprehensive and elaborate terms which might be used, are 

LGBTQA (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transsexual, Queer, and Asexual) or 

LGBTQQIAAP (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, 

Asexual, Allies and Pansexual) (Frank and Phillips 2013). When it comes to the term 

LGBT, Slootmaeckers et al. (2016: 8) note that it “is dominant in EU policies and 

documents, as well as in the world of Central European and Balkan activism. 

Nevertheless, we should clarify that this acronym, like other terms, is not without its 

problems”. Binnie and Klesse (2012: 445) warn that it presupposes “a quasi-natural 

confluence of interests around certain gender and/or sexual subjectivities” and might 

be reductionist when used in EU policies and documents.  

However, I have chosen to use LGBT throughout the thesis, as it is the expression 

which occurs most often in the corpora and which the members of the community used 

to self-identify. 
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1.5. The organisation of the thesis 

Following this introductory chapter, the thesis contents are organised in nine more 

chapters. 

The second chapter introduces the relatively complex socio-political background of 

the researched phenomenon. Here I describe same-sex marriage and legal provisions 

related to it in Croatia before 2013, as well as the direct democracy procedures 

established in Croatia since its independence. Furthermore, I give an account of the 

referendum which took place in December 2013, and explain the events that preceded 

it. 

In the third chapter, I outline the relevant literature in the field of same-sex marriage 

rights, tracing legislative developments from the decriminalisation of homosexuality 

to the current issues of parenthood and identities. The last part in this section elaborates 

on the local perspective, focusing on the Western Balkans and, finally, the situation in 

Croatia. 

The fourth chapter offers an insight into the theoretical framework in which this study 

is situated. I begin by writing in general terms about critical approaches to applied 

linguistics and then focus in more detail on critical discourse analysis. Moreover, there 

is a section describing how it relates to this research project, and what its potential 

benefits and limitations are. Following this, I explore the relevant frameworks for the 

analysis of social actors' representation and social action legitimation, offering both 

theoretical models and previous empirical studies on this topic. Finally, I reflect on 

how and why CDA can be contextualised in the media sphere. 

The fifth chapter of the thesis explores the methodological framework of the project – 

corpus approaches to critical discourse analysis. I explain the motivation for this 

methodological synergy, describing the main concepts and procedures applied in such 

research. Furthermore, in this chapter I present the planned research design of my 

study. I describe the choice of empirical data and explain the corpora compilation 

procedure I have employed, as well as the national and international corpora that have 

been created. Then, I proceed to the research questions and give an overview of the 

planned quantitative and qualitative analysis to answer these questions.  
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The following chapters present the analysis and the findings of the study, grouped 

around three main research questions. Chapter six focuses on the social actors in the 

marriage referendum debate. It describes an innovative approach to identifying the 

main actors in the national and internal corpus, by conceptualising them as sayers in 

the text. It then reports on the different groups of actors and discusses the findings 

about their representation in the corpora.   

Chapter seven deals with the contents of the marriage referendum reports and 

investigates what it is that the actors involved debated on. The chapter explains the 

principles of corpus-based content analysis applied to explore the semantic domains 

appearing in the corpora. The chapter then presents and discusses the representation 

of the Public and Private life domains. 

Chapter eight explores the discursive legitimation in the debate. It opens with the 

overview of the methods and software use, and then it describes different categories 

of legitimation found in the media reports and discusses the addition of the 

legitimation by majority as a distinct form of legitimation used by the social actors in 

the national and international corpus.  

Finally, Chapter nine offers an overview of the main findings and contributions of the 

study, as well as a discussion of their possible applications and a reflection on the 

learning points from the research process. I also explain the limitations of the current 

study and suggest possible directions for further research in this area.  
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2. Building up to the marriage referendum: The background and the 

context of the study 

In this chapter, I describe the socio-political context in which the “In the Name of the 

Family” initiative emerged, and all the debates and the referendum took place. The 

chapter includes an overview of the same-sex rights accessible to Croatian citizens 

before the referendum in 2013, the relevant procedures of exercising direct democracy 

and, finally, the constitutional amendments of the definition of marriage which ensued 

after the referendum took place.  

The aim is to present not only the process of changing the notion of marriage and 

negotiating the rights accessible to long-term same-sex partners but also to illustrate 

the legal framework regulating the referendum procedure. 

 

2.1. Same-sex marriage legislation in Croatia before 2013  

“Those who claim that we discriminate anyone are lying. We only want to protect 

what is the foundation of this society, and that is the marriage between a man and a 

woman, and family”, stated Željka Markić, one of the leaders of citizen initiative “In 

the name of the family”, a couple of weeks before the third referendum in the history 

of independent Croatia took place. The initiative was formed in February 2013, with 

the aim of promoting heterosexual marriage as the fundamental value of Croatian 

society and ensuring the permanent legal protection of children, marriage, and family. 

At first, their activities went unnoticed, but this soon changed to such an extent that in 

the period from 12th to 26th May 2013 they collected 749 316 signatures calling for 

constitutional changes. After consulting the Constitutional Court, the Croatian 

Parliament declared the referendum for which they petitioned to be legal. On 1st 

December 37,90 % of Croatians cast their vote, 65,87 % of them voting in favour of 

the proposal that the provision defining marriage as a union between man and woman 

enters the Croatian Constitution. The months preceding the referendum were seething 

with public debates and disputes, and, at times, even acts of vandalism and physical 

violence occurred. 
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Before addressing the relevant legal framework, it is necessary to mention that Croatia 

is a secular state, without an official religion, but given that according to the last 

population census in 2011 about 85% of the citizens identify themselves as Catholics, 

the Roman Catholic Church has a strong influence over people's everyday lives. The 

Church's authority was reinforced in the post-Yugoslavian period when Croatia was 

mostly ruled by political parties with a strong conservative and religious orientation. 

The decade-long rule of right-wing Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica - HDZ (Croatian 

Democratic Union), ended in 2000 when a left-centre coalition led by Social-

demokratska Partija Hrvatske - SDP (Social-Democratic Party of Croatia) won the 

parliamentary elections in January 2000 and stayed in power for a four-year mandate.  

Their short-term rule is relevant with regards to same-sex civil rights since in 2003 

they ratified the Law on the Same-sex Unions. Although there were initial tendencies 

to give same-sex couples fairly similar rights as those granted to heterosexual couples, 

the final legal outcome was a result of a compromise between the coalition partners, 

some of whom were more conservative than the SDP. The same-sex partnerships 

longer than three years provided the partners with some rights related to heterosexual 

marriage, such as the official recognition of shared material assets, but they were 

denied others, like the right to adopt children (Reuters 2013). 

In the preparations for the parliamentary elections in 2003, "HDZ rebranded itself 

from an isolationist, nationalist political party into a centre-right party supportive of 

the EU integration process" (Slootmaeckers and Sircar 2014). The electorate found 

this new image favourable, as HDZ won the majority of votes and was able to win the 

2003 elections, and also the next ones in 2007, although with a less convincing 

majority. This period was marked by the challenging process of EU membership 

candidacy, and there were no further breakthroughs in the area of same-sex marriage 

rights. Due to the dire economic situation in the country and numerous corruption 

scandals related to the HDZ, especially the arrest of the Prime Minister Ivo Sanader, 

who was succeeded by his deputy Jadranka Kosor, the first woman to take up this 

position in Croatia, the support for HDZ dwindled.  

Consequently, in 2011 the SDP won the elections and came to power as the head of a 

left-centre coalition. The pre-election promises made by the coalition included the 

extension of civil rights for same-sex partners in Croatia (Stuart 2014). The new Prime 
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Minister, Zoran Milanović, noted that it is necessary to provide same-sex couples with 

the right to register their partnership legally, but warned that a provision like that 

would not be included in the current Law on Family, but rather in a separate legislation 

act (Barilar and Turčin 2012). Milanović explained that such legislation would be in 

line with that of other EU members, like Spain, and that it would not cause any 

deprivation or loss to all the other members of Croatian society. 

Following this, the Government also started a discussion on this matter with the 

representatives of the LGBT civil society organisations. As the draft was being 

prepared, the Public Administration Minister, SDP’s Arsen Bauk announced that the 

law which would be proposed referred to same-sex unions as life partnerships, rather 

than marriages. Same-sex couples would be now able to officially register, just like 

heterosexual couples, apart from the use of the term marriage. Another important 

distinction between heterosexual couples was that same-sex couples were not to be 

allowed to adopt children if neither of the partners was the child’s biological parent 

(Barilar and Turčin 2013). 

 

2.2. Direct democracy procedures in Croatia before 2013 

The referendum as a direct democracy instrument was present in Croatia from 1990, 

however, in a different form from the current one. Initially, the Croatian Parliament 

(the House of Representatives) and Croatian President (following the recommendation 

from the Government on the amendments to the Constitution), were the only entities 

who could call for a referendum. There were three provisions regarding the 

referendum procedure. Firstly, should Croatia enter in association with any other 

countries (e.g., the EU accession), this has to be supported by two-thirds of MPs and 

citizens voting in a referendum. Secondly, the referendum proposal should not only 

be supported by the majority of citizens who voted, but this number should also be a 

quorum of the eligible electorate. Thirdly, the results of the referendum must always 

be legally binding (Slootmaeckers and Sircar 2014). 

In 2000, when the coalition led by SDP entered into power and formed the 

Government, they initiated the process of Constitution amendments through which 

Croatia, functioning up to that point as a semi-presidential system, has become a 
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parliamentary political system. These amendments entailed the provision that citizens 

may start a petition to demand a referendum, which must then be called by the 

President if the matter in question is of relevance to 10% of Croatian electorate, i.e. if 

10% of them sign the petition and in that way show their interest. 

With regards to associations with other countries, the EU accession, in particular, there 

was still the requirement that the referendum has a quorum for the outcome to be 

legally binding. It was estimated that this would be extremely difficult to achieve: 

 [i]t was obvious to a vast majority of Croatian politicians and constitutional 

scholars that the approval quorum for the referendum on state alliances was too 

high a barrier and that it could present the strongest obstacle in the process of 

accession of Croatia to the EU. (Podolnjak 2014) 

Therefore, the requirement for the quorum majority was deleted from the Constitution 

in 2010. In January 2012, it was shown that the decision was justified; the EU 

referendum had less than 44% electorate turnout.  

Even though having lower threshold creates more space for the rise of the bottom-up 

initiatives, it also raises concerns about the legitimacy and democratisation of the 

campaigns, as the primary actors involved often tend to be members of political elites 

and civil society organisations, rather than “the people” the outcome will ultimately 

affect (Butković 2017, Merkel 2014). 

 

2.3. The referendum on the constitutional definition of marriage in 2013 

The same amendments of the constitution by which the quorum requirements were 

removed to facilitate the continuation of the EU accession process actually enabled 

the realisation of the marriage referendum in 2013 (Croatia Week 2013). To elaborate, 

“[s]ince the threshold for determining a question of significant constitutional 

importance was set so low, it did not make sense to keep a higher requirement for 

other, garden-variety types of referenda” (Orsolic Dalessio 2014). 
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Figure 2.1: The logo of the initiative “In the Name of the Family” 

In such circumstances, the civil initiative "In the Name of the Family" (U ime obitelji) 

led by Željka Markić, started collecting signatures on 12th May 2013. They petitioned 

for a referendum with the question ‘Do you support the introduction of a provision 

into the Constitution of the Republic of Croatia to the effect that marriage is a living 

union of a woman and a man?' (Zenit 2013). The initiative was supported by the 

Roman Catholic Church in Croatia, right-wing political parties and other civic 

organisations, as well as many citizen volunteers. Some studies on direct democracy 

suggest that the “simple presence of the initiative process, whether by increasing the 

number and types of groups active in a state or by engendering a more participatory 

citizenry, may influence joining behaviour” (Boehemke and Bowen 2010: 669). By 

26th May 2013, they had collected 749 316 signatures, thus passing the 10% threshold 

which was necessary for the referendum outcome to be legally binding if the 

referendum was actually held. As such, this was the first citizen-initiated referendum 

in Croatia. 

The petition organised by the initiative In the Name of the Family raised several 

controversial legal issues. Firstly, it suggested a context in which the Croatian 

Constitution would be amended outside of the Parliament and regular parliamentary 

procedures, which is in itself the breach of Section 9 of the Constitution. Secondly, it 

raised the question of the legal legitimacy of MPs voting against the petition for a 

referendum which was constitutionally defined. Finally, the referendum defining the 

constitutional provisions would have effectively been employed to address the issues 

discriminating against a group of citizens, which is then in opposition to the protection 

of fundamental freedoms within the Constitution (Podolnjak 2014). These issues were 

presented in front of the Constitutional Court. 
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Finally, in November 2013, the Constitutional Court offered the opinion that the 

procedure through which the petition was organised, signatures collected and the 

referendum demanded was legal and that there were no legal obstacles for the 

referendum to take place. Nonetheless, the conclusions of the Court noted that even in 

the case that the referendum question was answered affirmatively, i.e. the 

heteronormative definition of marriage was introduced in the Constitution, the 

development of rights for same-sex partners would not be impeded and that “[r]espect 

for and legal protection of each person's private and family life, dignity, reputation 

shall be guaranteed”. 

The scholars from the Law Faculty at the University of Zagreb, the most prominent 

higher education institution in the country, came forward with a joint statement in 

which they stated that preventing the referendum from happening would have negative 

consequences for democracy in Croatia and the democratic legitimacy of the Croatian 

institutions. They advised the outcome of the referendum must be legally binding on 

all state authorities, as it is determined in the Constitution (Podolnjak 2014). It should 

be noted that the campaign and public debates that preceded the referendum polarised 

the political scene and the public sphere in the country in general. Croatian President 

Ivo Josipović and the Prime Minister Zoran Milanović, supported by the left-oriented 

political parties invited the citizens to vote against the referendum question.  

The right-wing political parties led by Tomislav Karamarko from the HDZ supported 

the initiative (Beta 2013). Various religious organisations, along with the 

representatives of the Roman Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church and the Islamic 

community were also in favour of the referendum. The leader of the initiative “In The 

name of the Family”, Željka Markić, stated: 

It is precisely with an opportunity for the citizens to express their view on such 

an important aspect of the society as marriage, in a most democratic of all 

procedures – a referendum – that justice will be confirmed as the very basis of 

lasting peace in the Croatian society. (U ime obitelji 2013) 

Along these lines, Josip Bozanić, the Cardinal and the head of the Catholic Church in 

Croatia, declared that the President and the Prime Minister, as elected officials, should 

be representing the citizens who elected them and that by opposing the referendum 
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they were, in fact, discriminating against the Croatian citizens. He argued that the 

referendum would be an opportunity to show the citizens that their views are heard 

and the democratic procedures respected. The referendum was also positively viewed 

by the Vatican and Pope Francis (Hina 2014). 

The referendum’s opposition consisted of a large number of Croatian scholars, human 

rights and civic organisations and LGBT groups. The campaign they were running 

relied on the notions of minority protection and being close to the ‘European’ ideals. 

President Ivo Josipović warned that “[a] nation is judged by its attitude toward the 

minorities”, whereas Jaroslav Pecnik, political analyst, suggested that the referendum 

clearly showed that Croatia was not ‘mature enough’ to be a part of Europe and that 

such an event meant a fascist turn in politics (Kartus 2013). Some of the media outlets 

overtly opposed the referendum, providing editorial and advertising space free of 

charge to the initiatives opposing it.  

During the same-sex marriage debates, there were politicians and scholars, like Vesna 

Pusić, who warned that referendum, used in this way, could in future be employed  

as an instrument of discrimination against a minority, and that it would be used 

in the future against other minorities whether by race, ethnicity, political 

affiliation, or gender. She added that everyone is a member of some minority 

group at some point in their lives (Hina 2013, Slootmaeckers and Sircar 2014).  

Despite this, on 1st December 37,90 % of Croatians cast their vote, 65,87 % of them 

supporting the proposal that the provision defining marriage as a union between man 

and woman enters the Croatian Constitution.  

There are many ways to interpret the referendum outcome and voting patterns of the 

Croatian electorate. Firstly, the referendum is linked with the political situation in the 

country. Jutarnji list [national daily newspaper] reduced the results to an indicator of 

dissatisfaction with the current Croatian Government, stating: “This vote is not about 

marriage or the definition of marriage, this is a referendum against the current 

government” (quoted in EurActiv 2013). In the analysis of the voting patterns in the 

referendum Glaurdić and Vuković (2016) offer a different perspective, suggesting that 

the referendum voting was a proxy for political competition between HDZ and SDP. 
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Secondly, the outcome of the referendum can be linked with the socioeconomic 

situation in the country in late 2013. The fact that accession to the EU did not alleviate 

any of the economics predicaments and disappointment during the first months of the 

EU membership might have been reflected in the resistance to the ideas and values 

labelled as European.  

Thirdly, Slootmaeckers and Sircar argue that, contrary to the views of the leaders of 

the Orthodox Church in Croatia, “the minority rights framing by those against the 

referendum may have found some resonance with the Serb minority in Croatia” (2014: 

13), especially in the light of the anti-Cyrillic protests and referendum. The village 

Negoslavci was titled as Croatia’s most tolerant place, given the fact that 75% of its 

population voted against the referendum question (Patković 2013). 

Finally, it is possible to relate the attitudes towards the EU with the fear of ‘creeping 

secularism’, explained as “ a feeling that gay marriage and adoption by gays was on 

the agenda, and this vote was an attempt to show that there is strong opposition to this” 

(Bilefsky 2013). The same-sex marriage rights were presented as an embodiment of 

European secularism. 

However, the change of the Constitution did not put an end to the debate on same-sex 

marriage rights. As announced even before 2013, the Government continued with 

drafting the proposal on civil partnership (životno partnerstvo) which entered the 

regular Parliament procedure, after having received unanimous support from the 

Legislation Committee of the Croatian Parliament – meaning that it was supported 

even by the HDZ MPs, whose party strongly favoured the referendum initiative.  

On 15 July 2014, with 89 votes for and 16 against, the Parliament passed the Law on 

Life Partnerships of the Persons of Same-Sex (Romić 2014). Apart from entering the 

civil partnership in front of an official registrar, just like heterosexual couples, same-

sex partners and their families have gained many other rights, enabling their social 

stability. Namely, these rights and obligations extend to receiving a family pension, 

obtaining health insurance through one’s civil partner, the right and obligation of 

financial support, guaranteed freedom of movement and other associated rights on the 

territory of the European Union, non-discrimination and equality in the public and 

private services market, accommodation, housing and tax-exemptions. Same-sex 
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partners are now also allowed to take paid leave from work in order to care for a sick 

partner and also need to abide by matters such as inheritance regulations, custody over 

children with other partners or conceived in-vitro. Although same-sex couples were 

not permitted to adopt children, in July 2015 for the first time in Croatia, custody over 

a child, conceived in vitro, was given to the biological mother’s same-sex partner.  

The reaction to the new legislation varied from approval and celebrations on the side 

of the LGBT community, to disapproval and harsh criticism coming from the initiative 

“In the Name of the Family” (now registered as an NGO), and their supporters. The 

initiative representatives expressed disappointment with the fact that the MPs voted 

guided by the interest of their political parties, rather than the wishes of the Croatian 

citizens, clearly articulated in the referendum in December 2013.  

The president of the organisation, Lino Zonjić asserted: 

Imposing this Law is contrary to the honesty, the foundational principles of 

democracy and the Croatian Constitution. It is harmful to children, it is an 

attempt to relativise the social significance of marriage as a community of a man 

and a woman and the notion of family, all this with the objective of forcing 

ideologies into Croatian society. Just like the Family Law, this law is non-expert, 

ideologically marked and will be a fiasco. (Zonjić, as cited in Romić 2014) 

These matters are still of relevance and often discussed in the public sphere, especially 

after the latest amended form of the Family Law was suspended by the Croatian 

Constitutional Court in January 2015. Scholars argued that the new law makes Croatia 

“perhaps paradoxically, one of Eastern Europe’s most tolerant legal landscapes vis-à-

vis this specific set of rights” (Glaurdić and Vuković 2016: 808). 

The initiative “In the Name of the Family” has not only succeeded in changing the 

Constitution, as the highest law of the country, but also raised many important 

questions regarding the social values, political governance and democratic practice in 

Croatia. Therefore, the debate they initiated provides a good starting point for 

researching and understanding the discourse on social values in modern Croatia. 
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3. Same-sex marriage legislation and debates 

The previous chapter presented the socio-political situation in Croatia in which the 

initiative “In the Name of the Family” has been established. I gave an overview of the 

existing legislation regulating same-sex relationships before 2013 and explained the 

direct democracy procedure which was in place, particularly regarding the 

constitutional changes.  

This chapter offers a review of the socio-political establishment of same-sex marriage 

and its construction in public debates across Europe, drawing on studies from the 

Netherlands (Waaldijk 2001, Kollman 2017), the UK (Bachmann 2011, Paterson and 

Coffey-Glover 2018), France (Michallat 2006, Sénac 2018), Portugal (Brandão and 

Machado 2012) and Spain (Pichardo 2011). In the first section, I address the initial 

stage of the process, namely, the decriminalisation of homosexuality, as a precondition 

of further social and legislative changes. Secondly, the phenomena of civil 

partnerships and other corresponding non-marriage arrangements are explored, later 

to be contrasted with institutionalised same-sex marriage, as it varies across the 

countries mentioned above. Following that, I elaborate on the parenting possibilities 

and how these relate to further developments in the field, explaining how legislative 

changes influence the visibility and perception of the LGBT communities in general. 

The final section of this chapter focuses on the same-sex marriage legislation in the 

local Croatian context and proposes the contributions of the current project to the 

understanding of the field. 

 

3.1. The Rise of Same-Sex Marriages in Europe: Main trends in the legislative changes 

The twentieth century brought about many changes in the fundamental structure of 

European societies, the most notable being the reform of the traditional notion of the 

nuclear family, which has not abated in the twenty-first century, either. The dominant 

heteronormative model has been increasingly challenged and confronted or even 

replaced with other, more fluid perceptions of family. Same-sex marriages were and 

to a great extent still are a highly controversial matter in many European countries. 

Some have significantly advanced in making the institution of marriage fully 
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accessible to same-sex couples, while others are still in the process of negotiating 

terms under which this will be possible. 

 

3.1.2. The groundwork: Decriminalisation and anti-discrimination 

For a very long time homosexuality and engaging in non-heterosexual activities in 

European countries have been, not only considered immoral, but also outlawed by the 

respective Civil Codes and similar legislation, and the LGBT members of the society 

suffered persecution and ostracism. Naturally, the first step in accepting the LGBT 

individuals as equal members of the society was to decriminalise ‘homosexual 

behaviour’. The first country to act in this direction was France, where homosexuality 

was decriminalised in 1791. In the Netherlands, homosexuality was decriminalised in 

1811 (Waaldijk 2001). Spain excluded homosexuality from the criminal code 

relatively early, in 1822, but, due to the strong influence of the Catholic Church, has 

long after that continued to enforce the notion of homosexuality as unacceptable and 

un-Spanish (Pichardo 2011).  The United Kingdom and Portugal stopped persecuting 

LGBT citizens as late as 1967 and 1982, respectively. However, 72 countries around 

the world still criminalised homosexuality in some form (Awada 2019).  

It should be noted that the effect of decriminalisation was in many ways limited and 

that numerous restrictions on the freedom of LGBT persons remained in force, such 

as, for example, the different minimum age for homosexual and heterosexual sex, and 

that negative public attitudes towards LGBT members of the society often remained 

unchanged. The changes in countries that lagged in terms of decriminalisation were 

initiated after the emergence of gay and lesbian communities and the beginning of 

their active social engagement (Brandão and Machado 2012). Generally, social 

networks and civic organisations have played a crucial role in improving the position 

of LGBT citizens and drawing attention to the questions of equality and egalitarian 

access to various citizens’ rights. After placing the LGBT persons within the 

boundaries of the law, the next step in the development of legislation was to expand 

their rights, particularly regarding the recognition of same-sex unions. 
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3.1.3. Civil partnership or marriage: Equal but different 

Different social groups had varying ideas on how the question of same-sex marriage 

should be addressed. The political elites either supported or opposed such incentives, 

and LGBT communities also had differing perspectives on how, why and whether 

same-sex unions should be institutionalised. There are, of course, some legal aspects 

which are of common concern to all the involved parties in societies across Europe, 

and that is, in most cases, to address the issues of pensions and inheritance, 

immigration provisions and, to some extent, the question of parenthood in relation to 

LGBT couples.  

The Netherlands is the country who pioneered first the civil partnerships in 1998 and 

then in 2001 marriage for same-sex couples.  Kollman (2017) argues that, along with 

cultural and institutional circumstances, such development was facilitated by “the 

desire of Dutch activists and policy élites to burnish their international reputation as a 

social policy pioneer” (Kollman 2017: 100). Furthermore, since 2001 the Dutch 

government included LGBT rights promotion among their key foreign policies.  

Nonetheless, same-sex couples were treated differently regarding parenting and 

presumed parenthood, immigration regulations for partners and in access to pension 

funds. Those who opted for partnership, rather than marriage, express aversion 

towards the latter and highlight that partnership is less binding and more quickly and 

cheaply arranged. Regarding the latter, Waaldijk (2001) notes that administrative costs 

are actually the same, and suggests that costliness might be related to the social, 

celebratory arrangements entailed in the institutionalisation of a relationship; entering 

marriage has greater social significance and requires greater social rituals than entering 

a registered partnership.  

The analysis of the debates in the UK Parliament on the civil partnership revealed 

varying approaches which the members advocated: "civil partnership only for same-

sex homosexual couples, civil partnership for homosexual couples and also for 

heterosexual, unmarried cohabiting couples, civil partnership for caring family 

members living in the same house, civil partnership for all carers in general, or no civil 

partnership at all” (Bachmann 2011: 85). The views expressed were polarised around 

two extremes, one suggesting that civil partnerships are essentially beneficial to the 
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society, just like marriages, while the other perceived them as detrimental and 

undermining fundamental societal values, such as marriage and family. This is even 

more emphasised by the fear of further initiatives in this direction, constructed through 

what Bachmann (2011) calls ‘a thin end of the wedge’ discourse. The notion of 

uniqueness is also frequently mentioned, both in the sense that civil partnerships 

endanger the uniqueness of traditional marriage and in the sense that LGBT citizens 

are a unique group, being privileged by access to a special form of institutionalising 

their unions. However, as both marriage and civil partnership became available to 

same- and opposite-sex couples, in 2013 and 2018 respectively, the legislative 

uniqueness dissipates in the UK. However, considering the media coverage of the 

debates from 2011 to 2014, the “absence of discussions of marriage equality, 

transgender identities, and bisexuality, means that same-sex marriage debates 

ultimately act to reinforce male/female and homosexual/heterosexual binaries” 

(Paterson and Coffey and Glover 2018: 202). 

Political elites in other countries promoted and enforced similar discursive 

constructions. In the case of Portugal, it took several steps to reach the provisions 

enabling civil partnership, first cohabitation arrangement, and then the juridical 

institute called the common economy (Brandão and Machado 2012). In the perspective 

of the Catholic Church and right-wing political parties, such initiatives reflect the 

decay of society on the whole and are, in fact, as noted by the leaders of Popular Party 

in Portugal, only instruments of diversion to redirect the attention from other burning 

social issues, like economic crisis, high unemployment rates, and similar (Brandão 

and Machado 2012). The analysis of reports on the debate in the UK also suggests a 

conflict over the ownership of the marriage which seems to move further away from 

the Church and become even more secularly established under the state’s jurisdiction 

(Paterson and Coffey-Glover 2018). The French variation of civil partnership, PaCS, 

is regarded by the political elites and law-makers as a halfway solution, guaranteeing 

homosexual couples some of the citizens’ rights pertaining to heterosexual couples, 

but, in a broader perspective, acting as “a legislative restatement of institutional 

homophobia for many gay and lesbian French citizens” (Michallat 2006: 305).  

Similarly, views on this differ across LGBT communities in Europe. In Spain, a part 

of the LGBT community is content with the right to civil partnership, rather than 
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pursuing ‘real’ marriage. Some even prefer civil partnership since it is free of 

conservative, patriarchal connotations of the traditional marriage. Others see it as a 

rehearsal period, a preparation for a future life together. There are practical reasons 

too, like the more straightforward procedure of separation in case the couple wishes 

to end their relationship (Pichardo 2011). Some, however, see exercising this right as 

a kind of romantic activism, raising the general awareness of the position of LGBT 

members of the society. In France, similar divisions are present, and for many LGBT 

citizens “marriage inescapably represents a Foucauldian style State regimentation of 

sexual activity and identity” and shorter, more fluid arrangements are much more 

appealing to the community “who had for so long struggled to assert a discrete sexual 

identity [to] now invite renewed invisibility within normative heterosocial and sexual 

codes” (Michallat 2006: 305). In 2013 France authorised same-sex marriage, but not 

without resistance, “political and social opposition to the French law was huge, with 

mass demonstrations and a record number of amendments (the highest in 30 years)” 

(Sénac 2018: 106). 

While various forms of registered same-sex unions did to some extent facilitate access 

to particular citizens’ rights, marriage remains an important milestone on the agenda 

of LGBT communities in many countries. It is highly debatable if and how marriage 

could ensure social, and not the just the legal inclusion of LGBT citizens, and it is not 

likely that a definitive answer could be agreed upon.  On the one hand, it might be 

argued that only by making marriage available to same-sex couples will the societies 

be brought closer to equality. On the other hand, such universalisation can be 

perceived as an attempt at the dissolution of queer identities and their assimilation into 

a heteronormative system. Critics of the same-sex marriage argue that “instead of 

challenging existing oppressive norms, the introduction of same-sex marriage 

reinforces these and only provides privileges for those that are willing to assimilate” 

(Abou-Chadi and Finnigan 2018: 29). 

 

3.1.4. Parenthood: The final frontier 

Despite the debates on its significance, the idea of ‘real’ marriage is pursued as it is 

believed to be the key to overcoming the dominant ‘heterosexuality-marriage-
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parenthood’ triad (Brandão and Machado 2012). Parenthood is probably the final 

frontier of the equality battle. The majority of countries, even the Netherlands which 

has otherwise advanced far in this field, impose certain limitations on same-sex 

parenthood.  Within their legislation, there is a difference between different- and same-

sex couples in parenthood presumptions for the woman’s husband compared to a wife, 

while other procedures and provisions have gradually become equally accessible.  

The situation in other countries is somewhat different, starting from the entitlement of 

same-sex couples to the use reproduction assistance technologies which is, for 

instance, still a very problematic matter in Spain, Portugal, and France. In the latter, 

the notion of biological filiation, a link between a parent and a child, is particularly 

strongly positioned within anthropological and psychological circles. This means that 

although the “concept of the ‘modern family' should be elaborated, it was just as 

determined that gays should remain on its periphery” (Michallat 2006: 308), which is 

especially evident in relation to parenthood arrangements.  In Portugal, despite the 

processes of modernisation and secularisation of the society, the strong influence of 

the Catholic Church still preserves the heteronormative model of marriage and family. 

In such context the heterosexuals' biological procreative abilities are equated to 

parenting abilities and a discourse constructed embodies homosexuality as 

intrinsically disordered, and, by no means in the best interest of any child (Brandão 

and Machado 2012), which is of great salience in the adoption procedure. 

Similar tendencies are prevailing in Spain as well. Within the current policy 

framework, LGBT citizens will find it easier to adopt if they not in the registered 

partnership, especially given the fact that a large percentage of adoptions are 

international, with children coming from Russia and China (Pichardo 2011). Access 

to reproduction assistance technologies is not succinctly regulated, so the practices of 

LGBT patients using these technologies cannot be clearly demarcated as legal or 

illegal. However, the discourse on a new family, ‘the family of choice’, is gaining 

more and more ground and “[m]arriage is definitively not the end of changes to the 

conception of family in Spain” (Pichardo 2011: 559).  
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3.1.5. Visibility, identity, and further challenges 

Discussing the attitude of state towards LGBT rights, Puar (2007, 2013) coins the term 

homonationalism to refer to "a facet of modernity and a historical shift marked by the 

entrance of (some) homosexual bodies as worthy of protection by nation-states, a 

constitutive and fundamental reorientation of the relationship between the state, 

capitalism, and sexuality" (2013: 337). He argues that countries have no way of 

ignoring homonationalism; through their actions (e.g., adopting and implementing 

legislation) they can either be seen as homophobic or LGBT-friendly.  

While certainly increasing the visibility and raising awareness of the issues of the 

LGBT community, these changes do not necessarily bring about wider social 

acceptance. Interestingly, surveys indicate that while “the introduction of same-sex 

marriage leads to significantly more positive attitudes, the opposite is true for same-

sex registered partnerships” (Abou-Chadi and Finnigan 2018: 29). In other words, it 

is apparent that legal recognition does not guarantee social integration. This has also 

been acknowledged as a problem and efforts have been made to address; for example, 

in Spain: 

new public policies are being implemented for homosexual people in 

particular: attention to sexual diversity in the new Education Law, including 

homosexuals and transsexuals in the National Plan for Equality for the first 

time in history, recognizing political asylum for people prosecuted because of 

their sexual orientation, and new departments in some regional and local 

governments for sexual equality. (Pichardo 2011: 558) 

Another important issue is whether and to which extent the LGBT communities wish 

to be integrated, given that the term assimilation is often present in discourse on these 

matters, and if it is even possible to perceive and consider the interest of these 

communities as collective, rather than particular, since they are most certainly not a 

homogenous body. This inevitably leads to the question of the LGBT identity and how 

it has evolved and transformed during the legal transformations and changes in public 

opinion of majority groups. 

Within such a complex social context, the negotiation of the concepts of equality and 

diversity and their juxtaposition becomes even more intricate. As shown in recent 
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political and legislative debates in Slovakia, the UK, Ireland and Finland, marriage 

equality remains a matter of great interest in Europe and worldwide, both for LGBT 

activists and for political elites and law-makers. These debates could be considered in 

the light of Foucault's (1978) rejection the repressive hypothesis, where he argues that 

presence of public discourse of restrictions and repression in the realm of individuals' 

sexuality is actually giving rise to the general discourse on sexuality. This is confirmed 

by positive development trends of the attitudes towards same-sex marriage and 

parenting, for example, the study by Costa et al. suggest that “the media may have 

played an important role in improving these attitudes, as the overwhelming majority 

of participants first heard about same-gender marriage and parenting in the media 

and/or through political discourses” (2018: 108). 

Therefore, the discussion on what equality is and how same-sex couples' rights should 

be defined and implemented continues in public discourse and is a relevant topic of 

research. 

 

3.2. Same-sex rights in Central and Eastern Europe and Western Balkans  

The development and changes in the field of same-sex rights in the Central and Eastern 

European countries can be explored comparatively, especially in the light of 

democratic processes following the communist regimes in the last century. Forest 

(2015) reports on the findings of the QUING project which explored the debates on 

same-sex rights in Central and Eastern Europe. Employing the critical frame analysis 

and discursive institutionalism, he looks into policies and legislative frameworks in 

Poland, Slovakia, The Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovenia, and Croatia.   

The processes of democratic transition opened space for wider discussions in the 

public sphere, involving new social actors and voices. The first incentives in the field 

of same-sex rights came from governments and/or political elites, and who tried to 

conform to the international human rights conventions and standards or to contrast 

with former political regimes by promoting the social and civil values which were 

marginalised or prohibited under the latter. In particular, Forest (2015) notes that “first 

liberalization measures were adopted without raising public awareness nor resolute 

ideological contention, with little attention for lesbian or transgender people”. The 
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process of europeanisation is often framed as being in conflict with the domestic 

values, which is especially evident in the cases of Croatia and Hungary, which both 

constitutionally prohibited same-sex marriages.  

The socio-political context in the Western Balkans can be investigated through the 

relationship between ethnonationalism, religion and homosexuality, discourses and 

religious-political models in Western Balkan countries, as well as the implications of 

these on marginalisation and social violence towards the respective minority groups.  

Topić et al. (2014) argue that ethnonationalism, as the underlying ideology of ex-

Yugoslavian countries, is based on and developed through the exclusion of particular 

social groups, entities or individuals. This principle extends to the same-sex couples’ 

rights; the LGBT groups are framed as threatening to the social and national values. 

Their research focused on relatively few media articles and television show excerpts 

taken as illustrative of the country's public discourse. In the findings, Topić et al. note:   

All the above-stated shows that through uncritical distance the media further 

contribute to the circulation of hate speech and support clearly established 

structures of power and hierarchy or, on the other hand, provide too much space 

for the hate speech, even when not directly supporting such attitudes. (…) The 

relationship between ethno-nationalism, religion and (especially) homosexuality 

in post-conflict societies accounts for the operating of religious nationalism, 

which privileges heteronormativity, provoking and supporting the culture of 

homophobia. (2014: 262) 

 

3.2.1. The Croatian context 

Before the first decade of the 21st century, there were fewer studies in this field in 

Croatia, partially due to the fact that the country is relatively conservative, traditionally 

Catholic and discourse on homosexuality was, until recent years, fairly marginalised. 

The majority of research has been done from the perspective of sociology or political 

science, like Bertoša and Antulov (2012) exploring the appropriation of urban space 

during Gay Pride parades, or Dekić’s (2010) analysis of the queer communities in the 

online sphere in Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina.  
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In a study of the mobilisation for the referendum Dobrotić et al. (2015) argue the key 

for the successful campaign, with strong religious-conservative agenda, was the 

democratic framing the initiative “In the Name of the Family” employed when 

communicating with the public, also framing the LGBT community as threat to the 

whole society. Several further factors need to be taken into account when considering 

the context of the referendum and its outcome.  

The support for the heteronormative model of marriage was higher in the communities 

with a higher number of religious citizens, compared to the 2011 census data on the 

municipality level (Slootmaeckers and Sircar 2014). This might be linked to the fact 

that the initiative "In the Name of the Family" also received strong support from the 

Roman Catholic Church in Croatia, as well as from the Orthodox Church and Islamic 

community. 

The arguments employed by the Roman Catholic Church and religious-conservative 

groups steer away from dogmatic interpretations of biblical texts and turn to scientific 

realms (Kuhar 2015). One of the instances of this approach frequent in the discussions 

was the strategy of referring to “all studies”, without naming any of these, their authors 

or specific research designs. The studies mentioned were often the ones widely 

criticised by the academic community and admittedly limited, according to the authors 

themselves (Regnerus New Family Structure 2012). Finally, one of the attempts to 

acquire scientific support was to involve foreign scientists in the debate. “In the Name 

of the Family” invited American scholar Judith Reisman, which received much 

attention in the media. Kuhar elaborates that 

After one such lecture at the Faculty of Political Sciences, she was not satisfied 

with the provocative questions posed by the students, claiming that their 

questions were not linked to the topic of her lecture. She then accused them of 

being “brainwashed” by communism. (2015: 89) 

He suggests that these strategies can be explained as Church secularising its discourse 

in order to clericalise the society. 

The referendum voting choices might also be linked with political preferences, both 

regarding internal and external affairs. Internally, comparing the results of the 2011 

Parliamentary Elections in Croatia to the marriage referendum results reveals a pattern 
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of support for the latter in the municipalities supporting the right-wing HDZ, 

suggesting the debate was fundamentally a political contestation (Glaurdić and 

Vuković 2016). Externally, the attitudes towards the EU have often been linked to the 

referendum and the notion of civil rights in general. Support for the EU referendum 

and EU scepticism have been found “respectably negatively and positively related to 

the proportion of ‘yes' votes in the marriage referendum (Slootmaeckers and Sircar 

2014: 13).  

 

3.2.2. The contribution of the current project to the literature 

Linguistic studies of the marriage referendum debate, especially in the field of critical 

discourse analysis, have been relatively underrepresented, especially involving corpus 

linguistics methods. Furthermore, we know little about the representation of these 

events in the international context and to different audiences. This project contributes 

to the knowledge on this topic by investigating the representation of the debate in 

online reports, collected from both national and international media.  

A multi-faceted approach to the analysis will allow for a comprehensive insight into 

the discourse of the debate, as reported by the media. One of the research questions 

the project is answering is who the social actors taking part in the debate are and how 

they are represented, which is revealing of different levels of access to the public 

discourse and to opportunities to influence public opinion and processes of social 

change. Furthermore, the research questions about the main topics in the debate and 

the legitimation of different stances will address the representation of LGBT civil 

rights and human rights in general in Croatia. At the same time, the study will offer a 

valuable understanding of the ‘translation’ of the local events into a global media 

sphere, which shapes the international image and reputation of Croatia. 
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4. Theoretical framework: Analysing discourse 

Having reviewed the debates and development of same-sex marriage legislation 

through debates across Europe and describing the local Croatian context, I situate the 

study within the theoretical framework of Critical Discourse Analysis.  

This chapter begins by introducing the critical approaches to Applied Linguistics in 

general, and then focuses on CDA, explaining its main paradigms, value and outlining 

some of the limitations. Next, particular attention is given to the models addressing 

the representation of social action and social actors in discourse, as well as discursive 

legitimation.   

 

4.1. Critical Approaches to Applied Linguistics 

Critical tendencies within the field of applied linguistics have earlier been opposed or 

‘feared’, under the notion that linguistics should refrain from theories and focus on the 

empirical aspect of language phenomena (Weedon 1987, Simon 1992). However, it 

was recognised that because of the salience of concepts such as knowledge, power and 

politics, it would be useful, if not necessary, to “interweave critical theory and applied 

linguistics to produce a critical applied linguistic perspective” (Pennycook 2001: 26).  

Critical Linguistics emerged in the 1970s in the works of scholars such as Fowler, 

Kress, Hodge and Trew, mostly based at the University of East Anglia, whose 

perspective on language originated from Hallidayan systemic functional theory. The 

objective of their work was “to isolate ideology in discourse” (Fowler 1991, 2013) and 

unveil its manifestations in discursive structure and processes. Under such agenda, 

language was perceived as a means of externalising social consciousness and 

linguistics, as an instrument for “the analysis of consciousness and its ideological 

bases” (Kress and Hodge 1979: 13). Given that language is seen as an inherent part of 

social processes, and discourse as dependant on social meanings, every instance of 

language use is, therefore, considered to be ideological. Such critical linguistics 

strands are concerned with phenomena like transitivity, nominalisation, passivisation. 

Critical linguistics is concerned with deeper and more intricate connections between 

language and society, rejecting a strict division between content and form. The focus 

is on the study of authentic texts, paying heed to their socio-political environment. 
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Pennycook (2001) offers a systemic overview of outlooks towards critical frameworks 

within applied linguistics, taking relations between knowledge and politics as a 

distinguishing feature. The first position, liberal ostrichism, draws on the ideas of 

liberalism, structuralism, egalitarianism and criticism as objective detachment. It 

“[d]enies both its own and the politics of language” (Pennycook 2001: 30), and 

advocates “a disinterested stance of rational enquiry rather than politicized 

orientations towards applied linguistics”. The second standpoint, anarcho-autonomy, 

brings together notions of anarcho-syndicalism, rationalism, realism and positivism. 

With regards to relation to language, anarcho-autonomy aims to exclude the political 

dimension from scientific analyses. Political and scientific elements should not be 

intertwined; humanist and universalist positions need to be opposed, “to develop a 

viable philosophical and political background for critical applied linguistics, 

particularly because of the global and cultural challenges critical applied linguistics 

faces, such notion of universality and human nature must be rejected” (Pennycook 

2001: 36). The third position, emancipatory modernism, proposes ideas of scientific 

leftism, neo-Marxists politics and scientific analysis, and is interested in macro-

structures of domination. These approaches focus on the relations between language 

and the political. While they offer strong criticism, they are at the same time limited 

by determinism. Finally, within the framework of problematising practices, which 

usually rely on poststructuralist, postmodernist, postcolonial and similar theories, 

language is seen as already political/politicised and as such, appropriate for the 

analysis of the social. These frameworks are self-reflective and constantly question 

the assumed agenda of critical applied linguistics. In this view, science is often seen, 

not as a key to advance the critical efforts, but as a part of the issues that are being 

analysed.  

The current project is positioned within the last framework, problematizing practices, 

given that by exploring discursive representations in debates on same-sex rights and 

values in Croatian society in general, it presupposes the nature of language as 

inherently political and “understands power more in terms of its micro operations in 

relation to the questions of class, race, gender ethnicity sexuality, and so on” 

(Pennycook 2001: 42).  
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4.2. On Critical Discourse Analysis: Theory, method, approach, movement, program? 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA)2 can be approached within the wider area of 

discourse studies. Namely, the 1960s saw the rise of this new field of research 

developing from the concept of discourse – discourse studies. This can be regarded as 

“the result of the convergence of a number of theoretical and methodological currents 

originating in various countries (above all in Europe and North America) and different 

disciplines of social sciences and humanities (linguistics, sociology, philosophy, 

literary criticism, anthropology, history…)” (Angermuller, Mainguenau, Wodak 

2014: 8). Its advancement yielded several critical analytical approaches, including, but 

not limited to, Norman Fairclough’s dialectical-relational approach, van Dijk’s socio-

cognitive approach, socio-semiotics and visual grammar by van Leeuwen and Kress, 

dispositive analysis by Jäger and discourse-historical approach developed by Wodak, 

all of these continuously changing and evolving. Although critical discourse analysis 

is very significant to the field of critical applied linguistics, Pennycook (2001: 79) 

warns about the “tendency (…) in applied linguistics today to sprinkle a few references 

to Norman Fairclough’s work around and thereby to claim that this constitutes critical 

work”. 

When discussing the main principles of CDA Wodak (1996) notes that it is concerned 

with social problems, rather than language, i.e. “the linguistic character of social and 

cultural processes and structures” (1996: 17). The interest in discourse is actually the 

interest in how power is operationalised through language use. When describing 

discourse, she notes that it constitutes society and culture, that it does ideological and 

historical work. Wodak (1996) calls for a socio-cognitive approach and discourse 

analysis which is interpretative and explanatory. Finally, she delineates CDA as a 

“socially committed scientific paradigm” (1996: 20). 

The current research can in simple terms be explained as an exploration of a public 

debate which leads to one social group limiting the rights of another one, and therefore 

fits within the frameworks of CDA – it explores how power operationalised through 

language brought about legislation changes which influence the everyday lives of the 

 
2 Note that the term critical discourse studies (CDS) is adopted in the more recent discussions of the 

filed (e.g. Wodak and Meyer 2016). 
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entire community. In the particular local context, the study can be considered through 

the lens of rise of right-wing populists discourses (Wodak 2015).  

 

4.2.1. Limitations, value, and future advances 

CDA has received a criticism targeting its methodological shortcomings, and 

theoretical premises. Tyrwhitt-Drake offers critiques CDA’s traditional epistemic 

position, stating that “[b]eing a critical discourse analyst does not and cannot qualify 

one individual to say what is right or wrong more than any other individual (1998: 

1088). Hammersley warns about CDA’s critical objective and “the extraordinary 

ambition of the task it sets itself. Not only does it aim to offer an understanding of 

discursive processes, but also of society as a whole, what is wrong with it and how it 

should be changed.” (1997: 245). Regarding its limitations, bias often comes to mind 

and, not only in terms of researchers’ own agenda but the positioning of the discipline 

itself. Although it follows an interdisciplinary trajectory, CDA still “puts a very high 

price on linguistic-textual analysis” (Blommaert 2005: 34). In itself, this is not a 

negative feature, but it leaves the researcher only with the immediately available 

discourse, i.e. written or spoken instances of language, and diverts the attention from 

other aspects of the communication process, thus often limiting the analysis to 

explicitly textually encoded discourse.  

However, the value of CDA within critical applied linguistics and social sciences, in 

general, can be noted in several aspects. Firstly, it raises awareness of the role of 

language and discourse as “subject to power and inequality” (Blommaert 2005: 33), 

opening the potential for emancipatory work on language. Secondly, it calls for 

collaboration between various social sciences and is inherently interdisciplinary. 

Finally, CDA gives attention to the institutional construction of discourse and 

examines institutions as key sites of power negotiation and reproduction. Insight into 

discursive practices which limit freedoms and place individuals and social groups into 

disadvantaged positions might offer a good starting point in countering them. 

Although not fully used so far, it is important to emphasise the programmatic agenda 

and proactive potential of CDA. 

In terms of future development, Wodak and Chilton note: 
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The scope for further integration of discourse analysis with social theory is 

considerable and continues to expand. Further “transdisciplinary dialogue” (or 

even “postdisciplinary” research) is needed, for example, with scholars in the 

fields of political science and international relations, scholars who have often 

used the notion of “discourse”, and who in some cases are aware of the more 

language-oriented methods of discourse analysis. (2005: xiv) 

 

4.3. Discursive representation of social actors and legitimation of social action 

4.3.1. Representation of social actors in discourse 

All studies in critical discourse analysis deal with social actors in some way, as the 

actors are the ones who produce discourse in relation to each other. As it is often the 

case with CDA, there is a variety of approaches to researching social actors and how 

they are presented or present themselves within discourse. One of the most prominent 

is van Dijk’s (1995) socio-cognitive interface. He justifies this approach by the 

following notions: 

1) social actors and social action are in their nature cognitive, and involve 

thinking and mental representation; 

2) interaction in a particular context is also crucial for understanding social 

action and actors; 

3) the macro-micro link is built through group membership of social actors, 

developed through shared knowledge and interpretation of social action; 

4) the structure, meanings and production of discourse are also both social and 

cognitive. 

Van Dijk further explains that, as observed through such interface, all language users 

are members of certain social groups and use the language from particular social 

positions – in or out of the group. “If the overall strategy of positive self-presentation 

and negative other-presentation is a well-known way to exhibit ideological structures 

in discourse, we may predict that the following structures and strategies of text and 

talk may typically be ideologically relevant, depending on topic, context, speech acts 

and communicative goals” (1995: 145). 



32 

 

Table 4.1: Van Dijk’s In-/Out-group semantic categorisations (1995: 143) 

 

The analysis of social actors in discourse often draws on binary models. For example, 

in the research on European parliamentary debates related to immigration, van Dijk 

and Wodak (2000) suggest a two-dimensional model of analysis, based on global 

(macro-level) and local (micro-level) structures. The first one includes identifying the 

relevant topics in the discourse, investigating positive self-representation and negative 

other-representation, as well as legitimation strategies. The latter one focuses on local 

linguistic mechanisms, such as actor descriptions, rhetorical devices, and 

argumentation. 

Exclusion and inclusion are also the basis of van Leeuwen’s Social Actor Network 

(2008), which systematically operationalises analytical categories for the 

representation of social actors and social action. This socio-semantic approach brings 

together lexico-grammatical and discourse-level linguistic systems, transitivity, 

reference, and nominal groups (van Leeuwen 2006).  

A similar dichotomous model of representation is offered by Roscigno (2011, 2014) 

when discussing the institutional and organisational distribution of power. He 

introduced the notions of symbolic vilification and symbolic amplification in 

portraying less and more powerful actors. 

 



33 

 

4.3.2. The legitimation of social action  

The concept of social action legitimacy has been theorised and approached in many 

different ways by various social science scholars. Beetham (2013) distinguishes 

between two essential approaches to the notion of legitimacy: 

1) prescriptive – social scientists deciding on what can be considered as 

legitimate 

2) descriptive – social scientist explaining which actions or actors are considered 

legitimate and what makes them such. 

Critical organisation studies have also explored approaches to discursive legitimation. 

Vaara et al. (2007) investigate the Finish and Swedish media reports on industrial 

restructuring, focusing on the prices of the merger of Finnish Enso and Swedish Stora 

as presented in 189 newspaper articles. The initial stages of their study draw on 

thematic analysis and van Leeuwen’s model of discursive legitimation. However, they 

point out that the latter is intended as a general framework and adapt the model to be 

more fit for the global media reporting context. Along these lines, they suggest five 

legitimation strategies, as shown in Table 4.2. 

 

They argue “that while these specific legitimation strategies appear in individual texts, 

their recurring use in the intertextual totality of the public discussion establishes the 

core elements of the emerging legitimating discourse” (Vaara et al. 2007: 2). 
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Table 4.2: A model of discursive strategies used to legitimate contemporary 

organisational phenomena (Vaara et al. 2007: 24) 

 

Other studies have searched for rhetorical means of explaining the phenomenon of 

discursive legitimation. Within the frameworks of New Rhetoric, which encompasses 

more complex devices of convincing and persuasion and links them to broader 

discourses, Erkama and Vaara (2010), for example, explore the dynamics of rhetorical 

persuasion. The study in question is a longitudinal investigation of rhetorical 

legitimation revolving around the closure of Volvo’s unit in Finland. Building on 

previous categories, the strategies and patterns they establish in negotiations are logos, 

pathos, ethos, autopoiesis, and cosmos (Erkama and Vaara 2010: 16-17). This model 

enables not only identifying various discursive strategies but also captures the 

dynamic of discourse though patterns of legitimation-delegitimation-relegitimation in 

all five categories. 

The process of legitimation also received attention in studies of political discourse. In 

Analysing Political Discourse (2004), Chilton discusses legitimisation and coercion 

strategies, distinguishing between epistemic legitimising, which relies on knowledge 

and rationality, and deontic, which asserts the morality of legitimised attitudes or 

actions. In a later study, Oddo (2011) explores war legitimation discourse, focusing 
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on ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ representations in US presidential addresses and, exploring 

similar sources, Sowińska (2013) analyses legitimising through proximisation, 

assertion-based sequences and thesis-antithesis patterns, focusing on the value of 

freedom in US State of the Union Addresses. Salama’s (2012) study of Obama's Cairo 

speech focused on the intertextual legitimation of pluralisation of social actors. 

Exploring claims for ‘crisis’ leadership in UN’s Security Council resolutions, and 

speeches by members of the US administration, and UK and US broadsheet reports on 

nuclear proliferation, Schnurr et al. highlight the emerging (inter)discursive chain of 

legitimization between different social actors, “operationalized in the creation, 

maintenance, and transmission of the governance of the world-wide proliferation of 

nuclear weapons” (2015: 200).  

KhosraviNik (2015) investigates macro- and micro-legitimatory discursive strategies 

in Iranian discourse on the nuclear programme, namely, in from Iranian daily 

newspaper Kayhan.  In general terms, this analysis is framed by the discourse-

historical approach to critical discourse analysis (Wodak 2001, Reisigl and Wodak 

2009), which is based on methodological categories such as referential, predicational 

and argumentation strategies. Along these lines, KhosraviNik’s model identifies the 

specific topics in the in the discourse, investigates the strategies involved and gives an 

account of the linguistic means used in a particular context. 

In terms of exploring discursive legitimation, my research will draw mostly on van 

Leeuwen’s (2008) model of legitimation which is discussed in more detail in the 

following section. 

 

4.3.2.1. Van Leeuwen’s model of discursive legitimation 

Van Leeuwen sees legitimation practice as offering “answers to the spoken or 

unspoken questions ‘Why should we do this?’ or ‘Why should we do this in this 

way?’” (2008: 105). This model approaches the discursive construction of legitimation 

by exploring its sources, and van Leeuwen differentiates between four main types 

legitimation – authority, tradition, rationalisation and mythopoesis. 

Authorisation (Figure 4.1) is legitimation by referring to a particular source of 

authority. These sources vary greatly, from a single individual to the official 
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authorities. Authority can be personal, in cases where it is related to people because 

of their status or social role, e.g. teachers or parents are often represented as having 

this type of authority. Impersonal authority, on the other hand, is related to laws, 

policies, regulations, etc. Expert authority comes from an individual’s or group’s 

professional expertise in a particular field. This can be noted, for example, in academic 

writing, where reporting verbal clauses are used to legitimise the introduced 

arguments. Role model authority is of particular importance in campaigns, 

endorsement and similar contexts, where person’s social status is used to extend 

attitudes or behavioural patterns to the group of others who identify themselves with 

that social actor. The authority of tradition relies on the maxim “we have always done 

it (this way)”, rejecting the opposing notions. Similarly, the authority of conformity is 

built on the rule of the majority and the ideas of normal and appropriate social practice. 

 

Figure 4.1: Model of Authority Legitimation (van Leeuwen 2008: 109) 

When discussing rationalization (Figure 4.2) as a legitimation strategy, van Leewuen 

(2008) distinguishes between instrumental and theoretical rationalization. The 

instrumental one strives to justify the existence of particular social practices and 

account for the way in which these are presently implemented. In such a manner, social 

actions can be legitimised by referring to a particular social goal, being a means in 

itself or as having a desirable social effect. It is important to note that this form of 

rationalization is tightly linked to moral legitimation, the goals, means and effect need 

to be morally legitimised in relation to the valid social values. The theoretical 

legitimation can be employed independently of the moral one. With these strategies, 

social action is legitimised by definition, i.e. objectivisation, explanation, which 

generalises it, and prediction, which might be based on expertise. Finally, 

rationalisation can be experiential, which is in its nature pragmatic and applicable, and 

scientific, which can legitimise specialised institutional practices. 
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Figure 4.2: Model of Rationalization legitimation (van Leeuwen 2008: 117) 

Legitimation by morality is based on social values (Figure 4.3). In the case of 

evaluation, social actions are assessed on their social desirability and their descriptions 

reflect the quality. With abstraction as legitimation strategy, discourses are linked “to 

practices (or to one or more of their component actions or reactions) in abstract ways 

that “moralise” them by distilling from them a quality that links them to discourses of 

moral values” (van Leeuwen 2008: 111). If comparison is applied, the legitimised 

practice is juxtaposed to an ideal one or, on the contrary, to a less desirable 

circumstance, relying again on the set of values established in the community. 

 

Figure 4.3: Model of Moral legitimation (van Leeuwen 2008: 112) 

Mythopoesis (Figure 4.4) is the construction of legitimation through narration, i.e. 

storytelling. Moral tales, as one of the mythopoetic strategies, present protagonists 

who are “rewarded for engaging in legitimate social practices or restoring the 
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legitimate order” (van Leeuwen 2008: 117). These characters are often reported to 

have overcome many obstacles and challenges but eventually triumphed. Cautionary 

tales do the opposite; they serve to warn about what might happen if social actors do 

not adhere to the desirable social practice. With single determination and 

overdetermination, the desirable practice is presented in specific semantic terms or 

symbolised/inverted, respectively, introducing what is appropriate and expected of the 

audience. 

 

Figure 4.4: Model of Mythopoesis legitimation (van Leeuwen 2008: 119) 

Van Leeuwen emphasises that all of these strategies can be altered, combined or used 

simultaneously to effectively legitimise social action in a different context. When 

choosing a theoretical framework for the analysis of corpora in the current project, I 

wanted to have a certain degree of flexibility in the analysis of legitimations. Another 

reason for adopting this approach is that it provides a scope wide enough to capture 

the potential complexity of interaction between social actors participating in the 

debate.  

 

4.4. CDA and the current project 

This research study assumes a critical approach towards the representation of 

politicised use of language by different social actors who were able to access the public 

sphere and discursively construct their ideas of marriage, sexual orientations, family, 

democratic governance and social values in general. 

In terms of discourse, I focus on the representation of the public communication 

produced by the social actors such as the initiative “In the Name of the Family”, their 

opposition and supporters, the LGBT community, the Roman Catholic Church and 
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other churches, political parties, the EU representatives and others, as well as the 

media’s representation of their discourse. I explore the discourse in Croatian- and 

English-language media, constructed in computer-mediated channels, i.e. in the 

electronic media. 

My analytical approach will first situate the study within the relevant national and 

regional socio-political context. Then I will look at the national and international 

media reports, focusing on this occasion on the textual aspect or, in other words, 

investigating the discourse as a verbal structure. The socio-cognitive approach to 

social actors (van Dijk 2005) was applicable for the current study as it built on the 

premise of public debate by Broda-Bahm et al. (2004) and highlighted the relevant 

features of debate participants: existing as cognitive beings, interacting with other 

actors and forming groups based on their shared knowledge and its interpretation, and 

producing discourse.  

Furthermore, from my initial insight into the pre-referendum debate, I have observed 

tendencies of In-group and Out-group formation in the public sphere, which happen 

“either by direct discriminatory discourse in interaction with ‘Others’, or indirectly by 

writing or speaking negatively about the ‘Other’” (Wodak 2008: 56). Therefore, 

Wodak’s (2008) approach to understanding social actors’ grouping is a suitable 

starting point for exploring the dynamics between the actors in the debate in the 

present study. Lastly, within the objective of exploring the debate representation, I 

found it important to analyse how the proposed and undertaken social action was 

argued for and which means were employed to legitimise it. Van Leeuwen’s (2008) 

model of social action legitimation fit in with my understanding of the discourse and 

social action, and offered flexibility in applying both quantitative and qualitative 

methods of data analysis (this is further discussed in section 8.2. Approaching 

discursive legitimation). 

 

4.5. Conclusion 

This chapter outlined the theoretical framework in which the current project is 

positioned. I have introduced the field of critical applied linguistics and, in particular, 

explored the approach developed by critical discourse analysis.  
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Further sections revolved around the representation of social actors and legitimation 

of action in discourse. I have provided relevant theoretical segments and examples of 

studies employing these. Finally, I reflected on exploring social actors and action 

representation in the media discourse, given that my study is situated in that context. 
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5. Methodological framework and research design 

As stated in section 1.3., this research project is focused on media discourses about 

the marriage referendum in Croatia started by the citizen initiative “In the Name of the 

Family”, looking at both the local and global media sphere. The overarching research 

objective is  

− to explore the representations of the marriage referendum debate in the 

national and international online media reports.  

This objective is operationalised through the following research questions: 

1. Who are the most prominent social actors in the debate and how are they 

represented in the national and international corpus? 

2. What are the main topics in the marriage referendum debate and how are these 

represented in the national and international corpus? 

3. Which discursive legitimation strategies are used in the debate by the social 

actors in the national and international corpus? 

 

This chapter explains the methodological framework of the study and research design 

developed to answer these research questions.  

The first part of the chapter addresses the advantages, as well as the challenges, of 

corpus approaches to discourse analysis. To start with, it aims to provide a brief 

overview of the development of corpus linguistics and its increasing connection with 

discourse studies, as well as the benefits of using these two approaches, in the current 

project.  

The second part offers an overview of the research design. It describes the 

methodological approaches to the current project, offering information on the choice 

of the data to be analysed in the study and giving an account of the selected corpus 

compilation strategies. There are also details of the compiled corpora and the software 

used. The final section in the chapter the planned steps in the quantitative and 

qualitative procedure and showcases the starting point of the corpora analysis for 

chapters 6 and 7.  
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5.1. Corpus approaches to discourse analysis  

5.1.1. Corpus linguistics. “A discipline, a methodology, a paradigm or none or all of 

these?” 

The term corpus refers to a collection of machine-readable texts, representative of a 

particular language variety, balanced and produced in a natural communication 

environment (Gilquin and Gries 2009: 6). Corpus-based studies have been designed 

and implemented since the nineteenth century, but their number significantly 

increased only in the second half of the twentieth century, when computers became 

available to a wider range of the population (Baker 2006). The first corpus research 

was related to early language acquisition, lexicography, forensic linguistics and 

language teaching. The term corpus linguistics was first used by Aarts and van den 

Heuvel (1982), Aarts noting hesitation in coining the term “because we thought (and 

I still think) that it was not a very good name: it is an odd discipline that is called by 

the name of its major research tool and data source. Perhaps the term has outlived its 

usefulness by now” (Aarts, in Belmore 1998).  

This indeed proved challenging because the understanding of corpus linguistics varies 

greatly among different scholars, from “a tool, a method, a methodology, a 

methodological approach, a discipline, a theory, a theoretical approach, a paradigm 

(theoretical or methodological), or a combination of these” (Taylor 2008: 179).   Such 

conceptual variation makes it further challenging to adopt “a standardised set of 

approaches to data” (Taylor and Marchi 2018: 2).  

While some defined it as “a new research enterprise, and in fact a new philosophical 

approach to the subject” (Leech 1992: 106), and “not merely a tool of analysis but an 

important concept in linguistic theory” (Stubbs 1993: 24), others suggest it is a 

methodology (McEnery and Wilson 1996, Meyer 2002, Bowker and Pearson 2002, 

McEnery, Xiao and Tono 2006). Chomsky, for example, criticises it by noting “that 

we learn more about language by following the standard method of the sciences. The 

standard method of the sciences is not to accumulate huge masses of unanalyzed data 

and to try to draw some generalization from them” (2004: 97). There is also a 

disagreement on whether corpus linguistics should be seen as closely related to social 
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sciences and humanities (Teubert 2005) or rather to ‘hard sciences’ (McCarthy 2001). 

Such diversity is not necessarily a weakness and, as Teubert optimistically notes, 

“[o]nly if the discourse of corpus linguistics remains controversial and pluralist will 

there be progress” (2005: 13). 

However, in the context of linking corpus linguistics with critical discourse analysis, 

it would be useful to make a distinction between corpus-based and corpus-driven 

linguistics. Drawing on Tognini-Bonelli’s (2001) categorisation, corpus-based studies 

take corpus linguistics to be a method and use corpus data to explore a particular issue 

or to confirm and/or challenge certain hypotheses. Corpus-driven studies, on the other 

hand, rely on the corpus data to provide theoretical insight and not just methodological 

support, and these tend to perceive corpus linguistics as a discipline, rather than a 

methodology. If CDA scholars begin their studies with particular research questions 

in mind and explore these, CDA studies usually fall into the corpus-based category. 

This is true of the current project, as well since my data collection and analysis, were 

guided by pre-set research questions and objectives. 

 

5.1.2. Combining critical discourse analysis and corpus linguistics 

In the second half of the 1980s van Dijk first suggested that “[o]nly the work of large 

teams or, in future, of computers would enable the qualitative analysis to be 

quantified” (1988: 66), but the first ventures of critical discourse analysts into corpus 

linguistics happened only in the mid-1990s (Caldas-Coulthard 1993, Fox 1993, Louw 

1993, Stubbs 1992, Stubbs and Gerbig 1993), the most notable being Hardt-Mautner’s 

(1995) project “The EC/EU Debate in the British Daily Press”, followed by the “Only 

Connect” paper in which she suggests the following procedure for successful 

integration of critical discourse analysis and corpus linguistics: 

a. On the one hand, the qualitative analysis of individual texts reveals ‘loaded’ 

items whose collocational behaviour (including its aura of meaning, or 

‘semantic prosody’; see Section IV.B.3) can then be investigated using the 

larger corpus held in the computer. 
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b. On the other hand, ‘roaming’ in the computerized corpus draws the analyst’s 

attention to certain items or collocational patterns which can then also be 

studied qualitatively in their larger textual environments. 

c. In addition, the findings resulting from both (a) and (b) can be compared 

with evidence from larger corpora such as newspapers on CD-ROM, the 

COBUILD corpus (Birmingham) or the BNC (Lancaster). (1995: 24) 

The extent to which corpus linguistics methods are used varies; as Partington (2003: 

12), words it: [a]t the simplest level, corpus technology helps find other examples of 

a phenomenon one has already noted. At the other extreme, it reveals patterns of use 

previously unthought of. In between, it can reinforce, refute or revise a researcher’s 

intuition and show them why and how much their suspicions were grounded. 

 

5.1.3. CDA and corpus linguistics in the current project 

Given that the current project is concerned with exploring the representation of the 

overall debate in the media sphere corpus, the corpus linguistics approach to discourse 

analysis was chosen as it allowed for both the analysis of general trends in larger sets 

of data, as well as more in-depth analysis of particular samples. Having insight into 

larger sets of data would enable me to see, not just the predominant discursive 

constructions, but also the examples that oppose or challenge them and how these 

relations change through time (Baker 2006). Corpus findings might also indicate 

changes in meaning in particular contexts.  

Furthermore, applying corpus linguistics methods helps to recognise discourse as an 

incremental phenomenon, and revealing the possible ideological background and its 

cumulative effect. As Stubbs (2001: 215) notes, “[r]epeated patterns show that 

evaluative meanings are not merely personal and idiosyncratic, but widely shared in a 

discourse community. A word, phrase or construction may trigger a cultural 

stereotype”.  

Marko (2008: 92) argues that corpus linguistic methods are effective in making critical 

discourse analysis more systematic, transparent and accessible to other scientific 

disciplines. The addition of corpus methods allows for triangulation (Newby 1977), 
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which increases the validity of hypotheses being tested, strengthens the interpretation 

of findings and allows for flexibility throughout the research process, so as to manage 

potential risks in obtaining and processing data (Layder 1993). Considering that, as a 

critical discourse study, the current project inevitably takes a stance towards the 

phenomena and language of social change explored, the use of corpus linguistics 

methods helps to limit potential research bias and increase the degree of 

generalisability of the findings.  

 

5.2. Research data  

The first section explains the considerations researchers need to make when choosing 

or compiling corpora, from the type of data, criteria for selection, number of corpora, 

etc. Examples of studies are shown to illustrate different options in research design. 

The second section describes the choice of data for the current project, followed by an 

overview of the corpora compilation process and description of the corpora. I have 

also included ethical considerations related to the research data management in this 

project. 

 

5.2.1. Choosing and/or compiling corpora 

The choice of the corpus, “a collection of machine-readable texts, representative of a 

particular language variety, balanced and produced in a natural communication 

environment” (Gilquin and Gries 2009: 6), is one of the fundamental decisions each 

researcher makes when designing their study. This decision will mostly depend on the 

research problem to be addressed and the set research objectives. In some cases, when 

authors wish to look at recurring patterns in language and make generalisations about 

particular phenomena, large, already available corpora, such as British National 

Corpus, American National Corpus, Bank of English, etc. are the most convenient 

solution. 

However, the emphasis of the research might be on a particular variety of language, 

so working with samples of only spoken or written language, or choosing texts from 

certain disciplines, produced by certain groups of users, i.e. employing a specialised 
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corpus (Baker 2006) would offer a more focused insight. In many cases, though, 

researchers choose to build their own corpora. Such ad hoc corpora are “created with 

a specific use at a concrete moment: collecting in the smallest space at the largest 

possible amount of certain documents” (Valero Garcés 2006: 452). 

 

5.2.1.1. Size, sources, compilation 

Depending on the particular research topic and questions, corpora can greatly vary in 

size, source and type of texts. For instance, as a very extreme example of a small 

corpus study, De Beaugrande (2001), analyses a corpus compiled from a single 

academic paper by Widdowson (2000). Dongmei (2013) looks at two corporate social 

responsibility reports by British company BP, preceding and following a massive 

environmental disaster. Bachmann (2011) compiles a 319,900 token corpus of 

parliamentary debates on civil partnership in the UK, Lukač (2011) investigates a 

222,464 token corpus of blog posts promoting eating disorders, whereas Baker et al. 

(2008) work with a 140 million words corpus of newspapers texts.  

 The variety in the size of these corpora illustrates the complexity of this aspect 

of compiling. Every researcher faces the challenge of building a corpus which is large 

enough to be sufficiently representative, but also analytically manageable. This is 

especially the case with CDA researchers, who will, apart from using different 

computerised quantifying procedures offered by the software of their choice, also 

employ various qualitative methods, which inevitably entail manual analysis. While 

for studies of prosody 100,000 token corpora are suggested as satisfying, 500,000 for 

verb morphology (Kennedy 1998), and 1000,000 for grammatical studies (Biber 

1993), lexicographical studies, on the contrary, would probably require much larger 

corpora (Baker 2006). As demonstrated above, CDA studies corpora vary in size, and, 

obviously, it is possible to engage critically with much smaller corpora than in some 

other disciplines, Baker elaborates: 

[w]hen building a specialized corpus for the purposes of investigating a 

particular subject or set of subjects, we may want to be more selective in 

choosing our texts, meaning that the quality or content of the data takes equal 

or more precedence over issues of quantity. (2006: 28) 
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The sources of corpus data also vary greatly. However, some pronounced affinities 

may be observed among CDA researchers. Media are frequently under scrutiny, 

because, as Fairclough notes, 

[t]he hidden power of media discourse and the capacity of (...) power-holders to 

exercise this power depend on systematic tendencies in news reporting and other 

media activities. A single text on its own is quite insignificant: the effects of 

media power are cumulative, working through the repetition of particular ways 

of handling causality and agency, particular ways of positioning the reader, and 

so forth. (1989: 54) 

It can be argued that, for instance, “[e]ach newspaper generates its own idiom, creates 

a version of the language of the segment of population to whom it is addressed and for 

whom it creates a suitable public rhetoric” (Ruiz and Bataller 2010: 174), and that 

“[n]ewspaper and reader negotiate the significance of the text around the stipulations 

of the appropriate discourse”  (Fowler  1991: 44). Therefore, various media channels, 

such as print press (Baker et al. 2008, Ruiz and Bataller 2010) or electronic media like 

blogs or online forums (Lukač 2011, Potts and Semino 2017) are often interesting 

corpora sources for CDA scholars.  

Another noticeable tendency in the corpus-based CDA studies is exploring language 

produced by social (political, economic, religious, etc.) elites, especially official, 

institutional documents. In the context of CDA, such instances of language are of 

special salience, and often, apart from regulative features, exhibit what Mulderrig 

(2011a: 47) calls soft power, which “would appear to be more capable (than coercion) 

of absorbing potential opposition by instead offering choice, opportunity, possibility 

and so forth. For this reason, soft power rests to a greater degree on individual volition, 

which in the context of policy-making would seem to be more intrinsically 

democratic”. In particular, Mulderrig (2008, 2011a, 2011b) analyses discursive trends 

in New Labour’s education policy rhetoric. Similarly, MacDonald and Hunter (2013) 

explore the security discourse in counter-terrorism related official documents 

published in the later years of the New Labour government. Bachmann (2011) builds 

his corpus from transcripts of parliamentary debates in the House of Commons and 

House of Lords and Kamasa (2013), on the other hand, investigates documents 

published on the official site of the Commission of the Polish Episcopate.  
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In corpus-assisted studies, researchers interested in media, particularly in news reports 

discourse, have additional data-related issues to consider. Duplication and text re-use 

is a common phenomenon with textual data sets (Schofield et al. 2017), and 

particularly pertinent to the journalistic domain. As Clough (2001: 30) elaborates: 

[b]ecause a newspaper is unlikely to have the time or resource to cover all the 

core news themselves, dependence will inevitably rely on news agencies to 

supply real-time news. A journalist or editor may rely on the newswire for copy 

tasting, that is to find out the main stories of the day, determine which should be 

included in the current newspaper edition and verify facts of stories.  

Therefore, the newswire agencies such as UK Press Association, US Associated Press, 

Reuters, Agence France-Presse and similar cover events worldwide and on the 

regional and local level and disseminate these to paying media houses, which publish 

these without or without disclosing their sources.  

If the text reuse is present, it is up to the researcher to choose whether or not to include 

the derived texts, to discover which texts are reused (i.e. which is the source text and 

which the targets) and how to account for this type of media coverage. In section 5.2.3., 

I explain the choice made regarding the inclusion of duplicates in the corpora for the 

current study. 

 

5.2.2. Choice of data sources for the current project: Media discourse 

Media reports were selected as the source of empirical data for this study, guided by 

the research objectives being focused on the representation of the debate.  

The media play an increasingly important role in constructing the overall public 

discourse and, as van Dijk (1988: x) notes, “journalists are considered part of a 

dominant, cultural elite who often contribute unwittingly to the expression and 

legitimation of the national and international power structures”. He further elaborates 

on the power relations in discourse, noting that more powerful social groups and actors 

have preferential access to important or influential discourses and that they may 

control it “by setting or selecting time and place, participants, audiences, possible 

speech acts (such as commands or requests), agendas, topics, choice of language, style, 
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strategies of politeness or deference, and many other properties of text and talk” (1996: 

12). In other terms, the larger the portion of discourse the social actors control, the 

more social power they possess.  Paterson and Coffey-Glover note that the people 

consumption of the media contents “has the ability to influence public opinion and 

inform the stances that individuals take” (2018: 177). This is of particular importance 

for discourses on controversial topics, like the definition of marriage that the current 

project is looking at.  

To illustrate, studies on attitudes towards same-sex marriage and adoption legislation 

in Portugal show that these are increasingly positive among young adults and that 

majority of the participants first heard about these topics thorough media an political 

discourse (Costa et al. 2018). On the contrary, in relation to the topic of immigration, 

it is noted that “reporting and commentary about asylum seekers and refugees is often 

hostile, unbalanced and factually incorrect” (UK Refugee Council, cited in Gabrielatos 

and Baker 2008), and that media more often play the role of a servant, rather than a 

watchdog, of the dominant ideologies pertaining to the majority groups (Kim 2012). 

However, it is worth noting that the media can, at least to some extent, be engaged in 

two-way communication with their audience, and offer space for addressing the issues 

connected to the concerns and attitudes of the audience. The media sphere also 

includes the voices of minority groups raised through their own media outlets, as well 

as voices of organisations and institutions supporting their agenda, which is less 

frequently in the focus of CDA studies. 

When discussing media text writers, Vaara et al. (2007) suggest that the way they 

construct the discourse is not deliberate or conscious. These people are often affected 

by the predominant discursive practices and keen on staying within the familiar 

frameworks of writing. The media industry is characterised by “conditions of 

asymmetrical information”, and its employees frequently have limited resources. 

Therefore, 

journalists can easily become agents of legitimation or relegitimation fed by 

corporate communication departments, without being aware of the reasons for 

and consequences of their actions and without a grasp of the totality of which 

they are a part (Vaara et al.2007: 24) 
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However, it is noted that media do present multiple, sometimes contrasting, 

perspectives as well which can increase their credibility with the audience. 

With regards to the proposed study, two significant aspects should be noted in terms 

of media representations of the initiative “In the Name of the Family”. Firstly, on the 

national level, the leadership of the initiative was in conflict with the media 

representatives, resulting in temporary censorship from one side and boycott from the 

other. Secondly, on the international level, Croatia as the newest member of the 

European Union and a tourism-oriented country, deeply affected by the economic 

crisis, had never been under greater strain to create a positive image on the 

international stage. Consequently, the media discourse becomes even more relevant 

and compelling for research. 

My aim was to create a substantial body of online reports, both from Croatian media 

and from the media of English-speaking countries which have reported on the Croatian 

same-sex marriage debate and the constitutional referendum which followed. I have 

decided to focus on the online reports because they were more numerous and targeted 

at a wider audience. It was more time-efficient practical to collect the data available 

online (especially in the case of international texts), as well as to compile process and 

store it.  

Using two or more specialised corpora allows for a contrastive study, like the one 

undertaken by Ruiz and Bataller (2010) who compare same-sex marriage naming 

practises in two corpora compiled from Spanish and UK newspapers. Another 

example of a contrastive study is one by Potts and Semino (2017) on the use of 

violence metaphors in the discourse on end-of-life care. They complied a US 

counterpart of the earlier created UK corpus of online writings by medical care 

professionals, to analyse and compare the use of violence metaphors. Apart from the 

Croatian media reports, I also decided to explore the ones published in English, so I 

would get an insight into foreign and, to some extent, international views on this 

debate.  

I was aware that the two corpora would certainly vary in size and that the international 

one would be very heterogeneous in terms of text origins. Sections 5.4.3. Research 

procedures in quantitative and qualitative analysis, 6.2. Approaching social actors 
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and 7.2. Approaching the main topics in the media debate explain in more detail how 

these differences have been addressed in the analysis. 

 

5.2.3. Corpus compilation for the current project 

The current project draws on two corpora to investigate the coverage of the marriage 

referendum debate in the local and global context, and in the compilation process, the 

reports were categorised by the use of seed words in Croatian and English language 

which will be discussed further in this section. The current study is comparative in the 

sense that the analysis was guided by the same research questions for both the national 

and international corpus, rather than being a bottom-up comparative study.  

The data for this study were collected with BootCaT method (Baroni and Bernardini 

2004) which offers a time-efficient and systematic approach to corpus building. 

WebBootCaT is an open source software toolkit, freely available and integrated within 

Sketch Engine and accessible to its registered users. It consists “a suite of perl 

programs implementing an iterative procedure to bootstrap specialized corpora and 

terms from the web” (Baroni and Bernardini 2004).  

The WebBootCaTing procedure (Figure 5.1) starts off by the user choosing seed 

words – queries for the web search. These are then randomly grouped in tuples (sets 

of search queries) and sent to the search engine. Apart from the seed words, the user 

can add one or more blacklist words (meaning that query will not return any texts 

containing these) or whitelist words (all the texts returned will include these). The 

query will result in a list of URLs which the user can either include or reject in the 

corpus compilation procedure. There is also an option of removing the duplicate 

contents from the corpora, e.g. on paragraph or file level. This was of particular 

importance for compiling my international corpus, due to the frequent occurrence of 

text reuse, which I have noted when first exploring the debate.  
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Figure 5.1: The BootCaT flow (Baroni and Bernardini 2004) 

When compiling the corpora for the current project, I chose the following seed words: 

• Croatian corpus: “U Ime Obitelji” [“In the Name of the Family”], “Željka 

Markić”, brak [marriage], obitelj [family], gay, istospolni[same-sex], ustav 

[constitution], definicija [definition], referendum. 

• English corpus: “In the Name of the Family”, “Željka Markić”, gay, same-

sex, marriage, family, constitution, definition, referendum. 

To ensure that all of the returned URLs would be relevant, I added ‘Croatia*’ as a 

whitelist keyword for the English corpus. The queries returned lists of URLs which I 

then manually explored, therefore directly controlling which contents would be 

included in the corpora. 

Given that my research aims relate to representation in the media articles, I decided to 

reject any results which did not fall within the informative category. To exemplify, I 

removed all the URLs leading to Facebook posts and comments, YouTube videos, 

forums discussions, and similar (Appendices II and III). While I do recognise that that 

social media channels are also relevant social representation and construction sites, 

within this project, I have narrowed my interests to the online reports. Also, I have 

focused on the period between 2013 and 2014. 
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These data collection procedures resulted in a seemingly eclectic range of sources 

included, from mainstream to minority media, but my aim was to collect as many 

different perspectives from the media sphere as possible. In the stage of qualitative 

analysis, I was able to further distinguish between these and compare them. 

 

Text reuse phenomenon was considered when compiling the corpora for current 

research, as some initial research showed that some texts disseminated by newswire 

agencies were published by several media, and also that parts of text like statements 

by politicians and official body are frequently cited in reports. Even though it may be 

argued that the exact copies published through different channels might have different 

impact on different audiences, but the main focus of the study was on the 

representation within the reports. Additionally, given the size of the corpora, having 

complete duplicates of reports would have skewed the findings of the quantitative 

analysis. Therefore, before compiling the corpora from the text found on the URLs, I 

selected the option of removing all the duplicates on the file level (see sections 5.3.1.1-

3. for in depth discussion on this), excluding only complete duplicates. In practical 

terms, that means that all the articles which are copies will not be included in the 

corpora. In cases where parts of articles are repeated, like quoted politicians’ 

statements, these articles were retained. 

 

5.2.3.1. Size and representativeness 

The corpora yielded through WebBootCaTing are relatively small. The national 

reports corpus has 689 files, with 455,125 tokens and 379,017 words in total, and the 

international one 165 files, totalling 101,381 tokens 86,118 words. However, by 

personally setting the seed words and manually selecting the URLs, i.e. files to be 

included in the corpora, I ensured that all the content is relevant and related to the 

social action I am researching. To illustrate, there were cases where articles did contain 

a reference to the Croatian referendum, but the main focus was on another topic, I 

excluded the file. Given that the corpora are specialised on a particular case study in a 

country as small as Croatia, it might also be argued that they are sufficiently 

representative of the media discourse produced about the events in question. 
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The process of creation of corpora for the current project has been guided by the idea 

of capturing the online texts reporting on the marriage referendum debate in Croatian 

media, as well as its coverage on a global level, published in the international media. 

Given that texts were gathered automatically, there were no targets regarding the 

number of tokens, but the focus was on collecting texts which meet the set criteria.  

 

5.3. Key concepts and procedures of studies using corpus approaches to CDA 

In this section, I look at the process of corpus compilation and the concepts of 

frequencies, collocations and concordance, wordlists, , which most frequently appear 

in studies employing such a combined approach (e.g. Krishnamurty 1996; Piper 2000, 

Baker and McEnery 2005; Orpin 2005; Baker et al. 2008, Caldas-Coulthard and Moon 

2010; O'Halloran 2010; Mulderrig 2011, Potts and Semino 2017). 

The theoretical part is followed by practical examples of corpus-based CDA studies 

exploring representations of refugees, asylum seekers and (im)migrants (Baker et al. 

2008), governmental policies on education (Mulderrig 2011a, 2011b, 2008), 

globalisation (L’Hôte 2010), security and counter-terrorism discourse (MacDonald 

and Hunter 2013), constructions of in vitro fertilisation in Catholic Church official 

statements (Kamasa 2013), metaphors in end-of-life care (Potts and Semino 2017) and 

parliament (Bachmann 2011) and media debates (Ruiz and Bataller 2010) on the same-

sex marriage legalisation. Lastly, I consult studies looking at corpora compiled from 

corporate social responsibility reports (Dongmei 2013) and pro-eating disorder blogs 

(Lukač 2011). 

 

5.4. Frequencies, concordances, collocations 

After building and preparing the corpus (or corpora), a majority of researchers 

approach the quantitative part of the analysis. There are many critical notions related 

to this analytical approach in corpus linguistics, such as “that it is 'only' a quantitative 

methodology, leading to a list of objections: frequencies can be reductive and 

generalizing, they can oversimplify and their focus on comparing differences can 
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obscure more interesting interpretations of data”, so it is interesting to explore how 

various CDA studies approach the corpus at this stage. 

 

5.4.1. Word lists 

Word lists present list of all types, i.e. different words (whereas, number of tokens is 

the total number of all words) in the corpus, sorted by their frequency and 

accompanied by the number of times they appear and their percentage in the whole 

corpus. In a great number of corpora, grammatical (function) words are most 

frequently found, but often CDA researchers will be more interested in the most 

frequent lexical words.  At this point, the process of lemmatisation is very useful, as it 

adds up the frequencies of inflected forms of words, and offers a more realistic insight 

into word frequencies in the corpus.  Comparison of word lists between specialised 

and reference corpus could also yield some interesting discoveries. It is important to 

keep in mind that “[n]o terms are neutral. Choice of words expresses an ideological 

position” Stubbs (1996: 107). 

Paying heed to this, CDA studies investigate frequencies, often immediately focusing 

on the expressions they are particularly interested in. Therefore, Ruiz and Bataller 

(2010) look at frequencies of different references to same-sex relationships, like 

homosexual couples, civil partnership, gay marriage, etc. Lukač (2011) firstly 

investigated terms used for eating disorders, and finds the following tokens on her 

word list: ana, eating disorder, anorexia, mia, anorexic, ED, bulimic and bulimia, and 

secondly, found that most frequent ‘outsiders’(people who do not belong to the pro-

eating-disorder community) on the word list are friend, mom, parent, boyfriends, dad, 

partner, etc.  Similarly, Kamasa (2013) found that Polish Church documents most 

frequently refer to in vitro fertilisation as a method, procedure, technique or practice; 

while Mulderrig (2011b), observed government’s self-representation through words 

we and Government. Even such basic information about the naming process, for 

example, is a good starting point for further qualitative analysis of that process. 

For a CDA scholar, the application of these procedures and software tools is especially 

valuable in terms of yielding results that might guide the qualitative analysis which 

usually follows. By learning about frequencies, keywords and their distribution in the 



56 

 

respective corpus, the researcher will be able to direct their focus on more objectively 

relevant language phenomena. In the current project, wordlists were used in Chapters 

6 and 7 as a guiding tool for planning further steps and undertaking a qualitative 

analysis of corpus data. 

  

5.4.2. Concordances and collocations 

While frequency lists and clusters offer some initial input, looking at concordances 

and collocations offers further direction for CDA corpus studies. A Concordance can 

be simply defined as “a list of all of the occurrences of a particular search term in a 

corpus, presented within the context that they occur in; usually a few words to the left 

and right of the search term” (Baker 2006: 71). When creating a concordance, the 

researcher focuses on one (or possibly more, depending on the software) words they 

would like to examine more closely. These words might be directly related to the 

research questions, or yielded by, for instance, a previously compiled frequency list. 

The aim of creating a concordance is to identify recurring patterns of language in the 

context, which may reveal the underlying discourses in the whole corpus. It is 

precisely through concordance that it is possible to overcome the gap between 

linguistic evidence and its context. In the study of pro-eating disorder blogs, Lukač 

(2011) explores the concordances to determine the relationship between the authors 

and the ‘outsiders’ she previously identified through word lists. Mulderrig (2011b) 

and Dongmei (2013) use concordances in the later phase of research to explore the 

context of corpus keywords in New Labour’s education policy documents and 

corporate social responsibility reports, respectively.  

Collocations represent a step further in exploring the relationship between the words 

in the corpus, “[c]ollocation is therefore a way of understanding meanings and 

associations between words which are otherwise difficult to ascertain from a small-

scale analysis of a single text” (Baker 2006: 96). There is a wide range of procedures 

and statistical tests for deriving collocates.  

T-score test, for example, favours high frequency collocates in a particular corpus, and 

measures the likelihood of encountering a particular collocation, rather than its 

strength. This means it more likely that it will yield high frequency, often grammatical 
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words. Another test, z-score, compares the frequency between a word and its 

collocates to the expected one and evaluates the difference between these values 

through standard deviations from the mean frequency.  

Mutual Information (MI) test, on the other hand, examines the strength of the 

collocation. It is computed by dividing the actual frequency of the collocation 

candidate in the defined span for the search string, by expected frequency and then 

taking the logarithm to the base 2. MI test is particularly helpful in showing the 

strength of the collocation; however, it often highlights collocates with low frequency 

in the corpus. A modification of this test, MI3 score, ‘cubes’ the observed frequencies 

and, as a result, removes the bias for low-frequency collocates. Similarly, the log-

likelihood test results, are on the middle range of the spectrum, without favouring 

either especially request or rare collocates. The logDice score is based on the 

frequency of the word and the collocate and the frequency of the whole collocation. 

This test scales well and is particularly suitable for large corpora, as well as being 

stable on subcorpora (Rychlý 2008). 

When choosing the collocation span and how to derive collocates from the corpus, the 

researcher has to have in mind that all of the aforementioned are, at least to some 

extent, limited and that it might be worth applying two or even more methods, and 

thus increase the validity of findings through triangulation. Section 5.4.3 will explain 

the choice of statistical tests used in the current study. 

Exploring collocations is valuable as helps direct the researcher towards the 

incremental effect of discourse (Baker 2006). As Stubbs (2001: 215) suggests, 

“[r]epeated patterns show that evaluative meanings are not merely personal and 

idiosyncratic, but widely shared in a discourse community. A word, phrase or 

construction may trigger a cultural stereotype.”, concordance analysis proves useful 

in eliciting the emerging discourses. Gabrielatos and Baker (2008: 20) suggest that  

it seems plausible that a central factor influencing what readers understand and 

remember (i.e., their interpretations) is the frequency of specific collocations 

and the semantic/discourse prosodies they communicate. More specifically, 

what readers are expected to remember is not so much the verbatim 
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collocations, but the prosodies—particularly as the same prosody can be 

embodied in a range of collocation patterns.  

The analysis presented in Chapters 6 and 7 relied strongly on exploring collocations 

lists in the national corpus and Word Sketches in the international corpus, followed by 

detailed analysis of concordance lines. 

 

5.4.3. Research procedures in quantitative and qualitative analysis 

I chose to use Sketch Engine for the analysis of my corpora. This term refers both to 

the web-service as well as software which was launched in 2004 (Killgrriff et al. 

2014). The web-service includes the software itself, as well as accessible corpora and 

various tools for creating and processing one’s own corpora. 

Apart from basic functions such as wordlists, concordances and key words list, Sketch 

Engine offers the words sketch, “a one page summary of a word’s grammatical and 

collocational behaviour”. There is also an option of creating a distributional thesaurus 

from a corpus, a function which brings together words which collocated with the same 

word. This software also offers high-level resources (a tokeniser, lemmatiser, POS 

tagger and parser) and provides access to a variety of large corpora which can be used 

as reference corpora for users’ own smaller corpora, and parallel corpora in two or 

more languages.  

In order to answer the research questions presented at the beginning of the chapter., I 

have employed the following quantitative and qualitative procedures. Table 5.1 

presents the overviews of these procedures in relation to the research questions.  

The findings of the chapters were used to inductively develop my analysis throughout 

the project. Another principle guiding the analysis was to achieve consistency in the 

exploration of both corpora, which was occasionally limiting, as some of the tools and 

techniques suitable for the analysis of data in English, could not be used with data in 

Croatian.  

The more detailed approach and rationale are given ad hoc for different steps in the 

analysis are presented in sections 6.2., 7.2. and 8.2 in respective chapters. 
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Table 5.1: Overview of the research questions and the related analytical procedures 

Chapter 6 

Research question Analysis procedure 

Who are the main 

social actors in the 

marriage referendum 
debate in the national 

and international 

corpus? 

• Creating word lists for both corpora 

• Identifying the most frequent verbs denoting verbal 

processes in the word lists both corpora 

• Identifying the most frequent sayers participating in 

these verbal processes 

• Establishing the emerging categories of sayers in the 

national and international corpus 

How are these actors 

represented in the 

corpora? 

• Exploring collocation candidates of the selected sayers 

in both corpora 

• Using different statistical tests for the national corpus, 

and Word Sketch function for international corpus 

• Concordances analysis of selected words and 

collocations  

• Comparing the findings in the two corpora 

Chapter 7 

Research question Analysis procedure 

What are the main 

topics in the 
marriage referendum 

debate in the national 

and international 

corpus? 

 

• Identifying the most frequent words of lexical meaning 
for both corpora 

• Establishing semantic domains in both corpora 

How are these topics 

represented in the 

corpora? 

• Exploring collocation candidates of the selected most 

frequent words within the semantic domains  

• Using different statistical tests for the national corpus, 

and Word Sketch function for international corpus 

• Concordances analysis of selected words and 

collocations  

• Comparing the findings in the two corpora. 

Chapter 8 

Research question Analysis procedure 
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Which discursive 

legitimation 

strategies are used by 

social actors in the 

national and 

international corpus? 

• Downsampling both corpora with the use of ProtAnt 

• Reiterative annotating of the corpora samples with 

NVivo 10 applying the legitimation model adapted from 

van Leeuwen (2008), and the findings about the social 

actors and topics from previous chapters  

• Analysis of the examples of different categories of 

legitimation strategies 

• Comparing the findings in the two corpora.                                                                        

 

The very first step after creating my corpora was to use the Wordlist option to compile 

a list of most frequent lemmas in the corpus, focusing on the words of lexical 

relevance, as this informed the analysis in chapters 6 and 7 (see Table 6.1. and Table 

6.2.). 

 

Figure 5.2: Setting up the collocation queries in Sketch Engine3 

To explore the representation of the social actor and topics, further analysis in both 

corpora was oriented towards the collocational and colligational patterns in the 

corpora and detailed exploration of concordance lines. This entailed finding the most 

frequent collocations of the selected words. Notably, different statistical tests highlight 

different aspects of the collocational patterns.  

 
3 The screenshots included in this thesis are from the version of Sketch Engine used from the beginning 

of the project and are, since July 2018, available on https://old.sketchengine.co.uk. Note that this 

interface differs from the current one on https://www.sketchengine.eu/.  

https://old.sketchengine.co.uk/
https://www.sketchengine.eu/
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Figure 5.2. shows the process of setting up the calculation of collocates in Sketch 

Engine. I have employed the MI test in order to identify the strongest collocations. As 

recommended by Hunston (2008) and Potts (2015), only the collocates with scores ≥ 

3 are considered. Additionally, I have set the minimum frequency to 50. This ensured 

I would not focus on low-frequency collocations, which is the main disadvantage of 

using the MI test. The collocation candidates have been sorted by log-likelihood 

scores.  

An example of collocation test output is shown in Figure 5.3 for the word brak 

(marriage). Before considering the collocates, and exploring the concordance lines, I 

removed grammatical and functional words, as I wanted to focus my analysis on 

lexical words and semantically rich collocations. The left-hand side of the figure 

shows the unedited list of collocation candidates, and the right-hand side shows the 

list with the grammatical and functional results crossed out.  

 

Figure 5.3: Collocates of “brak” using MI statistical test, sorted by log-likelihood  
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Following this step, the candidates are presented in tables, and, throughout Chapters 6 

and 7, only first 20 candidates are shown (see example in Table 5.2.), although the 

entire collocates list has been considered before the qualitative analysis of the 

concordances. The tables also co-occurrence counts and MI scores, as well as English 

translations for collocation candidates in the national corpus.  

Table 5.2: Collocations list for brak (marriage) in the national corpus 

brak Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Zajednica Union 979 6.25 

2.  Biti Be 1632 3.12 

3.  žena Woman 589 5.93 

4.  životan Life  317 6.93 

5.  muškarac Man 249 4.99 

6.  definicija Definition 145 7.14 

7.  obitelj Family 298 4.19 

8.  pravo  Right 246 3.69 

9.  istospolni Same-sex 112 6.38 

10.  Ustav Constitution 192 4.16 

11.  Jedino  Only 103 6.11 

12.  struktura Structure 18 7.11 

13.  isključivo Exclusively 48 5.48 

14.  sklapanje Entering/making 32 6.91 

15.  stupiti Enter/make 32 6.85 

16.  ljudsko human 36 6.10 

17.  odredba provision 47 4.52 

18.  zaštita Protection 121 5.30 

19.  Ustavan Constitutional  144 4.66 

20.  držati Hold 84 6.30 

 

For the international corpus, in addition to the collocation candidates list, this part of 

the analysis also included the use of the Word Sketch function in Sketch Engine, which 

is available as part of the Sketch Grammar package for the English language. Briefly, 

this option provides “a corpus-based summary of a word’s grammatical and 

collocational behaviour” (Sketch Engine 2015).  The researcher needs to select a 

lemma and assign it to a part of speech category (otherwise this is done automatically, 

where sufficient amount of information is available) so that a Word Sketch can be 

produced. The result of the analysis will offer a summarised version of the patterns in 

which the lemma occurs in the corpus, as shown in the example below, in Figure 5.4: 
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Figure 5.4: Word Sketch for “marriage” in the international corpus 

This is useful in cases where the corpus is too extensive to allow for a detailed 

exploration of collocations and concordances, or simply to provide a starting point for 

the analysis.  

 

As shown in Table 5.1. showed, the next step in the analysis was to examine the 

concordances containing the collocation candidates in the search of any emerging 

trends or pattern in the text and co-text. This step involved a more in-depth qualitative 

analysis, and the findings are presented in Chapters 6 and 7, supported by 

concordances (and translations), to exemplify the discourse patterns emerging.  

 

5.5. Conclusion 

This chapter aimed to offer insight into some of the most prominent methodological 

procedures in corpus CDA studies. Apart from elaborating on the various possibilities 

in choosing the corpus source and size, I discussed some basic corpus linguistics 

concepts like frequency, concordance, and collocates, These theoretical concepts were 

illustrated by examples from relevant corpus CDA studies. 
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Also, it presented research questions addressed in the analysis and explained the 

rationale behind focusing on the representations in the media discourse. Furthermore, 

it included an overview of a range of approaches, and methods used in this study.  

Combining quantitative and qualitative steps offers an efficient way to approach the 

research questions and helps triangulate findings and offer complementary insights 

into different aspects of the marriage referendum debate. The following three chapters 

will detail the approach to and the findings about the representation of the most 

important social actors, topics and legitimation strategies in the national and 

international corpus.  
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6. “Nothing has divided Croatia like this referendum”: Representation of 

social actors in the marriage referendum debate in the national and 

international corpus 

6.1. Introduction 

The public debate before the marriage referendum in Croatia was started by the actions 

of the initiative “In the Name of the Family” has included a wide range of voices of 

social actors and groups from different spheres of the society. In Chapter 5, I gave an 

overview of data collected to represent the marriage referendum debate in the national 

and international context. Building on the key points from this chapter, I argued that 

using corpus analysis software and qualitative analysis will offer a more 

comprehensive insight into data. 

The first step in approaching my research objective and exploring the referendum 

debate representation is to learn who took part in the debate. The complexity of the 

referendum’s socio-political context in Croatia calls for an exploration of how these 

actors are represented in online media reports and consideration of their influence on 

the dynamics of the marriage referendum debate. Since discourse production and 

meanings are social and cognitive (van Dijk 1995) and linguistic realisations are tied 

to representational choices the authors made (van Leeuwen 2008), understanding the 

social actors involved into the debate and how they are represented is vital for 

understanding the debate discourse.   

Following the overview of the corpus data collected for this project, the first part of 

my analysis focuses on identifying the most prominent social actors in the media 

debate on the marriage referendum. This chapter answers the following research 

questions: 

- Who are the main social actors in the marriage referendum debate in the 

national and international corpus? 

- How are these actors represented in the two corpora? 

 

First, I describe the approach to the social actors in the debate and steps to identify 

them in the national and international corpus, arguing they assume the role of sayers 
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in the media reports. Following this, I present a detailed analysis of the representation 

of groups of social actors supporting the referendum, namely Željka Markić, the 

initiative “In the Name of the Family”, members of the Roman Catholic Church and 

Croatian politicians. This was followed by analysing the representation of most 

prominent social actors and groups opposing the referendum initiative, like different 

LGBT organisations, individual activists, but also other civic organisations, Croatian 

politicians and foreign actors siding with the referendum opposition.  This chapter also 

presents actors opposing it, and finally, any other prominent social actors appearing in 

the marriage referendum debate. The chapter concludes with a summary of the key 

points found in the analysis.  

 

6.2. Approaching social actors 

In order to be able to identify the social actors in my specialist corpora, I first needed 

to consider what a social actor is. In Chapter 4, I have explored social actors’ 

representation in various discourse analysis studies, in particular by van Leeuwen, van 

Dijk, Wodak, KhosraviNik and Roscigno. All of these studies focus on different 

strategies and linguistic tools used to analyse the representation of social actors in 

various contexts but do not offer a comprehensive definition of the concept of a social 

actor in discourse. However, when arguing for the socio-cognitive approach, van Dijk 

(2005) does list some features of social actors: 

- They are cognitive beings, and their actions involve thinking and mental 

representation; 

- They interact with other social actors; 

- They build groups, based on their shared knowledge and interpretation of 

social action: 

- They produce discourse which is both social and cognitive in its structure, 

meanings and creation. 

All of these features are pertinent to the identification of social actors in the media, 

and I have decided to draw on them to form a working definition of the social actor in 

the current research project. Given that my interests are primarily in how language is 

used to represent social actors, a useful approach was to use the Hallidayan (1985, 
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2014) notion of transitivity and verbal processes in particular to identify potential 

social actors. Thinking about the particular genre of media discourse, I made a link 

between the socio-cognitive nature of social actors and its manifestation in media 

reports. Interaction in such discourse would entail producing meaning, and entities 

which are social actors would be interacting by either directly offering utterances or 

being reported to have done so. With this in view, the participants of verbal processes, 

i.e. sayers, are in fact the social actors in the current media debate.  

Drawing on the definition of social actors as sayers in verbal processes, locating the 

verbal processes in concordance lines was key to identifying the social actors in the 

co-text. I have looked at verbal processes as “any kind of symbolic exchange of 

meaning” (Halliday 1985: 129), which meant that they would often be intertwined 

with mental and relational processes also present in the corpora.  

My first step was looking at the wordlists of both corpora and searching for verbs 

which usually denote verbal processes, like say, speak, tell, talk, express, answer, 

state, etc.  After compiling these lists, I selected six frequently appearing verbs for 

both corpora and analysed the concordances in which these appeared. Within this step 

I have been answering two questions: 

- Does the verb occurrence actually constitute a verbal process? 

- If so, who is the participant/sayer in the process? 

To answer the latter question, in most of the cases I have looked for grammatical 

subjects close to verbs in concordance lines, but this was not always straightforward, 

and sometimes further analysis of the source file was necessary to find the subject. 

This step of the analysis aimed to identify the social actors in the corpora, rather than 

to describe in detail the verbal processes that emerged, and that is why I have explored 

relatively few verbs in depth. The verbal processes they denoted were a tool used to 

uncover the most prominent social actors, rather than the focus of my study.  

 

Once I had analysed the concordance lines in both corpora, I was able to identify the 

most frequent sayers across different verbal processes. This process was not was aimed 

at creating a complete list of all the actors who have in some way engage with the 
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debate but focused on the most represented actors in the reports as they reached the 

widest audience. 

The next task, following van Dijk’s (1995) points about social actors, was to see if and 

how these sayers relate to each other as social actors, i.e. to explore the possible groups 

or categories of social actors emerging in the corpora. Some of the sayers were 

individually and fully named, some were anonymous, others were particular or 

general, formal or informal groups of actors, and some were impersonal, like 

institutions or legislation. Since the current project is focused on the debate preceding 

the referendum, I decided to use the attitude towards the referendum question as the 

initial principle of distinguishing between the actors. Initial insight into the 

concordances of direct speech from the actors showed evidence of positive Self- and 

negative Other-presentation, confirming the existence of these two main categories.  

Within the groups of actors with supporting and opposing, I have then looked for 

further similarities and differences between the actors in both corpora, which helped 

me establish subordinate groups. Of course, there were actors who could not be 

categorised in reference to the referendum question, but I again looked for other 

distinguishing features, like shared status in the public sphere, common industry or 

location. Finally, I looked at the structure, i.e. membership, of these categories and 

analysed the representation of the most prominent social actors and groups of social 

actors in these categories. 

Applying this approach to identifying and analysing the social actors represented in 

the debate means that the focus of the study is on the more powerful social actors, i.e. 

those who were able to access or were granted media coverage. Therefore, some of 

the social actors who were actively engaged in the debate but received less coverage 

might have been omitted from the reports, as well as the analysis. However, this 

limitation does not affect the research question, which is addressing the most 

prominent social actors in the debate and their representation in the national and 

international corpus.  
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6.2.1 The verbal processes in the national and international corpus  

As described in the previous section, the first step in the analysis involved identifying 

the most frequent words of lexical relevance in the corpora. This process resulted in 

comparable wordlists for the national corpus (Table 6.1). 

Table 6.1: The list of most frequent lemmas of lexical relevance for the national 

corpus 

RANK WORD FREQ. RANK WORD FREQ. RANK WORD FREQ. 

1. 
brak 

marriage 
4,105 16. 

građanin 
citizen 

1,775 31. 
velik 

big/great 
963 

2. 
pravo 

right 
3,936 17. 

čovjek 

man/person 
1,614 32. 

država 

state 
936 

3. 
referendum 

referendum 
3,894 18. 

muškarac 

man 
1,611 33. 

morati 

must/have to 
924 

4. 
obitelj 

family 
3,354 19. 

sud 

court 
1,501 34. 

sabor 

parliament 
922 

5. 
oni 

they 
3,119 20. 

godina 

year 
1,457 35. 

dan 

day 
904 

6. 
dijete 

child 
2,860 21. 

osoba 

person 
1,403 36. 

komentar 

comment(ary) 
890 

7. 
zajednica 

union 
2,645 22. 

protiv 

against 
1,336 37. 

politički 

political 
823 

8. 
zakon 

law 
2,623 23. 

ustavan 

constitutional 
1,171 38. 

stranka 

pol. party 
809 

9. 
inicijativa 

initiative 
2,498 24. 

članak 

article 
1,101 39. 

život 

life 
737 

10. 
mi 

we 
2,220 25. 

vi 

you (pl.) 
1,086 40. 

birač 

voter 
691 

11. 
ustav 

constitution 
2,212 26. 

društvo 

society 
1,085 41. 

narod 

People/nation 
678 

12. 
žena 

woman 
1,985 27. 

Markić 
Markić 

1,078 42. 
ljudski 
human 

665 

13. 
Hrvatska 

Croatia 
1,932 28. 

potpis 

signature 
1,000 43. 

način 

Way/manner 
656 

14. 
hrvatski 

Croatian 
1,802 29. 

odluka 

decision 
977 44. 

medij 

medium 
634 

15. 
pitanje 

question 
1,789 30. 

vlada 

government 
972 45. 

zaštita 

protection 
633 

 

In approaching these lists, I have considered the seed words used to compile the 

corpora, and which, therefore, have an expectedly high frequency. For national corpus 

these were “U Ime Obitelji” (“In the Name of the Family”), “Željka Markić”, brak 

(marriage), obitelj (family), gay, istospolni (same-sex), ustav (constitution), definicija 

(definition), and referendum, whereas the international corpus had the following seeds: 

“In the Name of the Family”, “Željka Markić”, gay, same-sex, marriage, family, 

constitution, definition, and referendum. 
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Table 6.2: The list of most frequent lemmas of lexical relevance for the international 

corpus 

RANK WORD FREQ. RANK WORD FREQ RANK WORD FREQ. 

1. marriage 1142 16. union 433 31. couple 238 

2. referendum 1099 17. you 396 32. issue 238 

3. Croatia 1089 18. against 361 33. EU 230 

4. right 793 19. we 359 34. year 227 

5. gay 654 20. man 356 35. support 223 

6. vote 623 21. law 341 36. equality 217 

7. Croatian 549 22. same-sex 341 37. same 211 

8. say 507 23. constitution 335 38. church 210 

9. I 499 24. family 332 39. ban 205 

10. country 488 25. one 307 40. member 201 

11. government 476 26. European  292 41. new 199 

12. people 472 27. other 281 42. constitutional 193 

13. they 464 28. group 273 43. initiative 188 

14. woman 459 29. Catholic 258 44. result 188 

15. their 437 30. state 245 45. define 186 

 

The first impression that arises from considering these wordlists is that many items 

are shared but in a somewhat different order.  

For the national corpus, the wordlist included verbs like reći (say, 1284), kazati (say, 

934), govoriti (speak, 529), tvrditi (claim, 270), istaknuti (highlight, 169), navoditi 

(claim/state, 161), izjaviti (state/declare, 135), iznositi (state/express, 65), etc. From 

those verbs, I have chosen the ones presented in Table 6.3 and analysed their 

concordances to learn if they actually include verbal processes, and which social actors 

are participants/sayers in these processes. 

Table 6.3: Analysed verbs denoting verbal processes in the national and 

international corpus 

Lemma in the 

national corpus 
Freq. 

Verbal 

process 

freq. 

Lemma in the 

international 

corpus 

Freq. 

Verbal 

process 

freq. 

reći (say) 1284 662 say 507 415 

kazati (say) 529 284 ask 78 72 

istaknuti 

(highlight) 
169 102 express 61 44 

navoditi 

(claim/state) 
161 73 talk 32 16 

izjaviti (declare) 135 106 speak 31 25 
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iznositi 

(express/state) 
86 24 answer 29 18 

 

In the international corpus, I have identified the following verbs typically denoting 

verbal processes say (507), tell (79), ask (78), express (61), demand (48), talk (32), 

speak (31), answer (29), their frequency and frequency of verbal processes listed in 

Table 6.4.  

With both lists, I have predominantly decided on the most frequent verbs, with some 

deviations, but it needs to be noted that the frequency of the verbs in the corpus might 

not directly correlate with the number of verbal processes they are present in, because 

their meaning in the text might sometimes be different from the verbal meaning, and 

this can only be discovered through in-depth analysis. Since the verbal processes were 

not in themselves the focus of my interest, I have oriented towards getting as much 

insight as possible into social actors appearing as sayers, rather than fully analysing 

the verbal processes.  

 

6.2.2. Social actors in the national and international corpus  

The most frequent social actors appearing as sayers have been presented in Table 6.4 

below. 

Table 6.4: Most frequent social actors in verbal processes with analysed verbs in the 

national corpus 

Social actors 

Frequency of participating in verbal processes 

Total 
reći 

(say) 
kazati 
(say) 

istaknuti 
(highlight) 

navoditi 

(claim/ 

state) 

izjaviti 
(declare) 

iznositi 

(express

/ state) 

Željka Markić 

(In the Name 

of the Family) 

314 126 125 39 2 22 0 

In the Name of 

the Family 

(NGO) 

97 20 36 7 31 0 3 

Author 47 44 0 0 0 1 2 

Croatian 

citizens 
37 26 10 0 0 1 0 
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Zoran 

Milanović 

(Prime 

Minister, SDP) 

35 26 0 1 0 8 0 

Arsen Bauk 

(Public 

Administration 

Minister, SDP) 

35 28 0 0 0 6 1 

Krešimir 

Planinić (In 

the Name of 

the Family, 

legal support) 

35 16 13 3 0 3 0 

Sanja Juras 

(Kontra, 

LGBT NGO in 

Croatia) 

28 10 13 1 1 2 1 

Croatian 

Constitutional 

Court 

26 8 9 3 6 0 0 

Ivo Josipović 

(Croatian 

President, 

former SDP) 

24 18 0 3 0 2 1 

Tomislav 

Karamarko 

(HDZ, MP) 

23 22 0 1 0 0 0 

Milanka 

Opačić (Social 

Policy and 

Youth 

Minister, SDP) 

22 13 0 2 1 6 0 

Zvonimir 

Ancić 

(Croatian 

Bishop 

Chamber) 

20 18 2 0 0 0 0 

Pope Francis 19 11 8 0 0 0 0 

Vesna Pusić 

(SDP, Foreign 

Affairs 

Minister) 

16 12 0 1 0 3 0 

 

It can be noted that individual social actors are among the most frequent participants 

of verbal processes, with only a few organisations or institutional ones. Examining all 
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the findings from the national corpus and referring to the actors’ position with regards 

to the referendum question, I was able to establish three main categories of social 

actors, those that were involved in supporting the referendum and were in favour of 

the referendum question, those who were opposing the referendum, and others whom 

I could not list in the other two categories. 

 

Table 6.5: Categorisation of social actors appearing in media debate in the national 

corpus 

SOCIAL ACTORS 

SUPPORTING THE 

REFERENDUM 

• members of "In the Name of the Family" 

•  Politicians and other organisations supporting the 

referendum 

•  members of the Roman-Catholic Church 

SOCIAL ACTORS 

OPPOSING THE 

REFERENDUM 

• LGBT organisations and prominent individuals 

•  other non-governmental organisations and citizens 

•  individual politicians  

•  foreign LGBT supporters 

OTHER SOCIAL 

ACTORS 

• Croatian citizens, voters, people, etc. 

•  Croatian institutions and officials 

•  Croatian experts from various fields (academics, 

researchers) 

•  Croatian celebrities 

•  Croatian media outlets and individual journalists 

•  EU politicians and officials 

•  Other foreign actors 

 

As shown in Table 6.5, I have then tried to further distinguish between the social actors 

within the categories. In doing so, I have considered actors’ official positions, 

membership of a particular group or any other affiliation or characteristics. This was 

not always a straightforward step, as some actors had more than one affiliation or role. 

In such cases, I would select the most prominent one as evidenced by corpus data and 

use it as the basis to allocate the social actor or group to a particular category. 

The most frequent social actors appearing as sayers have been presented in Table 6.6 

below. 
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Table 6.6: Most frequent social actors in verbal processes with analysed verbs in the 

international corpus 

Social actors 
Frequency of participating in verbal processes 

Total say answer talk speak ask express 

Zoran Milanović, 

PM, SDP 
42 41 0 0 0 0 1 

Ivo Josipović, 

President, former 

SDP 

41 34 0 1 1 1 4 

Croatian citizens 33 17 1 0 0 8 7 

Croatian voters 28 15 8 0  0 4 1 

Josip Bozanić, 

Croatian 

Archbishop 

21 20 0 1 0 0 0 

Vesna Pusić, 

Foreign Affairs 

Minister, HNS 

20 0 0 0 0 0 0 

referendum 18 0 0 0 0 18 0 

Željka Markić (In 

the Name of the 

Family) 

17 16 0 0 1 0 0 

author 17 4 1 2 2 7 1 

gay rights 

activists 
14 9 0 2 3 0 0 

In the Name of 

the Family 
13 11 0 0 0 1 1 

Sanja Juras 

(Kontra, LGBT 

NGO in Croatia) 

12 11 0 0 0 1 0 

 

The initial analysis of social actors emerging as sayers in international corpus shows 

a number of named individuals, as well as groups of individuals or impersonal actors. 

Again, I have considered all the actors and thought about possible ways of grouping 

them. Attitude towards the referendum question and initiative emerged as a viable 

criterion and principle of categorising the identified social actors. Table 6.7 shows the 

three groups that have emerged in this way: 
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Table 6.7: Categorisation of social actors appearing in media debate in the 

international corpus 

SOCIAL ACTORS 

SUPPORTING THE 

REFERENDUM 

 

• members of In the Name of the Family and their 

supporters/citizens 

•  politicians and political parties supporting the 

referendum 

•  members of the Roman-Catholic Church 

•  foreign conservative organisations and political parties 

 

SOCIAL ACTORS 

OPPOSING THE 

REFERENDUM 

 

• LGBT individuals, groups and organisations 

•  other organisations, activists and citizens  

•  Politicians opposing the referendum 

•  foreign LGBT supporters (politicians and organisations) 

 

OTHER SOCIAL 

ACTORS 

 

• Croatian citizens, voters, people, etc. 

•  Croatian institutions and officials 

•  Experts from various fields (academics, researchers) 

•  Celebrities 

•  Media outlets and individual journalists 

•  EU politicians and officials, other foreign actors 

 

 

Once I had categorised the social actors as supporting the referendum initiative, 

opposing it or as Other, I considered ways in which these actors could be grouped 

within the three categories. Some of the actors I could easily link to an organisation or 

a political entity, but with others, it was less straightforward as they had several 

affiliations. With the latter, I have chosen the identity which was more prominent in 

the co-text surrounding the verbal processes as the categorising principle.  

The remaining parts of this chapter present a more detailed analysis of the prominent 

social actors from these groups. As described in section 5.4.3. Research procedures in 

quantitative and qualitative analysis, I employ collocation candidates presented in 



76 

 

tables and Word Sketches as a “way into” the qualitative analysis of the concordances. 

The following chapters describe the representation of the most important social actors 

in the debate and show the concordances characteristic of the emerging discourse 

patterns form both corpora. The choices made by the media report authors are helpful 

in understanding how the social actors are constructed in the media discourse and 

presented to the readers. 

 

6.3. Representation of referendum supporters in the national and international corpus 

Having identified the groups of social actors supporting the referendum in the national 

and international corpus, as summarised in Table 6.5 and Table 6.7, I continued the 

analysis of the representation of the most prominent ones in both corpora. Firstly, I 

looked at the representation of the initiative “In the Name of the Family”, discovering 

their leader Željka Markić is the most notable individual supporting actor in both 

national and international corpus. My analysis included the initiative supporters like 

the Roman Catholic Church representatives, right-wing politicians and other actors 

emerging on that side of the debate in the media reports. 

 

6.3.1. Željka Markić 

In the national corpus, Željka Markić is by far the most frequent name appearing not 

only in this category but in the national corpus on the whole (f=1,078). To explore 

how she was represented in the national corpus, I analysed the lists of words 

collocating with Markić (Table 6.8) and the concordance lines for these collocations. 

 Table 6.8: Collocation candidates list for “Markić” in the national corpus 

Markić  Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Željka Željka 415 9.51 

2.  Dr. Dr 132 8.52 

3.  inicijativa initiative 132 5.37 

4.  Kazati Tell 85 6.16 

5.  Reći Say 85 5.70 

6.  gospođa Mrs 37 8.64 

7.  Dodati Add 21 6.49 

8.  Istaknuti Point out 20 6.54 

9.  emisija (TV) show 15 7.41 
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10.  Odgovoriti Reply/answer 16 6.65 

11.  Udruga NGO/organisation 24 5.02 

12.  članica Member 17 6.74 

13.  predsjednica president 14 7.45 

14.  organizacijski organisational 14 7.40 

15.  tvrditi claim 19 5.79 

16.  izjaviti State (v) 15 6.45 

17.  hrvatska Croatian 35 3.27 

18.  pitanje question 27 3.57 

19.  građanske citizen 16 5.04 

20.  odbor committee 15 5.10 

 

This revealed that in the national corpus Markić appears associated with the initiative 

“In the Name of the Family”, as their representative (predstavnica) or member 

(članica), but occasionally also as the head of the Initiative (čelnica) or one of the 

heads: 

 

In the international corpus, the frequencies are lower (Markic, 30, Markić 3), so fewer 

words of lexical relevance appeared on the collocation candidates list. However, 

creating a Word Sketch, which was possible with Sketch Grammar available for 

corpora in English (Figure 6.1), highlighted Markić’s leading role in the initiative in 

the texts from the international corpus.  Markić presented as the head of the initiative, 

but also their founder and spokeswoman, as shown below: 
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Figure 6.1: Word Sketch for “Markic” in the international corpus 

 

Apart from her function in the initiative, Željka Markić is referred to in the context of 

her political affiliation with HRAST – Hrvatska Raste (Croatia Grows), an extremely 

conservative right-wing political party she presided. In general, texts from both 

corpora reveal Markić’s professional background:  

 

While the collocation trends are mostly coinciding in the national and the international 

corpus, the former does include a wider range of representations. In the national 

corpus, Markić often collocates with gospođa (madam, 81) or, in short, gđa (Mrs, 17). 

In the Croatian language, this is a polite term commonly used to refer to any adult 

female person, but especially to a person the speaker does not know personally or is 

socially distant from: 
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This might indicate that some of the social actors and authors in the national corpus 

distanced themselves from Markić. Another collocation candidate pertinent to the 

national corpus text is the noun osoba (person):  

 

This wording is used by authors when making a judgement and evaluating Markić’s 

character and the agenda behind her involvement with the initiative “In the Name of 

the Family”. 

 

6.3.2. Citizen initiative “In the Name of the Family” 

To explore the representation of the initiative “In the Name of the Family” as a social 

actor in the national and international corpus, I have created the collocation candidate 

lists for the n-gram “U ime obitelji”, shown in Table 6.9, and for “In the Name of the 

Family” shown in Table 6.10.  

 

Table 6.9: Collocation candidates list for “U ime obitelji” in the national corpus 

U ime obitelji Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Inicijativa  initiative 990 7.74 

2.  građanska citizen 218 7.87 

3.  Markić Markić 122 5.93 

4.  udruga Organisation/NGO 85 6.93 

5.  organizacijski Organisational 29 7.91 

6.  Referendum referendum 73 4.02 
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7.  Prikupiti gather 30 7.21 

8.  Predstavnik representative 35 6.31 

9.  Volonter Volunteer (n) 27 7.35 

10.  Odbor committee 36 5.82 

11.  Potpis signature 38 4.99 

12.  Pokrenuti initiate 27 5.91 

13.  zahtjev Demand (n) 35 5.20 

14.  akcija action 26 6.05 

15.  Uputiti Direct (v) 22 6.58 

16.  Pokret Movement  26 5.64 

17.  Objaviti publish 23 5.72 

18.  građanin citizen 42 3.67 

19.  član Member 27 4.93 

20.  danas today 28 4.63 

 

In the national corpus, the phrase građanska incijativa (citizens initiatiave, 405) is 

most frequently found before the name of the initiative, but as shown in the Table 6.9., 

the latter is also referred to as udruga (NGO), organizacija (organisation) or pokret 

(movement): 

 

Other collocations in the national corpus are mostly related to the activities of the 

initiative, like collecting signatures, initiating the referendum, organising or 

communicating different messages to the wider public or other individuals 

participating in the debate.  
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Table 6.10: Collocation candidates list for “In the Name of the Family” in the 

international corpus 

U ime obitelji Collocation candidate Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Group 258 8.08 

2.  Call 20 7.12 

3.  Initiative 18 7.30 

4.  collect 15 9.17 

5.  Catholic 17 6.68 

6.  Gather 10 7.85 

7.  Conservative 11 6.74 

8.  Signature 10 6.49 

9.  civil 8 7.04 

10.  Citizen 7 5.91 

11.  Campaign 5 6.22 

12.  Lead 4 6.36 

13.  Petition 4 5.99 

14.  Croatian 6 4.05 

15.  Movement 3 6.39 

16.  Support 4 4.77 

17.  right 3 5.78 

18.  Church 3 5.03 

19.  Accord 3 5.21 

20.  referendum 4 3.01 

 

For the international corpus, the list of collocations candidates presented in Table 6.10, 

showing similar findings regarding the Initiative’s identification (group, initiative. 

Campaign, movement). Also, collocation candidates found in the international corpus 

include adjectives and phrases like conservative, Catholic, Church-backed right-wing. 

There are instances where “In the Name of the Family” are described negatively as 

anti-equality and Church puppet: 

 

In contrast with that, the voluntary and philanthropic element of the initiative’s agenda 

is highlighted in some of the reports in the national corpus: 
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6.3.3. The Roman Catholic Church 

The social actors linked to the Roman Catholic Church and the Church as a whole are 

an important category of referendum supporters who appear as sayers in the national 

and international corpus.  

The most prominent individual social actor in both corpora is Croatian Archbishop 

and Cardinal Josip Bozanić (9). The list of collocations candidates for Bozanic in the 

international corpus is presented in Table 6.11.  

Table 6.11: Collocation candidates list for “Bozanic” in the international corpus 

Bozanic Collocation candidate Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Josip 14 12.07 

2.  Cardinal 12 12.40 

3.  Say 15 7.83 

4.  Letter 5 10.47 

5.  Croatian 7 6.61 

6.  Read  4 9.20 

7.  Message 3 9.45 

8.  Croatia 5 5.14 

 

The analysis of the concordance lines shows that emphasis is placed on Bozanic’s role 

as a communicator (say, read, message, letter), as the one who creates and 

disseminates messages related to the referendum, as this is consistent with his 

representation in the national corpus. His most known for his letter inviting the people 

to vote ‘for’ in the referendum, which was read out at masses in all Catholic Churches 

in Croatia:  
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In the national corpus texts, Zvonimir Ancić (20) is featured as the representative of 

the Croatian Bishop Chamber – the Church’s governing body and, even though not 

that prominent in Church affairs, Ancić acts as the spokesperson for the Roman 

Catholic Church in the main discussion on the referendum question, which was 

broadcast on a national level.  

When it comes to the Roman Catholic Church as a whole, in the national corpus it is 

represented through unnamed priests and Catholic citizens expressing support for the 

referendum initiative: 

 

The Church (199) as referendum supporter often appears in the international media 

reports, too. From the Word Sketch shown in Figure 6.2, it is evident that (Roman) 

Catholic Church is most often referred to, but Orthodox, Serbian, Episcopal and 

Lutheran are also mentioned. 
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Figure 6.2: Word Sketch for “Church” in the international corpus 

 

Apart from collocations which identify the Church, e.g. Catholic, Roman, Orthodox, 

Serbian, Episcopal, Lutheran, Figure 6.2. shows there are also adjectives which 

describe its position in Croatian society, like powerful and influential.  

Verbs collocating with Church like back and support describe the Church’s attitude 

and action towards the referendum initiative, while others like manipulate, force and 

push are used in the concordances to describe these actions in relation to Croatian 

citizens: 

 

These actions are represented as supporting or protecting a particular group of citizens 

in Croatia but, inversely, repressing the rights of a minority group in the society. In 

the national corpus reports, such involvement of the Church, both on the institutional 
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level and through individual voice, raised serious concerns. The social actors opposing 

the referendum initiative, in particular, LGBT activists, highlighted how the Church’s 

involvement in the referendum debate might lead to further political actions and, 

eventually, putting in danger the secularisation of Croatia as a country. Namely, the 

affiliation of the Roman Catholic Church with Zeljka Markic and the political party 

HRAST was seen as indicating that HRAST would represent the Church in the local 

elections: 

 

 

6.3.4. Politicians supporting the referendum initiative 

Many individuals supporting the referendum in the national and international corpus 

can be categorised as politicians, mostly belonging to centre-right and far-right 

political parties. The most frequent in the verbal processes in the national corpus is 

Tomislav Karamarko, MP, leader of the most powerful opposition party, HDZ - 

Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica (Croatian Democratic Union). Davorin Mlakar and 

Jozo Radoš from the same party also frequently emerge in the national corpus reports. 
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In the international corpus the politicians supporting the referendum also appear as 

sayers, fully named and represented in terms of their political affiliation, as shown in 

the concordance below: 

 

Apart from individuals who belong to political parties, there are some who are 

members of conservatively oriented NGOs like, GROZD: Glas roditelja za djecu 

(Voice of Parents for Children) and Stožer za obranu hrvatskoga Vukovara 

(Headquarters for Defence of Croatian Vukovar), who were also petitioning for a 

referendum on the use of minority languages and script.   

The analysis of the reports in the international corpus revealed a group of sayers 

supporting the referendum who can be categorised as foreign social actors. These 

include foreign conservative politicians and members of conservative organisations. 

As sayers, these actors comment on the referendum initiative in Croatia: 

 

 

6.3.5. Summary  

The analysis of the representation of the social actors supporting the referendum 

emerging in the national and international corpus showed several key features. Firstly, 

in the majority of cases, these actors have been named and their affiliation or role made 

known so that it is impossible to mistake them for somebody else. All of the social 

actors have been introduced in terms of their membership of a particular group or an 

official role they have. In many ways, despite being individuals, they act as 

spokespeople or representatives of these groups, political parties and NGOs in 

particular, even though this is not their official role.  
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When it comes to the initiative “In the name of the Family”, in both national and 

international corpus, it has been to a great extent reduced to Željka Markić, although 

other members of the initiative appear in their respective roles. In addition to her role 

in the initiative, she is often referred to as gospođa (Mrs), not only highlighting her 

gender but also distancing her from other social actors. Within the initiative, though, 

Markić is the one who expresses the views and intentions of their actions, explains the 

motivation and their moral standing. She is presented as both leader and spokesperson 

of the initiative, and her role and actions are contextualised with her political 

affiliations and her links to the Roman Catholic Church in Croatia.  

The initiative, on the whole, particularly in the international corpus, is shown as a 

homogeneous, well-organised group, efficient in mobilising the citizens and achieving 

its goals. The key difference between the national and the international corpus is that 

the in the former, the initiative is represented as having a sense of unity and dedication. 

This is further reinforced by the notion that members of the initiative are volunteers, 

investing their time and energy in what they believe to be changing Croatian society 

for the better. The attacks they have suffered, especially physical violence against 

young female members of the initiative who were volunteering on the stand, portrays 

them as victims and everyone who does not support their agenda as aggressors. 

Finally, the initiative name is semantically positive, conveying the message that their 

work and effort are constructive and proactive, rather than opposing or hostile to 

anyone. In the international corpus, however, the initiative has been represented more 

negatively, as endangering equality and, essentially, a pawn of the Roman Catholic 

Church who is trying to gain more power in Croatia.   

 

The Church appears as a very salient social actor in the reports in both corpora. In the 

international media reports, it is presented as immensely powerful in many spheres of 

public life, and there are also negative accounts of how this power is used in the 

marriage referendum debate. Cardinal Bozanić is the leading figure in this category, 

as the head of the Roman Catholic Church in Croatia. He has the role of 

communicating the Church’s message to the people and mediating the communication 

with the Vatican and the Pope. Whereas “In the Name of the Family” is presented as 

undertaking the laborious task of collecting the signatures and dealing with official 
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procedures, the Church influences the citizens merely by communicating its view on 

the situation. Similar patterns can be observed in the national corpus. The individual 

actors affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church do not only speak for themselves but 

represent the Catholic majority of the Croatian population, as well as prominent 

figures like Pope Francis. They endeavour to distance themselves from the political 

aspects of the debate, but directly call out and confront the political entities on the 

opposing side. 

The referendum supporters who are not members of the initiative, mostly belong to 

conservative right-wing political parties and organisations. These social actors are 

individually named and, although always with an affiliation, seem to be engaging in 

the referendum debate with their personal views, rather than that of their organisations. 

In the national corpus, the supporters from political parties are juxtaposed to the parties 

in power and Croatian officials, who held the opposite view. Their personal lives and 

family circumstances were also addressed and compared (or contrasted) to the views 

they have expressed.  

Other social actors presented as sayers in the corpus data were mostly members of 

organisations that were in some way related to “In the Name of the Family”, creating 

an impression of a united front fighting for shared social goals. The messages they 

send often do not mention “In the Name of the Family” but revolve around general 

concepts of marriage and family and the overall prospect of Croatian society. The 

media reports from the international corpus introducing foreign actors supporting the 

referendum initiative show that “In the Name of the Family” is not alone in its 

endeavours to promote the heterosexual definition of marriage and institutionalise it 

through the Croatian Constitution. 

 

6.4. Representation of the referendum opponents in the national and international 

corpus 

Turning to the category of social actors opposing the referendum initiative, I 

approached them in the same way as the referendum supporters and formed several 

groups from the actors identified as sayers in the media reports. Two distinct groups 

emerge in both national and international corpus. The first one includes LGBT 
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individuals and organisations and, the second one was formed from Croatian 

politicians who were represented as opposing the referendum.  

The national corpus also featured the LGBT supporters outside of Croatia who were 

introduced into the media debate. Opposing sayers in the international corpus reports 

also included non-governmental organisations, ad hoc initiatives and, generally, 

citizens who opposed the marriage referendum.  

 

6.4.1. LGBT groups and individuals 

The LGBT activists and groups are the most salient sayers supporting the referendum 

initiative in the verbal processes in media reports in both corpora. All of them are 

either leaders or highly positioned within their organisations. Sanja Juras from the 

lesbian NGO Kontra and the coordinator for Iskorak is one of the most frequent sayers 

in verbal processes in both corpora. The collocation candidates with the surname Juras 

from the national corpus are shown in Table 6.12. 

Table 6.12: Collocation candidates list for “Juras” in the national corpus 

Juras Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Sanja Sanja (first name) 82 12.50 

2.  Kontra Kontra (NGO name) 21 11.87 

3.  Lezbijske Lesbian 11 12.95 

4.  Koordinatorica Coordinator 10 12.62 

5.  Grupa Group 9 10.61 

6.  Udruga NGO/organisation 12 8.09 

7.  kazati Say 10 7.15 

8.  Reći Tell 9 6.53 

9.  gospođa Mrs 4 9.5 

10.  Pravo Right 8 4.75 

11.  Poručiti Speak 2 10.02 

12.  LGBT LGBT 3 6.71 

13.  građanin Citizen 3 4.48 

 

These lists highlight several aspects of her representation in the media reports in the 

national corpus. First of all, as a social actor Sanja Juras is introduced in terms of her 

roles within the two NGOs she is affiliated with, like the legal coordinator: 
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In addition to that, collocating with words like pravo (right 8) and građanin (citizen 

3), conveys her views and activities in promoting human rights and civil activism. 

Although her identity as an LGBT rights activist, rather than an LGBT person, is 

dominant, the other social actors address the more personal aspect of her life and 

implications of the referendum topic for it: 

 

The other LGBT individuals, who are also introduced in both corpora as 

representatives of their organisations include Sandra Benčić, affiliated with both 

“Građani glasuju protiv” (Citizens Voting Against) and “Centar za mirovne studije” 

(Centre for Peace Studies), but prevalently introduced as an LGBT citizen, Mima 

Simić, a film critic and a writer, Marko Jurčić from “Zagreb Pride”.  

 

These social actors are introduced as professionals, sharing their views on human 

rights, the social status of minorities in Croatia, legal frameworks and procedures. 

However, there are members of the LGBT community whose personal stories and 

whose roles are presented differently. For example, the story of a gay couple Tom and 

Ljubomir reported in the national corpus: 
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In both corpora, the LGBT activists and organisations are also introduced as a single 

social actor (although collective in its structure), with unified views, aims and actions. 

Apart from individual LGBT social actors, in the international corpus reports the 

authors write about LGBT persons (16), people (19), community (14), activists (5) and 

population (12). 

 

Figure 6.3: Word Sketch for “activist” in the international corpus 

The Word Sketch for activist in the international corpus (Figure 6.3) showed that the 

words most frequently found as subject and object denoted civil action (e.g. condemn, 

call, protests, criticise, encourage, gather, march), regarded positively and neutrally. 
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Overall, LGBT organisations and activists are represented as a unified, consolidated 

social actor, which is the backbone of referendum opposition.   

 

However, there are also negative presentations of activists in some media reports 

which represented them as overly demanding and frightening to the other citizens. The 

concordances below show collocations with march and never satisfied:  

 

 

6.4.2. Croatian politicians  

Croatian politicians comprise an important group of referendum initiative opponents. 

In both corpora, they are always named as individual social actors, with reference to 

their political affiliation and official role, if they have one. Politicians, in fact, most 

often appear as sayers in this group and are, generally, some of the most prominent 

social actors in the national and international corpus. Most of these belong to SDP - 

Socijaldemokratska partija Hrvatske (Social Democratic Party of Croatia), a left-

centre political party which was in power in 2014. The Croatian president at that time 

was also affiliated with SDP, but renounced his membership, as all presidents do in 

Croatia when taking over the office.  

The analysis of verbal processes has also shown that two most frequent sayers in the 

national corpus are the Prime Minister Zoran Milanović (who is also the president of 

SDP) and the minister of Public Administration, Arsen Bauk. I have created 

collocation candidate list for both to explore how they are represented in national 

corpus. In addition to collocating with words denoting his official role and political 

party membership, in the national corpus Milanović collocates with verbs 

communication and decision-making processes, reći, kazati (both say), 

(pro)komentirati (comment), misliti (think), izjaviti (declare), raspisati (start/open), 

odrediti (determine). 
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Figure 6.4: Word Sketch for “Milanovic” in the international corpus 

The collocation patterns from the Word Sketch for Milanovic (Figure 6.4) in the 

international corpus include a wide range of verbs describing his involvement in the 

marriage referendum debate from neutral ones like tell, propose, suggest, emphasize, 

to verbs like provoke, pledge, swear, decry. 

As illustrated in the concordances below, the contents of his messages often include 

future and more abstract implications of the marriage referendum, like the threat to 

citizens’ wellbeing and the need to respond to the referendum result with further 

legislative instruments: 

 

In the national corpus, the surname of the Public Administration Minister, Arsen Bauk, 

often collocates with specific words from the register related to his ministry, like zakon 

(law), prijedlog (proposal), uprava (administration), partnerstvo (partnership), 

zajednica (union). 
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This highlights the aspect of the debate concerned with the legality of the procedure 

that allowed the “In the Name of the Family” to initiate the referendum in the first 

place.  

The Croatian president Ivo Josipović is also featured as one of the prominent social 

actors in both corpora. The analysis of the concordance lines in the national corpus 

has shown that Josipović, although he has taken a side in the debate, appears primarily 

as a commentator and observer, rather than somebody who can take action and bring 

about changes. In the international corpus Josipović is also represented as clearly 

expressing his negative attitude towards the referendum initiative, but in a less intense 

manner than the Prime Minister. The below examples show his responses to the 

referendum: 

 

Female politicians are less frequent but also emerge in the group of social actors 

opposing the referendum in both corpora. The most notable ones are Milanka Opačić, 

from SDP, the minister of Social Policy and Youth, and Vesna Pusić, from HNS 

(Croatian People’s Party, left-centre), who was the Foreign and European Affairs 

minister. Both of these politicians are taking part in the referendum debate from the 

perspective of their respective cabinet positions, but Opačić’s involvement is a bit 

closer as she directly deals with some areas of LGBT rights, like the adoption of 

children and custody rights. Vesna Pusić plays a more important role in outward-

looking matters related to the definition of marriage and, as shown in the concordance 

below, represents Croatia in the international sphere: 



95 

 

 

Apart from collocations related to her position, in the international corpus, Pusić is 

often reported expressing concerns about the discriminatory nature of the proposed 

referendum amendments and the implications of referendum legislation which, at the 

time, would mean the referendum outcome would be valid regardless of the number 

of voters. 

With all of the individual politicians, especially the ones in influential roles, the mere 

siding with the referendum opposition is powerful social action in itself, likely to 

influence other social actors: 

 

 

6.4.3. Other NGOs in Croatia 

The category of social actors opposing the referendum also includes non-

governmental organisations which are not strictly related to the LGBT community but 

have been formed in relation to the referendum. One of the most prominent groups in 

both national and international corpus is “Građani glasuju protiv” (Citizens vote 

against), an ad hoc group started in response to the activities of the initiative “In the 

Name of the Family”. Others include "Ja glasam PROTIV" (“I am voting against”) 

and “U ime svake obitelji” (“In the name of every family”). They received support 

from the citizens who took part in the public protests against the referendum initiative: 
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Responses came as well from actors who were not members or related with the LGBT 

community, in particular in media reports from the national corpus. These were NGOs 

and initiatives who were primarily concerned with other themes but who got engaged 

with the debate as it concerned the whole society. An example is the NGO GONG – 

“Građani Organizirano Nadgledaju Glasovanje” (Citizens Monitoring the Elections), 

usually lobbying for the impartiality and legality of the election procedure. The 

following concordance describes their involvement in the debate: 

 

 In the analysed verbal processes, these organisations are often referred to jointly with 

citizens and politicians, as a homogenous group with uniform characteristics and 

agenda, as one collective social actor: 

 

In reports about the referendum opposition in the international corpus, the individual 

citizens also engage with the debate, as well as the unnamed referendum opposition: 
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6.4.4. Foreign actors 

In addition to social actors and groups based in Croatia, there are some foreign actors 

emerging in the media reports as the opponents of the referendum initiative. In the 

verbal processes explored in the national corpus, Gay European Travelling 

Association and their representative Paul Barnes, appear as frequent sayers.  

 

The international corpus texts reported the involvement of foreign activists or 

members of LGBT communities or other organisations who had visited Croatia to 

express their support for the local LGBT groups protesting against the referendum 

initiative: 

 

The support also comes from political figures and groups, in particular from members 

of the EU Parliament’s Intergroup on LGBT Rights: 

 

The engagement of foreign actors is not welcome or neutrally presented by all media 

report authors, as shown in the example of the US Government below: 
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6.4.5. Summary 

Considering the social actors opposing the referendum as a group, on the whole, it is 

possible to observe several points about their representation in the national and 

international corpus.  

First, the group of social actors opposing the referendum includes different social 

groups and individuals taking part in the debate and they are involved and represented 

from various perspectives, from personal to professional ones. Nonetheless, the 

referendum proponents refer to them as a relatively homogenous group of actors with 

shared views and motifs for action.  

The vast majority of social actors are individually named. These actors tend to express 

attitudes and opinions relevant to their particular area of work or engagement, in 

particular, the politicians and officials. Their involvement is presented in terms of the 

political power they have to intervene in this particular matter, but are not limited by 

this, e.g. even though his political powers are very restricted in comparison to the 

Government or the Parliament, the Croatian President is an actor who takes part in 

verbal processes and often emerges as introduced by other social actors. 

The social actors who are members of the LGBT community and other NGO activists 

are all presented as fighting for human rights of LGBT citizens in Croatia and, in a 

wider sense, standing up for a more equal and just society.  This group of actors was 

led by individual LGBT and human right activists, who are presented as engaged, 

organised and competent opponents to “In the Name of the Family” and their 

supporters. Social actors from this group contributed to the debate by highlighting the 

implications for human rights protection and the general position of minorities in 

Croatian society. However, the general LGBT population, in contrast to LGBT 

individuals, is presented as a vulnerable social group, exposed to various forms of 

discrimination and at risk of further marginalisation, resulting not only from the 

marriage referendum outcome but the overall initiative and support it has gained. 
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The social actors who are politicians or government officials are introduced as 

working for their ideal of a legal, constitutional state and society, where such 

referendums have no place. Highly positioned left-wing politicians emerge in this 

category of social actors. Prime Minister Milanović is particularly vocal and strong-

minded in condemning the referendum and the consequences it might have in a social 

and political sense. The Croatian President and other politicians are more controlled 

in how they express their attitudes towards the referendum, but them siding with the 

opposition is still negatively perceived by those who hold different views. Foreign 

politicians and LGBT activists emerging from the debate have a critical view of the 

referendum initiative, often extended to Croatia as a whole, express their worries about 

the human rights situation in the country and regard the referendum initiative as an 

overt means of institutionalising discrimination. This becomes particularly important 

in the context of Croatia joining the EU in July 2013. The social actors from other 

countries appear in the debate, but again, this is not always viewed as helpful or 

constructive. 

 

6.5. Representation of the other social actors in the national and international corpus 

6.5.1. The Croatian people 

The final group of sayers appearing the in national and international media reports 

were social actors and groups of actors who were not overwhelmingly supporting 

either side in the marriage referendum debate. The actor were did not see to be 

included in the in-group and out-group patterns, as the two previous groups.  

One such group is comprised of Croatian citizens and (potential) voters in marriage 

referendum. The words used to represent this group in the national corpus are 

građani(n) (citizens, 1,775), Hrvati (Croats, 214), narod (people), birači/glasači 

(voters, 691/61), društvo (society, 1085). 

To begin with, I have explored the representation of građani(n) in the national corpus 

texts. There are two ways in which a group of social actors has been represented. In 
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the majority of cases, online reports authors’ write about Croatian citizen as one, 

unified social actor. 

Table 6.13: Collocation candidates list for “građanin” in the national corpus 

građanin Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Referendum referendum 177 5.12 

2.  Hrvatski Croatian 166 4.79 

3.  Protiv against 110 5.29 

4.  Glasati Vote (v) 62 7.94 

5.  volja Will (n) 63 6.59 

6.  Incijativa initiative 100 4.22 

7.  Pravo right 109 3.72 

8.  željeti Wish (v) 72 4.81 

9.  većina majority 62 5.34 

10.  Pozivati call 49 6.22 

11.  posto percentage 49 5.36 

12.  Republika republic 50 4.94 

13.  potpis signature 51 5.25 

14.  izjašnjavanje  Making statements 29 7.41 

15.  Velik big 52 4.69 

16.  Pitanje question 63 4.07 

17.  tisuća thousand 37 5.98 

18.  Red Order/line 34 6.34 

19.  Kampanja Campaign 39 5.65 

20.  Drugi other 61 4.03 

21.  moć power 79 3.30 

 

Some of the collocations on the list are prominent due to names (“Građani glasaju 

protiv“, Citizens Voting Against) or fixed phrases used in Croatian political discourse 

(građani i građanke, male and female citizens). Other frequent collections shown in 

the Table 6.13. indicate the link between the citizens and the referendum initiative; 

they are the ones who need to go out (izaći) to the referendum, vote (glasati) and 

declare their opinion on the matter. The citizens are the ones who have rights, not just 

ones related to marriage, but also the right to information and freedom of expression. 

In the examples below, it is the will of citizens that will determine the outcome of the 

referendum on marriage:   
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Given the influence attributed to them, it becomes really important to learn who these 

citizens are and what kind of group they comprise. There is a division, even a conflict, 

between the majority (većina) and minority (manjina):  

 

However, sometimes građani (citizens) is used to refer to the majority, while manjina 

(minority) is presented in the national corpus as separate from građani and hostile to 

this group, like in the following concordance: 

 

 

To analyse the representation of citizen in media reports in the international corpus, I 

have created a Word Sketch shown in Figure 6.5.  
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Figure 6.5: Word Sketch for “citizen” in the international corpus 

When considering collocations in the position of modifiers, many of them, apart from 

Croatian, refer to members of the LGBT community or other minorities in Croatia. 

Analysis of concordance lines shows that these representations often reflect the social 

position of the respective group, i.e. they are referred to as second-class citizens:  

 

With verbs used to describe the action of citizens, similarly to the national corpus, they 

are mostly presented as a single, unified group engaging in various processes, by social 

actors from both sides of the debate: 
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Collectively, Croatian citizens have been referred to as people in the international 

corpus and društvo in the national one. Apart from writing about LGBT, gay, 

transgender and heterosexual people, there are references to young, ordinary, normal, 

good and people with bicycles, the latter originating from a voter’s statement 

expressing concern that people owning bicycles might be persecuted next. In addition 

to being an object to similar verbs like voters, people are subject of decide, say, want, 

decide, choose, etc.: 

 

 

Even though it mostly denotes context or environment for social actions, in the 

national corpus društvo (society) also emerges as a social actor and participant in 

verbal processes in the national corpus. To sample down the concordance lines for 

analysis I have first created collocation candidates lists (Table 6.14): 

Table 6.14: Collocation candidates list for “društvo” in the national corpus 

društvo Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Civilno civil 83 9.31 

2.  Poznavati Know 78 9.50 

3.  Jedinica Unit 87 8.68 

4.  obitelj Family 152 5.14 

5.  Osnovan Basic 79 8.39 

6.  razvoj Development 56 8.20 

7.  Zaklada Foundation  44 9.28 

8.  Hrvatski Croatian 75 4.36 

9.  Agencija Agency 39 6.73 

10.  Nacionalan National 45 7.19 

11.  Grad City 39 6.73 

12.  Temelj Foundation/base 37 6.50 

13.  Zagreb Zagreb 41 5.87 

14.  Vrijednost Value (n) 32 5.77 

15.  Brak marriage 52 3.30 

16.  Željeti Wish (verb) 32 4.35 

17.  Svaki every 27 4.54 

18.  Postojati exist 24 4.75 

19.  demokratski Democratic 17 5.82 

20.  država state 24 4.32 
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There are instances where društvo (society) is represented in a similar way to građani 

(citizens), as a homogenous group, potentially in conflict with minorities. Društvo 

(society) is a much more passive actor which has the potential for action and change 

but, as illustrated in the concordances below, this seems very difficult to achieve, and 

happens under the influence and following the actions of other actors: 

 

 

The representation of društvo (society) in the national corpus could be contrasted to 

the representation of voters in the international corpus. Exploring collocations for 

voters showed that they are considered primarily in terms of their eligibility for voting 

and nationality, but also in relation to their political orientation and attitude towards 

the referendum question.  As a subject, voters cast their votes, make decisions, support, 

approve or ignore particular events or incentives. In media reports, they are also 

represented as objects which are being urged, mobilised, encouraged and allowed:  

 

 

 

6.5.2. Institutions and officials 

The Croatian institutions and officials are salient actors in the national and 

international corpus. The Croatian Government and Parliament can frequently be 

found as a participant of verbal processes. These institutions mostly responded to 

actions coming from referendum supporters and opponents. Some of the verbal 

processes showed communication between different institutions in Croatia regarding 
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the referendum initiative, in particular between the Parliament and the Constitutional 

Court. In the examples below, the Constitutional Court in Croatia was shown as a 

particularly important institution as it was evaluating the legality of proposed marriage 

referendum: 

 

 

Public ombudsmen are an example of complex social actors, where their official role 

is sometimes represented separately from their personal persuasions, potentially 

leading to a conflict or changing how people perceive their role. The State Electoral 

Commission (Državno izborno povjerenstvo) in Croatia was the institutional social 

actor that announced the news about the referendum vote: 

 

 

6.5.3. The experts and analysts 

Many of the participants emerging from my identification of the verbal processes in 

the national and international corpus were categorised as experts. This is because the 

debate involved a lot of individuals (or groups of individuals) from areas like law, 

administration, human rights, sociology, politics, economy or medicine, who were 

invited to give an opinion on different aspects of the marriage referendum and the 

initiative “In the Name of the Family”.  

In both corpora, these are mostly named individuals, already prominent in public life, 

but sometimes collectives such as constitutional-law experts (ustavno-pravni 

stručnjaci) experts or political analysts (politički analitičari) are also used.  
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Some of the experts remained neutral when offering their analytic views and 

interpretation of the situation and possible implications for Croatian society, while 

others sided with supporters or opponents of the referendum initiative. Nonetheless, 

the analysis of verbal processes and concordance lines showed that the actors were 

separate from the other two groups.  

 

The media reports, particularly in the international corpus, also include contributions 

from foreign experts, offering a different perspective on the socio-political situation 

in Croatia: 

 

 

6.5.4. Media houses and journalists 

In the online media reports that comprise both of the current corpora, the media 

themselves emerge as social actors in the marriage referendum debate. There are 

references to media in general, as well as to individual media houses or outlets. This 

is particularly the case in the context of a media boycott be the initiative “In the Name 

of the Family” who denied accreditations to journalists whom they thought were 
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biased and hostile to their work. Generally, the media bias is raised as a wider problem 

in the Croatian public sphere: 

 

In the international corpus reports, media are represented according to their location 

but also ideological orientation, e.g. Croatian, foreign, local, liberal. 

 

Individual journalists also emerge as social actors and sayers, although they do not 

seem to be as influential as the media houses. Their personal narratives or detailed 

opinions are given when these relate to the debate topic: 

 

 

6.5.5. Celebrities 

Social actors with a celebrity status appear as sayers in both corpora. Even though they 

expressed their attitude towards the referendum initiative, the analysis of their 

representation and verbal processes they participated in showed that their main 

distinctive feature in corpus data was their celebrity status, rather than their 

engagement or activism for either side. 

In the national corpus, this group included popular musicians, performers and athletes 

who sided with the “In the Name of the Family” or the LGBT groups, either officially 
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supporting the campaign or informally expressing their views on the referendum 

matter, as below: 

 

The international corpus featured celebrities world-wide, who mostly sided with 

referendum opposition. “The xx” band were particularly involved in the marriage 

debate since they learned that “In the Name of the Family” illegally used their music 

in the campaign: 

 

 

6.5.6. Foreign actors 

Foreign, mostly EU affiliated, politicians are also introduced in the marriage 

referendum debate in both corpora, sometimes directly, sometimes as sayers in 

statements reported by other actors. Foreign institutions and legal practice brought in 

powerful arguments in the debate: 
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The EU was presented both as a single institution and as a collective of its officials 

and representatives. As an institution and political organisation in the international 

corpus, the EU is most often introduced in the context of Croatia joining it in July 

2013, in the middle stage of the referendum campaign. Therefore, many collocations 

are related to this process. Even though individual members of the European 

Parliament have overtly expressed opposition towards the marriage referendum, 

analysis of concordance lines shows that the EU has no official view on the matter: 

 

Other foreign actors mostly appear as sayers in mosaic media reports, containing 

several news reports from different countries. 

 

6.5.7. Summary 

The Other Social Actors category is the most diverse and complex in the international 

corpus, as it involves actors not only from different countries but from different 

spheres of society. These actors were all to a certain extent influenced by the marriage 

referendum debate and its consequences but take part in it in different ways. 

 Political actors, especially those who are in power or affiliated with particular state 

bodies or official roles, seem to have the most influence over the debate and course of 

events. Other social actors often call them to action and evaluate their stance towards 
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referendum-related events, expecting them to support either of the sides and solve the 

situation without causing too much turmoil. In the national corpus, the experts from 

different fields, academics and professionals, were invited to join the debate but their 

ultimate point, as well as that of the politicians, seems to be that “the will of the 

citizens” will be the deciding factor in the referendum. In the international reports, the 

experts taking part in the debate seem to have the role of providing a more or less 

neutral account of the events taking place in Croatia, providing the readers with a 

better insight into the socio-political context of the marriage referendum. 

The public institutions, even with the government and majority of parliament siding 

with the referendum opposition, seem to have more of a supervisory role. In fact, the 

Constitutional Court is the official body which mediated in the conflict regarding the 

legality of the referendum, deciding that marriage rights can be contents of a 

referendum question. Such position in the debate meant that referendum supporters 

were judgemental of institutions’ engagement, as well as referendum opponents, who 

expected the institutions to stop the referendum procedure and ultimately prevent the 

possibility of similar future initiatives. 

Exploring the representations of Croatian people, citizens and voters,  I have observed 

varying patterns of representation in media reports. In some cases, when talking or 

writing about people, the sayers include all of the citizens in Croatia, sometimes they 

refer only to those who are involved in the debate and will eventually vote.  The 

referendum supporters, but opponents as well, seem to limit the notion of citizens to 

the non-LGBT majority, isolating the LBGT minority as separated from the rest of the 

group. In such representations, the supporters accuse the minority of trying to 

dominate over the majority and impose their views and moral values on the entire 

society. The referendum opposition, on the other hand, tries to present citizens and 

society as a concept that is supposed to include the LGBT minority, which is being 

deprived of certain social benefits and, in that, marginalised in the society.  

The representation of the voters differs in the sense that they are under the more 

powerful influence of different interest groups and official institutions. As such, voters 

need to be mobilised, encouraged to choose a side in the referendum debate and, 

eventually, vote.  
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Croatian society is characterised as troubled, divided and inert, which has a negative 

impact on the majority, but in particular, on minorities like the LGBT community. 

Media are, on the one hand, asked to be the watchdog of the society, but on the other 

hand, accused of bias and even hate speech. The boycott of certain media houses 

introduced by the initiative “In the Name of the Family”, means that they are presented 

as victims and media as the aggressors who are misinforming the wider public.  

 

The involvement of international celebrities is mostly the result of copyright issues 

with “In the Name of the Family” campaign. Generally, foreign social actors are less 

engaged in this category, with the exception of the EU. However, unlike its individual 

members, the EU as a political organisation shows a more detached view of marriage 

rights and events taking place in Croatia. Finally, in some reports, Croatian media 

actors and media sphere are represented as heavily biased in representing the debate 

and work of “In the Name of the Family”, which is described as detrimental to 

democracy and freedom of expression in Croatia. 

 

6.6. Discussion and concluding remarks 

When discussing social actors in the current research project, it is necessary to 

consider again the size of the corpora, as well as the difference in their structure. 

Croatian media reports cannot be assumed to present a single narrative, even with 

different voices, and this even more true of reports in a more diverse international 

corpus.  

Exploring social actors who were involved in the debate is important as it offers an 

insight into the mechanics of the process that led to the referendum outcome. Findings 

from both corpora show a great number of actors involved in the marriage referendum 

debate. These actors work in different fields, like law, politics, human rights activism, 

medicine, arts, religion, media, which highlights the overarching influence and impact 

of the debate topic on different social spheres.  The engagement of foreign social actors 

attests the impact of marriage referendum extended beyond the borders of Croatia.   
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Categories of social actors that have emerged in both corpora show the polarised 

nature of the media debate. In many instances, when expressing opposing views, social 

actors have made it evident that, in doing so, they are opposing other social actors, 

rather than a particular attitude toward the constitutional definition of marriage. This 

highlights the pre-existing divide in Croatian society, and in turn, challenges the idea 

that the marriage referendum divided Croatian citizens. Looking at similar initiatives, 

like the petition for a referendum on the use of minority languages and script or the 

health education debate, it becomes obvious that divisions in Croatian society are 

much more enduring and deeper than media headlines, particularly international ones, 

suggest.  

The category of social actors supporting the referendum is comparable over the two 

corpora, with the same groups found in both national and international corpora. Željka 

Markić is profiled as the leader of “In the Name of the Family” in both corpora. 

National reports introduce other members of the initiative, which is insightful for 

Croatian readers, who might be familiar with some of them, while the international 

reports omit these and simply report on wider support the initiative received from 

Croatian citizens, allowing the readers based outside of Croatia to understand the 

perspective of these supporters. When it comes to the Roman Catholic Church in 

Croatia, in the national corpus their support is more linked to the Catholic majority of 

the population and constructed in the context of the global Roman Catholic Church 

and Catholic moral values. In the international reports, its role is very much localised, 

and it is presented as a powerful, not only a social but also, political actor with a 

primary objective of influencing, and in some cases almost governing, Croatian 

citizens.  

There are several important aspects of the representation of the referendum opposition. 

The LGBT community in both corpora is at the core of this category. Individual 

activists are consistently featured as social actors in media reports, but the national 

corpus introduces more ordinary, grassroots members of the community, who share 

their personal stories. This could be seen as LGBT individuals have been presented to 

Croatian readers to help them understand their day-to-day reality in Croatia. The most 

prominent political opponents of the referendum, the Croatian President and Prime 

Minister, among other officials, do not hide their attitude towards the referendum 
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question. It seems that the mere fact they were so outspoken regarding this prompted 

some other social actors to side with “In the Name of the Family”. Considering the 

social divisions in Croatian society, the support from ruling party is not an entirely 

positive phenomenon for the LGBT or other minorities, as their rights and position in 

the society become just another point of conflict in a much wider feud between the left 

and the right. 

The involvement of foreign actors from the EU is not as direct or extended as the 

referendum initiative and supporters suggest. While LGBT individuals affiliated with 

the EU judge the events in Croatia, there is no EU legislation that would warrant any 

intervention in matters of family law. Therefore, negative tensions towards the EU 

cannot be linked with political or legal arrangements ensuing from Croatia’s 

accession, these stem from EU cultural heritage and approaches to civic engagement. 

The Croatian people and voters are important social actors in both corpora, but there 

are some differences in how they are represented in various media reports. While 

authors of Croatian-language reports present Croats as the ones who hold the power 

to make the decision in the referendum and change the Constitution, international ones 

present them as a group that is being highly influenced by different organisations, 

mobilised and even manipulated into casting a “yes” vote. When it comes to the 

representation of minorities, social actors supporting the referendum in both corpora 

tend to refer to them as separate from the rest of Croats and excluded from the term of 

Croatian people. This, in addition to previously mentioned divisions within the 

society, further aggravates the position of minority groups in Croatia. The 

international reports do highlight human rights issues as the core of the referendum 

debate, but data from the national corpus suggests the emphasis is placed on legislation 

and legality of the referendum procedure. 
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7. Representation of the main topics in marriage referendum debate in the 

national and international corpus 

7.1. Introduction  

The previous chapter investigated which social actors were involved in the debate 

about the marriage referendum in Croatia and how these actors have been represented 

in the media reports in the national and international corpus. I showed that the 

composition of social actors reflected the polarisation of the debate. The groups of 

social actors were positioning themselves to oppose each other rather than the different 

views on the definition of the nature of marriage. This polarisation highlights the social 

and political divisions in Croatia. The focus of the analysis in this chapter shifts from 

asking who the social actors are who were involved in the debate to learning what 

these social actors had debated about.  

While the wording of the referendum question (Are you in favour of the constitution 

of the Republic of Croatia being amended with a provision stating that marriage is a 

life union of a woman and a man?) clearly outlines what the citizens are asked about, 

the contents of the debate are not as obvious and in order to learn how they were 

represented in the international and national corpus it is important to examine which 

topics emerged in the reports and how these were represented in the media. The 

analysis in this chapter answers the following research questions:   

− What are the main topics in the marriage referendum debate in national 

and international corpora? 

− How are these topics represented in the corpora? 

 

This chapter is organised so as to first present my approach to the questions and the 

analytical procedures underlying it. The approach to the two corpora was guided by 

the same principle, but there were some differences in the procedure due to software 

limitations regarding data in the Croatian language. The second part introduces the 

findings of my analysis and interprets them in the wider context of the project. The 

arguments I present in this section are related to findings from both national and 

international corpora, and reflect on similarities and differences between the two 

corpora.  
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7.2. Approaching the main topics in the media debate  

7.2.1. Towards semantic domains 

A possible approach to the semantic analysis of the corpus data is to make use of the 

Wmatrix software and identify the key semantic tags (see Potts 2016 and Potts and 

Kjær 2016). However, since Wmatrix and USAS are not compatible with Croatian 

language data, it did not allow for a consistent analysis procedure with both corpora 

in the present project, and I have adopted an alternative approach. 

Thinking about topicality, prompted me to address concepts of meaning and 

semantics. When considered in terms of semantics, the vocabulary of every language 

is “internally structured by many clusters of words, which stand in different relations 

to each other, sometimes logical relations of sameness, difference and entailment, 

sometimes vaguer relations within a topic area or semantic field.” (Stubbs 2001: 35). 

One of the main features of these semantic fields is that they are not fixed but can be 

constructed dynamically around certain units (Gliozzo and Strapparava 2009: 16). 

Gliozzo (2006) introduces the notion of semantic domains, referring to semantic 

fields, which include lexically coherent words that frequently co-occur in the 

particular group of texts.  

An example of the application of this understanding of language structures can be 

found in Kutter and Kantner’s (2012) study on news coverage of war and intervention, 

where they propose an approach called corpus-based content analysis. Drawing on the 

idea that every word belongs to a conceptual region, they argue that concepts in social 

science as well are comprised of particular key terms and words semantically related 

to them.  They explain that  

[c]orpus linguistic procedures (wordlists, concordances) allow for additional 

inductive reconstruction of lexical items or lexical fields that correspond to a 

social science category. Along with the semantic field theory, these tools and 

methods help to ‘turn ’content analysis into a corpus-based procedure that is 

adequate for the quantitative analysis of large text samples. (Kutter and Kantner 

2012: 15). 

The proposed analytical procedure includes specification of key terms and associates: 

a corpus analysis of lexical proxies of key terms, language contrasting and definition 
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of lexical variants; followed by text-mining, i.e. search for concordance lines 

containing items from the wordlists and, finally, quantitative analysis of the mined 

occurrences.  

The above-mentioned study has started with themes predetermined (intervention, EU-

Europe, actorness), but there are cases where this stage of the analysis is more 

inductive and corpus-driven. To exemplify, in their study of gender differences in 

keywords in the analysis of online cancer support groups and interviews, Seale et al. 

(2005) started their comparative analysis of the keywords list by classifying the 

keywords into meaningful categories. The inductive approach allowed them to be open 

to new findings. They note that “[t]his could be done in a more economical and 

potentially replicable manner than conventional qualitative thematic analysis based on 

coding and retrieval” (Seale et al. 2005: 2582).   

Such an inductive approach to topics seemed suitable for application with wordlists I 

have compiled for my corpora. Given that the corpora for the current project were 

compiled using seedwords and that there was there was a significant difference in size, 

my analysis of the aboutness of the corpora focused on the frequency, rather than 

keyness. Using quantitative methods in the initial steps of the analysis allowed me to 

thematically structure the qualitative exploration of the reports in the corpora.  

 

7.3. Public vs. private life: Polarisation of the media debate  

The following section presents the key findings from this stage of the analysis, 

comparing the national and international corpus where possible. It should be noted 

that some of the words analysed, even though functioning as translational equivalents 

do not construct identical discursive patterns. Further analysis of the relevant 

concordance lines helps addresses these differences, as well as similarities. 

The first step in the analysis involved identifying the most frequent words of lexical 

relevance in the corpora, as described in section 6.3. This process resulted in 

comparable wordlists for the national and international corpus, as shown in Chapter 6 

(Table 6.1 and Table 6.2) where they were used to analyse the verbal processes and 

identify the social actors in the corpora. In this chapter, I applied the principles of 

corpus-based content analysis to explore the wordlists and establish the semantic 
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domains in both corpora. In doing so, I was able to identify the most important topics 

in the corpus and engage with my first research question.  

Looking at the list of most frequent lemmas of lexical relevance for the national corpus 

(Table 6.1), two distinct semantic domains emerge in the wordlist. The first domain I 

have established involved words used to refer to socio-political issues and words 

related to public life of a society. This domain included 25 out of 45 highest ranked 

lexical words from the national corpus: 

Public life: pravo (right), referendum (referendum), zakon (law), inicijativa 

(initiative), ustav (constitution), Hrvatska (Croatia), hrvatski (Croatian), 

građanin (citizen), sud (court), ustavan (constitutional), članak (article), 

društvo (society), Markić (Markić, surname), potpis (signature), odluka 

(decision), vlada (government), država (state), sabor (parliament), komentar 

(comment(ary)), politički (political), stranka (political party), birač (voter), 

narod (people/nation), medij (medium), zaštita (protection). 

This semantic domain includes words referring to institutions like sabor (parliament), 

sud (court), vlada (government) or država (country), groups involved građanin 

(citizen), društvo (society), narod (people/nation), but also ones denoting official 

procedures and actions, referendum (referendum), odluka (decision), inicijativa 

(initiative).  

Next, I grouped the words related to the individual’s private life. This group included 

10 out of 45 highest ranked lexical words from the national corpus: 

Private life: brak (marriage), obitelj (family), dijete (child), zajednica (union), 

žena (woman), čovjek (man/person), muškarac (man), osoba (person), život 

(life), ljudski (human). 

The words in this category all refer to different types of interpersonal relationships 

between individuals and their respective roles in these relationships. Comparing the 

number of highly frequent words included in semantic domains, the Public life domain 

seems more represented than the Private life semantic domain in the national corpus.  

Applying this procedure to the wordlist for the international corpus (Table 6.2), the 

same two semantic domains appeared. First, like in the national corpus, there is a 
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semantic domain revolving around socio-political issues and words related to public 

life. Out of 45 highest ranked lexical words in the international corpus, I have included 

the following 23 words in this domain: 

Public life: referendum, Croatia, right, vote, Croatian, country, government, 

people, law, constitution, European, group, Catholic, state, issue, EU, support, 

equality, Church, ban, constitutional, initiative, result. 

Apart from words similar to those in the Public life domain in the Croatian corpus, 

this semantic domain in English includes references to the Church and Catholicism, 

as well as the European Union.  

Next, the group of words which emerged related to matters of an individual’s personal 

relationships were grouped in Private life semantic domain. It included 9 Out of 45 

highest ranked lexical words in the international corpus: 

Private life: marriage, women, man, same-sex, family, gay, partnership, union, 

couple. 

Again, there were fewer words in this domain than in the Public life one. In addition 

to references to family and different types of partnership, the Private life domain also 

includes adjectives referring to homosexuality. 

 

Several points can be discussed in relation to the semantic domains which appear in 

the Croatian and international corpora. First, considerably more words have been 

listed in the Public life semantic domain in both corpora (25 and 23, as opposed to 10 

and 9). This indicates that authors of the online media reports have directed their focus 

primarily on topics related to legal and institutional aspects of proposed constitutional 

changes, rather than the interpersonal relationships which are affected by these 

changes, which was not a necessarily expected pattern. Building on that, the further 

qualitative analysis will further explore the question of whether the central point of 

the debate as represented in these corpora is the referendum procedure, rather than the 

concept of marriage. 

Secondly, there are similarities between the two corpora at this level of analysis. Both 

the national and international language corpora include two semantic domains, and 

there is a high level of correspondence in the wordlist structures. However, 
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International semantic domains include a slightly wider range of vocabulary than 

national ones.  

 

In the next section, I explore the words from the Public life domain, analysing in-depth 

their collocation candidates list, Word Sketches, and, finally concordances in which 

they appear.  

 

 

7.4. Public life semantic domain 

7.4.1. Protection of rights  

This subsection explores the discourse on pravo and right. Rights, human and civil, 

are one of the core ideas appearing in both national and international corpora. In the 

national media reports, pravo ((right), f= 3,936) mostly appears to denote legal and/or 

social entitlement to certain social goods, although the same word can be used to 

indicate direction, meaning forward or straight ahead. My analysis has focused on the 

former, as it is much more frequent and relevant to my research questions. 

Table 7.1: Collocation candidates list for “pravo” in the national corpus 

pravo Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Ljudsko Human 629 7.67 

2.  Imati Have 579 5.42 

3.  Manjina Minority 206 6.58 

4.  Brak Marriage 351 4.20 

5.  zaštita Protection 201 6.09 

6.  temeljno Basic 147 6.87 

7.  Sloboda Freedom 107 6.20 

8.  Zajednica Union 196 3.99 

9.  Europski European 115 5.71 

10.  Partner Partner 98 5.87 

11.  Zakon Law 176 3.85 

12.  Osoba Person 138 4.40 

13.  Dijete Child 124 4.59 

14.  Zadržavati Keep 53 7.59 

15.  LGBT LGBT 86 5.60 

16.  Konvencija convention 48 7.47 

 

Pravo (right) is premodified by adjectives such as temeljno (fundamental), human 

(ljudsko) or civil (građansko), which implies a stratification in the content of these 
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rights and the way they are distributed among different social groups. While some 

rights are written about as universally accepted, there seems to be a need to define 

some of the other rights. As shown in the concordance below, the authors do this by 

providing evidence from international legislation in the field of human rights or by 

appealing to tradition and the social norms that have been historically underlying the 

Croatian society: 

 

 

When writing about rights, authors have referred to the right to (pravo na), which 

encapsulated a wide range of different contents, like the right to marriage, children, 

parents, freedom of expression, inheritance, citizen activism, etc. The right to marriage 

and the right to have children (most prominent, the right to adopt), do not only emerge 

as the two most frequent semantic groups in this corpus but also seem to be 

inextricably linked to one another.  

This seems to be of particular importance when it comes to expressing one’s attitudes 

towards these rights being enjoyed by all citizens alike, regardless of their sexual 

orientation. Namely, one of the prominent attitudes communicated in these texts is 

that, while marriage being accessible to LGBT persons is tolerable, it is a concern that 

this will lead to rights of LGBT couples being expanded to adoption, which is not 

acceptable. Therefore, the right to marriage is, due to this link, also unacceptable and 

should not be enjoyed by LGBT persons. The following concordance presents the right 

to adoption in sharp conflict with the right to have two heterosexual parents (shown in 

the concordance below), and both of these rights cannot be retained simultaneously:  
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Some of the collocation patterns of pravo (right) in the national corpus indicate the 

attribution of rights to different social groups. Looking at concordance lines, it is 

apparent that there are often opposing views on which groups are entitled to which 

aspects of rights and how this should be decided on. While some rights are nominally 

offered to all individuals, it becomes a problem when these individuals are members 

of a minority group, such as the LGBT community.  

 

 

Difficulties arise when one group exercising their rights might be preventing another 

group from doing the same. The most prominent example here is the right of children 

to have two heterosexual parents, which some authors present as a basic, unalienable 

right of every child in Croatia. By allowing same-sex couples to form families, either 

by having or adopting children, these rights would no longer be available to these 

children: 

 

Since in some cases there is no consensus on the extent and nature of rights, space is 

created to negotiate them in the media sphere, but also to negotiate the legal procedure 

through which this is done, and which rights should be controlled.  All sides agree that 

human rights and freedoms are in danger; however, there is no agreement on who or 

what is posing the threat. In some cases, it is presented as coming from particular 

individuals, social groups or imposed by impersonal institutions or legal documents. 

Similarly, opinions on who should protect the rights differ. Social groups in power are 

one of the candidates who could do this through legal instruments, but there is also a 

sense of collective responsibility, although it is often  interpreted in opposing ways. 
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The frequency of the word right (f=793) in the international corpus highlights its focal 

point in the media debate. Human rights are most often written about, and these are 

also further categorised and linked to certain social groups. LGBT persons and 

minorities, in general, are the most frequent beneficiaries of the rights, but also most 

often deprived of them.  

 

 

In the international corpus, the collocations with verbs convey a very clear message 

on the condition of rights in Croatia, as they are regarded as something that needs to 

be improved, protected, supported and strengthened and, even more acutely, that 

rights are denied, violated or limited for certain social groups or individuals.  

With regards to this, Croatian institutions are expected to take action, but individual 

politicians are singled out too, as exemplified below: 

 

 

In terms of the scope of rights, the right to marriage emerges less frequently than other 

rights, like the right to inheritance or adoption, shown in the concordance below:  

 

 

This might be due to the fact that human or LGBT rights are often used as an umbrella 

term, including marital rights as well. 

Comparing the corpora, it is possible to notice similarities on the emphasis placed in 

the debate on discussing the concepts of rights and their current and future status in 

Croatia. However, there are also differences in how the rights are understood and 
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addressed in texts in the national and international corpora. In the former, rights have 

a much wider scope of the meaning and are considered in the context of the referendum 

and various social groups in Croatia. The international corpus has a tendency towards 

a more universal, comprehensive understanding of the rights, but examines them 

mostly in relation to the LGBT community. 

 

7.4.2. Referendum: A tool or a weapon? 

Discourse patterns around referendum, voting, and initiative in the natioanl and 

international corpus.  

Referendum (f=2,425) is a salient word from the Public life semantic domain in the 

national corpus. The analysis of the collocations shown in Table 7.2 reveals several 

distinctive ways in which it is used to express the attitude of the authors towards the 

referendum.  

Table 7.2: Collocation candidates list for “referendum” in the national corpus 

referendum Collocation 

candidate 

(Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Brak Marriage 153 6.38 

2.  Građanin Citizen 176 5.11 

3.  Raspisati Initiate 77 8.21 

4.  Potpis Signature 115 5.97 

5.  Održati Hold 85 6.80 

6.  Ustav Constitution 134 4.40 

7.  Zakon Law 139 4.21 

8.  birač Voter 93 5.55 

9.  Izaći Go out 56 7.37 

10.  Ustavan Constitutional 98 4.87 

11.  Prvi First 77 5.42 

12.  Pitanje Question 104 4.34 

13.  Hrvatska Croatia 110 3.75 

14.  definicija Definition 47 6.88 

15.  Prosinac December 54 5.89 

16.  Odluka Decision 72 4.68 

17.  Inicijativa Initiative 96 3.75 

18.  Sabor Parliament 68 4.69 

19.  Prikupljanje Gathering 42 6.59 

20.  promjena Change (n) 56 5.01 
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First, when writing about referendum, there are two most dominant practices the 

authors use. They refer either to its origin and highlight the fact that it is citizen-

initiated and, as such, setting a precedent, or call it a marriage referendum, referring 

to the contents of the referendum question. Referendum as such is separated from the 

LGBT community and its members and linked, almost exclusively, to the idea of 

marriage. There are three main ways in which the idea of a referendum has been 

presented in the corpora. In some concordances, it is found that referendum is 

conceptualised as a process, of democratic nature, and as an ongoing series of events, 

where the focus is mostly on the actions preceding it, like collecting signatures, 

campaigning.  

 

 

Secondly, the reports present the referendum as an achievement, something finally 

reached after a long journey, a result of sustained efforts by many individuals. Lastly, 

the referendum is seen as an instrument, as a means of achieving the goals of the social 

group that started it and all the citizens who supported it, rather than a goal in itself: 

 

In the majority of above-described scenarios, referendum is regarded both positively 

and negatively.  When represented as a negative process or final goal, the referendum 

is presented as something unnecessary, detrimental to society as a whole, and not just 

to a particular minority group: 
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In the international corpus, two distinctive patterns emerge in concordances including 

the word referendum (f=1,075). On the one hand, some words collocating with 

referendum communicate information about it and refer to it as a specific event in a 

neutral, objective way. However, some other collocations are telling of the authors’ 

stand on the referendum initiative and procedure, as well as its final outcome. This can 

be illustrated using verbs such as force, and adjectives like unnecessary and 

controversial: 

 

 

Concurrently, the reports’ authors point out the referendum is pointless and has a 

questionable legal effect, although it is targeting the highest law in the country. As 

such, the referendum is definitely a threat and something that should be prevented. 

From this viewpoint, the formal institutions in Croatia are the ones who should take 

actions to ensure it is not held and the referendum was an event or an outcome that 

was allowed or agreed on, as shown in the concordances below: 

 

 

One of the major questions arising in relation to the representation of the referendum 

in the national corpus is what can and what cannot be regulated via referendum. On 

the one hand, as the referendum can be viewed as an ultimate expression of the 

people’s will, all matters of social importance might be subject to a referendum 

procedure. However, there is a viewpoint that some aspects of social life like human 

rights and the rights of minorities are too important and should be protected from the 

whims of broad masses: 
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It seems that the ideas of a referendum as the ultimate embodiment of democracy is 

contrasted with the idea of a referendum as a threat to the most vulnerable groups in 

society. This issue becomes relevant when the possibility of another referendum 

arises, with the aim of limiting the right to use minority language and script in the 

public sphere.  

Table 7.3: Collocation candidates list for “vote” in the international corpus 

vote Collocation candidate Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Against 91 5.96 

2.  Croatian 48 6.77 

3.  Referendum 88 4.3 

4.  Marriage 86 4.21 

5.  Sunday 34 6.39 

6.  For 70 3.73 

7.  Majority 38 5.81 

8.  Percent 36 5.97 

9.  Croatia 65 3.88 

10.  Favour 16 6.69 

11.  Croat 19 5.98 

12.  Gay 38 6.69 

13.  Ban 29 5.12 

14.  People 30 3.97 

15.  Same-sex 25 4.17 

16.  Call 20 4.49 

17.  Parliament 19 4.74 

18.  Public 16 4.65 

19.  support 17 4.23 

20.  voter 15 4.43 

 

Following from the idea of democracy, voting and vote are particularly important 

concepts, especially in the international corpus. Both as a verb (f=334) and as a noun 

(f=273), vote collocates with a variety of other words, mostly pertaining to the socio-

political domain. The collocates found in reports in the international corpus (Table 



127 

 

7.3), qualify vote as referendum, marriage, for or against, as well as indicating the 

effects or potential outcome of the referendum vote:  

 

 

Voting is represented as an important civil act, performed by either a country as a 

collective or a homogenous group of citizens. While the process of voting itself is 

regarded neutrally or positively, as an expression of civic awareness and political 

engagement with current affairs, the end results of voting and its effects are not always 

seen favourably in the majority of media reports. 

 

 

 

From a different perspective, it could be argued that the ability to vote is presented as 

powerful and vote is regarded as a desirable tool or means, the access to which is worth 

asking or even fighting for. 

 

In the national corpus, the word inicijativa (initiative, f=2,498) appears very often in 

relation to the referendum procedure.  Its use in the national corpus is almost 

exclusively connected to the group of citizens who have petitioned for the referendum 

on the definition of marriage, i.e. the initiative “In the Name of the Family”.  They 

have made an interesting, perhaps deliberate, lexical choice – initiative, rather than 

calling themselves a movement, an organisation or otherwise. This type of label 

certainly emphasises the proactive aspect of their work and the idea for the referendum 

is presented as coming from citizens and being organised and successfully 

implemented by them.  
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Although family itself is not the exact topic of the referendum question, the title “In 

the Name of the Family” is an argument in itself, highlight the concept of family as 

giving momentum to the initiative and motivating their work and efforts. The 

concordance below highlights the voluntary efforts of the members: 

 

 

Although some text authors link the group to political parties, its grassroots element 

is most frequently in the spotlight – frequent references to volunteers underline the 

human aspect of the group and reminding the readers that the initiative is based on 

voluntary work adds an altruistic element to their agenda.  Another point that could be 

made is that mainly its head, Željka Markić, a strong leading figure, represents the 

initiative. There are a couple more names mentioned, but all the other initiative 

members remain a nameless, amorphous mass.  

In terms of how the initiative is regarded, there is a polarity between acceptance and 

disagreement, but the latter is not expressed as fiercely as is the case with same-sex 

marriage or families with same-sex parents. In fact, the most frequent verb 

collocations include support and start and none of the statistical options has yielded 

highly ranked verbs expressing strong disagreement or opposition to the initiative in 

the national corpus.  

 

7.4.3. Challenging the law  

This section explores the representation of the notions of constitution and law in the 

media reports. 

While the international corpus focuses on rights to be affected by the referendum, in 

the Croatian-language texts a lot of attention is given the legislation which regulates 

and grants these rights. Words such as zakon (law) and Ustav (Constitution) are highly 

ranked in the Croatian-language wordlist. With Ustav (f=2,212), this is partially due 
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to the fact that it is a crucial segment of the referendum question and, therefore, in the 

centre of the referendum procedure.  

Collocations outside of the referendum question formulation mostly refer to political 

topics and institutional procedures. 

 

 

Table 7.4: Collocation candidates list for “Ustav” in the national corpus 

Ustav Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Unijeti Introduce/enter 209 8.55 

2.  RH RH 248 7.27 

3.  Odredba Provision 226 7.68 

4.  Promjena Change (n) 184 6.85 

5.  Odbor Committee 112 6.96 

6.  Brak Marriage 191 4.15 

7.  Republika Republic 111 6.17 

8.  ući Enter 51 8.27 

9.  Zakon Law 127 4.21 

10.  Hrvatska Croatia 126 4.08 

11.  sklad Accordance 62 6.51 

12.  Definicija Definition 58 6.71 

13.  Mijenjati Change (v, cont.) 52 6.57 

14.  Izmjena Change (n) 42 6.88 

15.  Članak Article 69 4.58 

16.  Saborski Parliamentary 32 7.77 

17.  Hrvatski Croatian 59 4.67 

18.  Promijeniti Change (v, perf.) 38 5.60 

19.  Sabor Parliament 44 4.19 

20.  trebati Need (v) 52 3.55 

 

The analysis of the concordances shown in Table 7.4. highlights that ustav 

(constitution) is written about in the corpus as something that is being (or should) be 

changed, and this change is represented as both a current process and as the ultimate 

goal of the process. In some accounts this change is linked with particular social actors 
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who are making an effort to achieve it, elsewhere, agents of this change have been 

omitted. The change in question is seen as either positive or negative. 

Ustav (Constitution) has a complex relation to the notion of protection. On the one 

hand, some authors present the Constitution as something powerful, able and obliged 

to offer protection to those who need it. From this perspective, the constitution can be 

employed by social actors to ensure support for endangered groups.  

 

 

On the other hand, the authors imply that the constitution needs to be protected by 

social actors who have the authority to do so. These two perspectives are sometimes 

juxtaposed as opposing and mutually exclusive, and sometimes as complementary and 

equally valid.  

Zakon (law), f=2,623, is of major importance in the national corpus. Firstly, zakon 

(law) is written about as a reference point, a fixed concept that should be referred to 

evaluate different actions and processes. Concordances below show collocations with 

sklad/accordance: 

 

However, similarly to the constitution, there is a strong emphasis on the process of 

changing, amending and negotiating the law. From the latter position, the law is 

conveyed as an instrument to implement but also to prevent or annihilate social 

changes. The social actors’ power, with regards to law, is reflected in their ability to 

influence these changes, as shown below in the example of President Josipovic: 
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In terms of particular laws being discussed, the Family Law and the Law on life 

partnership seem to be the most frequent topics in the national corpus. However, the 

laws and legislation on the referendum procedure and constitutional law are often 

addressed in the media reports, indicating the importance of the meta-legislation and 

legislative competence of particular social actors and groups, both personal and 

impersonal.  

 

7.4.4. Institutional context of the referendum 

The Public life semantic domain in both corpora includes the country, 

Hrvatska/Croatia, as well as vlada/government.  

In the national corpus, the high frequency of the word Hrvatska (f=1,932), in addition 

to the official name of the country (Republika Hrvatska), can be attributed to many 

other official institutional names, e.g. the parliament, court and government of 

Croatia. As shown in Table 7.5., frequent collocations also include constitution, 

society and country.  

Table 7.5: Collocation candidates list for “Hrvatska” in the national corpus 

Hrvatska Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Republika republic 463 7.87 

2.  Biti Be 720 3.28 

3.  Građanin  Citizen 136 4.51 

4.  Ustav Constitution 125 4.07 

5.  Sabor Parliament 91 4.87 

6.  Vlada Government 75 4.52 

7.  Društvo  Society 66 4.18 

8.  Država  Country 58 4.20 

9.  Birač  Voter 49 4.39 

10.  Savez Union/alliance 26 6.85 

11.  Demokracija Democracy 41 4.89 

12.  Cijel Whole 35 5.10 

13.  Stranka Party 46 4.08 

14.  Napredak Progress  33 5.13 

15.  unijeti Introduce/enter 29 5.33 
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16.  Budućnost  Future 26 5.63 

17.  Odredba Provision 34 4.58 

18.  Pokret Movement 23 6.02 

19.  Preporod Rebirth 22 5.97 

20.  Ustavan constitutional 45 3.51 

21.  Ulazak Entering (n) 19 6.22 

 

Hrvatska (Croatia) also appears in noun phrases which convey relationships of 

possession and/or belonging. The reports’ authors communicate concerns about the 

direction of Croatia’s development and its status: 

 

 

It seems that Croatia itself is not an active agent here, but rather dependant on the 

actions of individuals and various social groups, like activists or the Church, illustrated 

in the concordances below: 

 

 

 

 

In the international corpus, there are several distinguished patterns of use of the word 

Croatia. Firstly, it appears as an adverb of location, to provide information on where 

the debate or referendum took place. Secondly, it used to refer to the country as a 

relatively homogeneous political entity and a homogenous social collective. This 
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collective unanimously takes actions, starts a referendum, holds it, votes in it, bans 

marriage and declares its values to the world.  

 

 

In this sense, Croatia is regarded either positively, as an example of what the rest of 

Europe and the world should look up to, or very negatively, as a conservative and 

hostile environment, unpleasant to be in or interact with, an entity that should be 

boycotted. The negative attitude towards Croatia is evident in collocations where it is 

referred to as divided or broken, and occasionally different social actors are singled 

out.  

 

 

 

There are also specific Croatian institutions mentioned, sometimes as an extension of 

collective Croatia, sometimes confronting this collective. 

 

In the Public life domain in the international corpus, references to institutional context 

are a very important element of the debate; government (f=476), in particular, is a 

highly prominent topic. In the majority of texts, the government in question is the 

Croatian social-democratic one, which was in power in 2013, when the referendum 

was held. Premodifiers are mostly used here to communicate its political orientation. 

 

 

The government is presented as a single, homogenous entity, and only a couple of 

politicians are singled out, most notably the Prime Minister Zoran Milanović. In terms 
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of its actions, for some of the authors, the government is responsible for the 

referendum, as the initiative “In the Name of the Family” appeared in response to the 

announcements of laws regulating life partnerships and providing more civil rights to 

same-sex couples. There are different views, where the government is presented as 

trying to fight a potentially threatening extreme social group and alleviate the 

consequences of their actions: 

 

However, this government, even though it eventually implemented the initially 

proposed law is still perceived as a weaker social actor who lost in the conflict and 

was not able to act against the will of large masses: 

 

 

This part of the analysis highlights the wider context of the marriage referendum 

debate and reveals different positions on the perspective of Croatia and its government. 

On the one hand, the official institutions are meant to have control and should be 

responsible for the events following the referendum initiative, but on the other hand, 

particularly in the international corpus, Croatia is also written about as divided and 

negatively affected by the marriage referendum debate, and even as a victim of events 

staged by others.  

 

7.4.5. Main points from the analysis of Public life semantic domain  

From the exploration of the collocations, concordances and the semantic networks in 

the Public life semantic domain, three subtopics emerge in the reports on the marriage 

referendum debate. First, the topic of right is particularly important and complex in 

the national corpus. The dichotomy of pravo na (the right to) and pravo nekoga (the 

right of someone), opens the question of the changing scope of the human rights field, 
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and the social distribution of entitlement to rights. However, the challenge of 

managing, developing and preserving different rights is salient as well, especially in 

relation to other concepts in this domain. The concept of right is significant in the 

international corpus as well. The notion of right is less versatile here, it predominantly 

related to the concept of LGBT rights and human rights in general. Managing and 

preserving these rights is a crucial issue and calls for the involvement of social actors, 

both personal and impersonal ones. 

Legislation and meta-legislation are central topics in the Public life semantic domain. 

The analysis of words like ustav (constitution) and zakon (law), showed some 

interesting similarities. Media reports’ authors and social actors involved in them 

usually express polarised views regarding legal acts and procedures, depending on 

how they perceive the process of their developing and potential social effects. The 

emphasis is placed almost equally on the process of negotiating and changing the law, 

as well as on its contents. In the international corpus, there is a considerable alteration 

in how the word referendum is used and how this concept is constructed. The 

referendum is referred to as an event, as a news item, and its political and civic effect 

is scaled down. Citizens’ engagement and political activism is addressed, but mostly 

through the process of voting, as a response to the referendum. 

 

Finally, social groups and entities emerge in this domain as well, in particular, 

inicijativa (initiative) in the national corpus, as the proclaimed instigator of this 

process. Croatia, as a country, is considered mostly as a context in which different 

social actions take place, but also as an object of these actions, whose future is at stake. 

In the international corpus, it emerges in a fairly similar way. Apart from geopolitical 

context, it assumes more agency in the international corpus. In these cases, it is 

regarded negatively, as opposed to instances where it is presented as a passive actor, 

affected by social changes, rather than in charge of them. Lastly, Croatia’s position in 

the European and global socio-political context is considered to a somewhat greater 

extent.  
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7.5. Private life semantic domain 

7.5.1. Negotiating marriage 

After exploring the topics in the Public life semantic domain, I have analysed the 

domain Private life, focusing the most frequent words on the wordlist. This section 

explores the patterns around marriage, union, couple, and partnership. 

Table 7.6: Collocation candidates list for “brak” in the national corpus 

brak Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Zajednica Union 979 6.25 

2.  Biti Be 1632 3.12 

3.  žena Woman 589 5.93 

4.  životan Life  317 6.93 

5.  muškarac Man 249 4.99 

6.  definicija Definition 145 7.14 

7.  obitelj Family 298 4.19 

8.  pravo  Right 246 3.69 

9.  istospolni Same-sex 112 6.38 

10.  Ustav Constitution 192 4.16 

11.  Jedino  Only 103 6.11 

12.  struktura Structure 18 7.11 

13.  isključivo Exclusively 48 5.48 

14.  sklapanje Entering/making 32 6.91 

15.  stupiti Enter/make 32 6.85 

16.  ljudsko human 36 6.10 

17.  odredba provision 47 4.52 

18.  zaštita Protection 121 5.30 

19.  Ustavan Constitutional  144 4.66 

20.  držati Hold 84 6.30 

 

In the national corpus, I have started the analysis with the word brak (marriage), 

f=4,105, and compiled a collocations list shown in Table 7.6. Firstly, brak (marriage) 

frequently appears in the referendum question and elsewhere within the phrase 

marriage is a life union of a woman and a man.  

Jeste li za to da se u Ustav Republike Hrvatske unese odredba po kojoj je brak 

životna zajednica žene i muškarca?  

Are you in favour of the constitution of the Republic of Croatia being amended 

with a provision stating that marriage is a life union of a woman and a man? 

Given the dominance of this pattern in the corpus, it is possible to consider it in relation 

to the phenomenon of incremental effect (Baker 2006) it has on the overall discourse 



137 

 

on marriage in Croatian media space, but also in public space generally. If there is a 

strong co-occurrence of certain words or sets of words, they become embedded in 

communication and influence the opinions and understandings that people have. 

The second insight from this section of the analysis, somewhat opposing the first one 

is that marriage is presented as something that is to be defined and redefined. The 

space for negotiation is open to various definitions, some sociologically or otherwise 

scientifically grounded, and others relying on the tradition and old (and, therefore, 

right) ways in which social relationships where established. The collocations of brak 

(marriage) with verbs be (shown in concordances below) and (re)define indicate 

furthermore the changes that have arisen.  

 

 

 

These are mostly linked to the emergence of same-sex couples but changes in 

heterosexual relationships and marriages are addressed as well: 

 

When considering verbs that denote the start of a marriage, sklopiti/sklapati (form) are 

mostly used. These verbs convey the act of formation where the agency assumed by 

partners, rather than marriage presented as something that pre-exists and is entered by 

partners.  

 

The analysis of premodifiers occurring with brak in the national corpus has shown the 

main basis for identification and appraisal of different types of marriage. The first 

criterion is the structure of marriage, mostly with regards to the sex of the partners. 
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Different-sex marriage has been contrasted with same-sex marriage, with authors 

either seeing these two as equally valid and acceptable, or expressing negative 

attitudes towards same-sex marriage and favouring different-sex marriage on the 

grounds of it being more traditional. Concordances below show examples of neutral 

and negative attitudes, respectively: 

 

 

 

The second criterion is that of the institution confirming and recognising the marriage. 

There is a notable contrast here as well, between church and civil/state marriage. 

However, the authors are not opposing one or the other here; they are simply asserting 

that these are two separate forms of marriage, and as such should not be compared or 

treated legally in the same way. 

 

 

In the international corpus, marriage is not only highly frequent but also frequently 

collocates with verbs and nouns that convey the relational, communicative quality of 

this concept – it is highlighted that the meaning is being constructed and negotiated 

between different groups of social actors, just like in the national corpus.  
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Various attitudes that social actors have towards marriage are to some extent expressed 

in the verbs that are used to report about views on marriage and different types of 

marriage.  

 

 

 

 

In addition to brak/marriage, there are other expressions used to write about a 

relationship between two people. One such word is zajednica (union, f=2,645). 

In the national corpus, with premodifier bračna (marital), it could be considered an 

equivalent of the word brak (marriage). However, with other premodifiers, like 

homoseksualna (homosexual) and istospolna (same-sex), zajednica (union) is 

presented in two different ways.  

 

 

From concordances like the above, firstly, it is viewed as something that is different 

from and, in fact, is not marriage. Secondly, this type of union can be viewed as a 

subtype of marriage, especially if paired with heteroseksualna zajednica (heterosexual 

union).   

With that in mind, if the collocational patterns of zajednica (union) is compared to 

those of marriage, certain similarities can be noted. The sex of the participants of both 
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brak (marriage) and zajednica (union) is the primary basis for categorising different 

types of these interpersonal relationships, and homosexual and heterosexual are 

usually contrasted, with homosexual being more represented in the national corpus. 

The second criterion – the legal status of the relationship or the official entity that 

recognised it, is likewise shared by these two words. However, there are some 

differences too. Whereas with brak (marriage), there is a strongly expressed negative 

position towards the same-sex marriage, with zajednica (union) this is not the case to 

such an extent. Authors do take a negative view of same-sex union, but they are 

verbalised more moderately, without violent expressions of disgust or hatred. When it 

comes to legalising these relationships, for zajednica (union) it is only relevant 

whether these are marital or not, without many references to civil or religious unions 

(the latter do emerge in the corpus but to denote social groups rather than interpersonal 

relationships).  

 

 

Lastly, when premodified by obiteljska, zajednica adopts a new meaning, separate 

from brak (marriage). Obiteljska zajednica (family union) can be regarded as a 

semantic equivalent of obitelj (family), other meanings appear in the national corpus 

too. One of the meanings is actually equivalent to the marital union, i.e. two partners 

can be considered a family. The other meaning of family union is linked with the union 

of two same-sex partners, as opposed to family, which is in that case only a union of 

two different-sex partners (often with children). It can be argued that the use of 

zajednica (union) is not as polarised as the use of brak (marriage), but much more 

complex and revealing intricate relations within the semantic domain of interpersonal 

relationships. 
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Table 7.7: Collocation candidates list for “union” in the international corpus 

union Collocation candidate Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  European 123 7.22 

2.  Man 101 6.65 

3.  Marriage 92 4.83 

4.  Woman 48 5.21 

5.  Join 27 6.64 

6.  Civil 27 6.59 

7.  Same-sex 36 5.22 

8.  Only 22 5.08 

9.  Democratic 14 5.94 

10.  New 13 4.53 

11.  Heterosexual 9 5.51 

12.  Member 12 4.40 

13.  Other 13 4.03 

14.  Croatian 15 3.27 

15.  Form 7 5.25 

16.  Define 9 4.10 

17.  Legal 7 4.02 

18.  Law 9 3.22 

19.  Croatia 15 3.29 

20.  same 7 3.55 

 

 

In the international corpus, collocations presented in Table 7.7., show that European 

Union (f=123) is the most frequent collocation, referring to a political rather than 

personal relationship. Further analysis of concordances pertinent to the word union 

reveals that the latter is used to refer to both homosexual and heterosexual 

relationships.  

 

 

Second, when used to refer to a heterosexual relationship, types of union collocations 

distinguish a heterosexual relationship from all the other type of relationships and, 

frequently, attribute a higher value to it.  
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The next word, I have analysed is par (couple, f=333). The analysis of collocational 

patterns in the national corpus shows an expected contrast of the ideas of different- 

and same-sex couples, but it can be observed that the word par is most frequently used 

to denote couples other than heterosexual, married and fertile couples. The expression 

seems to be used to highlight how different all the other couples are from what is 

perceived or advocated as the norm:  

 

 

Some of the phrases with par in the Croatian corpus are related to reproduction or 

adoption, but par (couple) itself is not linked with family or mentioned when writing 

about the family as a whole. This might indicate that couples, other than heterosexual 

ones who reproduce, are regarded as separate from the idea of family. 

 

In the international corpus, there is a difference in how union and couple are used. 

There is a more balanced distribution of different types of couples, especially when it 

comes to premodifications. However, when other frequently collocating words are 

considered, it appears that same-sex couples are in focus in of the concordances and 

there is a strong emphasis on accessing social goods and experiences.   
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Other concepts to emerge in the national and international corpus Partnerstvo 

(partnership, f=430) and partnership (f=83), respectively. Partnerstvo (partnership) 

is primarily used in Croatian media reports to refer to same-sex marriage relationships, 

with the rare exception of denoting an unmarried heterosexual couple. The legal aspect 

of this relationship is central to its meaning, given that is it most often mentioned in 

the title of a particular law, and evident from the way the registering aspect is 

emphasised, rather than any other features of the relationship. 

 

 

The examples from the national corpus show a range of different attitudes toward the 

concept of partnership, from strong opposition to welcoming.  

In the international corpus, the analysis of collocation candidates and concordances 

for partnership showed its use is in line with expressions analysed in this section. 

Partnership is presented in terms of its participants; however, there is a slightly 

stronger emphasis on the legal regulation of this form of relationship, which is often 

written about in connection to approving, granting, protecting, etc.  
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Since same-sex partnerships are actually being registered and implemented in Croatia, 

this might indicate a shift from producing (dis)alignment to producing and negotiating 

support for individuals who chose them. 

 

 

 

Finally, I have analysed the possible participants of a marriage, a union, partnership 

or a couple. Žena (woman, f=1,985) in the national corpus appears frequently and most 

often in the semantic and textual context of marriage. Žena (woman) is one of the two 

desirable participants of marriage and, in this sense, appears whenever marriage is 

written about. No other close premodifications or postmodifications have been found 

to offer a deeper insight into the representation of women.  

 

Other contexts in which žena (woman) appears in the corpus is in relation to the family 

and, in particular, children. The phrase žene i djeca (women and children) could be 

considered a fixed collocation in Croatian language and indicates not only women’s 

strong connection to the family and motherhood, but also the likelihood of being in a 

vulnerable situation. This is further observed in the analysis of the phrase nasilje nad 

ženama (violence against women) which emerges in the debate on marriage but is 

mostly prompted by reporting on (inter)national initiatives and days dedicated to 

fighting it.  
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Similar remarks can be made about the use of the word woman (f=459) in the 

international corpus. First, woman emerges as a participant of a two-partite social 

arrangement, where it is necessary that the other participant is a man.  

 

 

Another representation of woman is that determined by her social role as a mother 

and/or her disadvantaged social position, which leaves her in need of protection.  

 

 

 

 

The word muškarac (man, f=1,611) has a one-dimensional use in the national corpus. 

The exploration of the collocations of muškarac (man) shows that the authors of the 

media reports represent man primarily, and almost exclusively, as a participant of a 

relationship or marriage. It is clearly indicated that the preferred structure of these 

relationships involves a heterosexual man and a woman. The analysed concordances 

mostly exhibit assumed heterosexuality, and gay men are seldom mentioned, mostly 

to be singled out for being of this particular sexual orientation. These examples most 

often point out the flaws of their love life and partnerships and negate the idea of these 

being called families.  
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In the international corpus, it is possible to note two different ways of writing about 

men. Just like woman, man (f=356) is a participant of a marriage, union or matrimony. 

In these cases, man has no other characteristics or agency; he is determined only by 

his sex. 

 

 

 

On the other hand, there are references to men in the corpus which include their age 

or nationality. Finally, the phrase gay men also appears to indicate the identity of 

specific men, and to distinguish them from heterosexual men. 

 

 

 

7.5.3. Family as a fundamental social value 

Closely linked to the concept of marriage is that of family. Even though it has not been 

a part of the referendum in strict terms, it has been a recurring topic in the marriage 

referendum debate. The collocation candidates list is shown in Table 7.8.  

 

Table 7.8: Collocation candidates list for “obitelj” in the national corpus 

obitelj Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Ime name 1602 7.74 

2.  Biti Be 862 3.31 

3.  Brak Marriage 301 4.21 

4.  Inicijativa Initiative 248 4.65 

5.  Okupljati gather 87 7.76 

6.  Jedinica Unit 83 6.99 

7.  Pojedinac Individual 89 6.68 

8.  Udruga NGO/association 108 5.55 

9.  Osnovan Basic 77 6.73 
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10.  građanski Civil 84 5.60 

11.  djeca Children 95 3.77 

12.  zaštita Protection 60 4.58 

13.  temelj Foundation 44 5.13 

14.  Markić Markić 62 3.86 

15.  član Member 45 4.57 

16.  Vrijednost Value 33 4.19 

17.  Željka  Željka 32 4.17 

18.  Prikupiti Gather/collect 20 5.53 

19.  Činiti  Do 24 4.08 

20.  Društvo  Society 36 3.07 

 

Starting from the name of the initiative that petitioned for the referendum, “In the 

Name of the Family”, to more elaborate discussions on what family is and what it 

should and should not be.  

In the national corpus, similarly to the idea of marriage, there is a negotiation of the 

meaning of obitelj (family, f=3,354). With this topic, the attitudes are expressed more 

directly, even with traces of hostility and disrespect. This could be viewed in the light 

of the idea that the family is in serious danger and needs protection: 

 

 

These arguments are linked to religion and politics, where the latter has an ambivalent 

effect. On the one hand, politicians are claimed to misuse their power and endanger 

the family and, on the other, politicians are called to act so as to protect the family, as 

argued in the example above. The majority of the expressed opinions are generalised 

and attributed to the Croatian society as a whole.  

 

The second part of this analysis of collocations of obitelj (family) in the national corpus 

reveals a dichotomy in the quality and value of a family. In the analysed examples, 

authors evaluate the quality through the number and, more often and overtly, sex of 

the parents. Stability, normality and excellent parenthood skills are perceived as given 
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in families with heterosexual parents. Same-sex couples are represented as deviant and 

perilous, in contrast with the ‘real’ family which is portrayed as safe haven:   

 

The phrase hrvatska obitelj (Croatian family) is used as a tool for policing the 

unmarried partnership in the presented data excerpt, and not only it promotes the idea 

of “the right image of the family", which inevitably implies that others are wrong, and 

links the family life with the national being. The emergence of the "right Croatian 

family" invokes patriotism, representing it as connected to the individuals' lifestyle 

choices. 

 

 

 

The analysis shows traces of resisting discourse emerging as well in the Croatian 

media texts. These are occasionally laced with humour, but nonetheless strongly 

critical of the idea of one "right family". Warning about threatening and potentially 

dangerous circumstances is not reserved only for families with heterosexual partners. 

Namely, when speaking or writing about the families formed by same-sex couples, 

authors ask for protection too, noting that the exclusive policies and legislation 

influence marriage, as well as the rights and social position of the LGBT community 

in general. 
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Table 7.9: Collocation candidates list for “family” in the international corpus 

family Collocation candidate Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Name 122 8.38 

2.  Be  136 3.21 

3.  Value 15 6.85 

4.  Law 20 4.84 

5.  Collect 10 5.87 

6.  Violence 10 5.71 

7.  Child 11 5.20 

8.  Gather 8 5.81 

9.  Protect 8 5.64 

10.  Marriage 18 2.96 

11.  form 6 5.44 

12.  Member 8 4.27 

13.  Life 6 4.75 

14.  Group 8 3.84 

15.  Heterosexual 5 5.06 

16.  Initiative 6 3.99 

17.  Croatian 9 2.92 

18.  Important 4 4.87 

19.  Change 5 3.71 

20.  More 6 3.19 

 

The collocations of family (f=332) in the international corpus are presented in Table 

7.9. Analysis of the concordances show that family appears as a part of the name of 

the initiative and a common noun referring to a small, closely related social group. I 

have focused on the first meaning of the word family. Given the relatively frequent 

collocation with the verb be, it could be argued that to some extent the meaning and 

definition of the concept of family are open to negotiation in the media space. 

However, this is limited due to the fact that no other verbs like define or redefine do 

not appear, as was the case with marriage. 

 

 

 

Another frequent collocation pattern that appears in the corpus is Family law, placing 

the family in the legal context and representing it as something that is formally 
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determined by different legal instruments, like laws, acts and the Constitution. Another 

way of writing about family is representing it as something abstract. In this sense, the 

family is a central social value, a foundation for building a prosperous society and 

country, and as such needs both citizens to protect it and to be protected by law.  

 

When referring to types of families, different ones are mentioned, and there is no strict 

polarisation or rigid confronting attitudes about either homosexual or heterosexual 

families. 

 

7.5.4. Parenthood and children  

Children and parenthood are another noteworthy topic in the Private life semantic 

domain, but mostly in the national corpus. If considered within the broader context of 

the same-sex marriage debate, it can be argued that children are one of the important 

topics discussed by all the involved actors. The compiled list of collocation candidates 

for djeca (children, f=2,860) in the national corpus is shown in Table 7.10.  

Table 7.10: Collocation candidates list for “djeca” in the national corpus 

djeca Collocation candidate (Translation) Cooccurrence MI score 

1.  Posvajanje Adoption  146 8.38 

2.  Biti Be 57 8.30 

3.  Roditelj Parent 72 5.78 

4.  Obitelj  Family 90 3.96 

5.  Pravo Right 93 3.51 

6.  Istospolni Same-sex 43 5.74 

7.  Zaštita  Protection 46 5.13 

8.  Moći  Be able to 77 3.82 

9.  Odgoj  Upbringing 28 6.09 

10.  Dom  Home 26 6.18 

11.  Brak  Marriage 67 2.98 

12.  Mogućnost  Possibility 26 5.52 

13.  Živjeti  Live (v) 29 4.86 

14.  Par Couple 21 6.09 

15.  Zajednica  Union 50 3.19 

16.  Žena  Woman 41 3.32 

17.  Partner  Partner 22 4.86 
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18.  Interes  Interest 20 5.15 

19.  Željeti  Wish (v) 31 3.61 

20.  gay Gay 36 3.18 

 

The analysis of collocations in which dijete (child)/djeca(children) takes part reveals 

several points. Firstly, dijete/djeca collocates with nouns and verbs denoting the 

process of adoption. After examining the relevant concordances, it can be seen that 

the adoption of children is discussed in two similar ways. The first one places emphasis 

on the agency in this process, posing or answering the question of who is adopting 

children. The other one evaluates the environment in which the adoption process 

places the child. The following concordance illustrates the point about the character 

of the adopters: 

 

With both of these patterns, three main attitudes of the text authors can be observed. 

The first one positively regards adoptions of children by same-sex parents, arguing for 

the evaluation of their individual parenting qualities and prioritising the well-being of 

the children who are being adopted. The other viewpoint emerging in the corpus data, 

and shown in the example below, regards the adoption of children by same-sex 

married couples as negative and not favourable, or even detrimental, to children’s 

development: 

 

From this position, allowing same-sex marriage, or not prohibiting it, will result in 

same-sex couples being able to adopt children. Finally, there is a third point of view 

expressed in the analysed examples. Some of the authors regard the adoption of 

children by same-sex partners as positive (or at least neutral), but oppose its 

implementation in the current Croatian society, noting that it would not be beneficial 

for the adopted children. 
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The figure of parents appears in collocational patterns of dijete/djeca. Apart from 

distinguishing between same-sex and different-sex parents, the authors introduce other 

categories too, like biological parents or single parents, widening the understanding of 

the parental figure. This is closely related to the other collocation I have explored, the 

upbringing of the children. It is evident that this is a relevant concept for all of the 

actors involved in the debate. In the analysed examples, it is debated what upbringing 

is or what it should be like, and what makes a good, socially and morally valuable up-

bringing. This is evaluated through the presence and sex/gender of parental figures 

involved in the process. Some authors below see this as a determining indicator, while 

others argue there are more significant features of parenthood to be taken into 

consideration: 

 

 

Lastly, an important collocation of dijete/djeca is with the noun right, bridging the 

semantic domains of Private and Public life in the national corpus.  Two main 

perspectives appear in the texts. On the one hand, there is a debate on the right of 

same-sex partners to have children. While some authors consider this to be a basic 

human right and, therefore, support the adoption of children and same-sex couples’ 

access to medically supported reproduction, the others reject this as a human right, 

finding evidence in the relevant international legislation.  
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On the other hand, a frequent topic is that of children’s rights and how these are or 

would be affected by changes in marriage and adoption legislation. Even though there 

is no agreement on what threatens and what improves the status of children’s rights, it 

is unanimously accepted that children’s rights and wellbeing should be protected and 

improved. 

 

7.5.5. Main points from the analysis of Private life semantic domain 

In the Private life semantic domain, I explored topics revolving around the ideas of 

marriage and relationships, family, parenthood and children. There are considerable 

similarities between findings from the national and international corpora. The 

negotiation of the concept of marriage takes place in both corpora. There is a strong 

polarisation between a definition of marriage that includes both different and same-

sex partners, and a definition that distinguishes heterosexual marriage from all other 

relationships. The attitudes towards same-sex marriage range from accepting to being 

appalled, especially in the Croatian language corpus. Similar points can be made about 

the idea of family; it is either seen as including strictly married heterosexual parents 

and their children or as more inclusive, allowing the term to refer to single-parent 

families and same-sex partners, without children. In the international corpus, however, 

its use is dominantly in the name of the initiative, titles of different laws or the political 

context. There is no elaborate discussion and attempts to define the true nature and 

structure of the family, as in the Private life domain in the national corpus. 

Children and rights revolving around their adoption, wellbeing and upbringing are 

particularly important in Croatian texts, to the extent that these rights are what the 

marriage referendum debate seems to be ultimately reduced to.  
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7.6. Discussion and concluding remarks   

This chapter set out to explore what the main topics in the marriage referendum debate 

in national and international corpora are and how are these topics represented. 

Applying quantitative methods was helpful in processing the raw data and down-

sampling it in a way that provides guidelines for a more detailed qualitative approach. 

The two wordlists yielded from these specialised corpora revealed comparable 

semantic domains, including topics related to individuals’ private life and other 

oriented towards matters in the public sphere.  

While these domains share general topics, there are differences in how these are 

presented in different corpora and elaborated into sub-topics. In both corpora, the 

topics from the semantic domain related to Public life are more dominant and in the 

centre of attention for different social actors and groups and text writers alike. 

Considering the main findings from all four domains, it is possible to note a difference 

in the way the debate was constructed in Croatian and international media reports.  

In the reports from the national corpus, a lot of attention is given to the legal 

framework and meta-legislation. It is precisely the process of negotiating the laws, 

their scope, and the effect on individuals and the society, in general, that is addressed 

the most. It could be observed that while the referendum and its preparation in national 

reports is both a process and a goal the organisers are trying to achieve, in the 

international corpus voting in the referendum is generally reported as a response to the 

initiative and a form of citizen engagement. LGBT rights and human rights are more 

represented in the international forum.  

The negotiation of marriage, which was, at least at the beginning and nominally, at the 

bottom of the debate is more elaborated in the national corpus, but no single pattern 

dominates. Social actors use and construct the meaning of marriage differently in 

relation to other semantically close terms. This is done either to distinguish different-

sex marriage from these and establish it as superior, or to diversify the understanding 

of romantic relationships, but also their legal and social significance. The family is an 

essential concept in the national corpus, where there are tendencies to construct it as a 
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normative and as a universal category, but does not seem to play a significant role in 

the international corpus.  

Considering my research question, there are two comparable semantic domains in the 

national and international corpora, and the one encompassing topics from public life 

is more dominant in both corpora. However, the focus in the national corpus is on the 

negotiation of the legislation and citizens engaging with the legal procedure before the 

referendum, while in the international one the emphasis is placed on human rights and 

how the referendum affects them.  
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8. Discursive legitimation in the marriage referendum debate in the 

national and international corpus 

8.1. Introduction 

Chapter 7 addressed the contents of the marriage referendum debate, investigating 

what the social actors were reported to be debating about. Through quantitative and 

qualitative analyses, I determined that the contents were divided between the Public 

life and Private life semantic domain, in both national and international corpus. 

In this chapter, I continue exploring the corpora, this time focusing on the discursive 

legitimation strategies used in the marriage referendum debate. This is an important 

aspect of the analysis, as it offers a valuable insight into the reports of the debate and, 

in addition to the findings from the previous two chapters, helps to reach a 

comprehensive understanding of the positions of social actors in relation to most 

relevant themes that emerged in the debate. 

The majority of research into discursive legitimation relies predominately on 

qualitative analysis (Brenton 1993, Martin Rojo and van Dijk 1997), Vaara et al. 2007, 

van Leeuwen 2008, Vaara 2010, Betham 2013, KhosraviNik 2015). Considering the 

course of my analysis and findings in previous chapters, my approach to discursive 

legitimation is primarily qualitative and includes descriptive quantitative procedures 

where appropriate. 

The main objective of this chapter is to answer the following research questions: 

- How is supporting and opposing the marriage referendum initiative in Croatia 

discursively legitimised by social actors in the media debate?  

and, in particular: 

- Which types of discursive legitimation strategies have been used in the 

national and international corpus? 

- Which social actors employ discursive legitimation strategies? 

- Which semantic domains appear in discursive legitimation strategies? 

Following the iterative approach to analysis, I have adapted the model of discursive 

legitimation suitable for exploring legitimation in comparable socio-political contexts.  
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Since I have defined and identified the social actors in the debate as sayers in the 

reports, my analysis addresses their direct speech and statements, as reported in the 

media texts. Although investigating other instances of legitimation, for example, cases 

in which the legitimation has been interpreted or used independently by the reports’ 

authors, might offer an interesting insight into some aspect of the debate, this aspect 

was beyond the scope of the analysis in the current project. 

The chapter starts with the description of the analysis design, detailing the process of 

downsampling the corpora and selecting the reports for detailed analysis. I introduce 

the software used for the analysis and the annotation scheme applied in the process. 

Applying a deductive approach allowed me to use the insights from the previous two 

chapters to inform the investigation of legitimation strategies. The second part of the 

chapter includes a quantitative overview and in-depth qualitative analysis of 

legitimation by morality, rationalisation, authority and mythopoesis.   

 

8.2. Approaching discursive legitimation 

8.2.1. Preparing and downsampling the corpora 

The first part of the analysis was done on a sample of both corpora, and it explored 

how the annotation scheme can be applied to the specialised corpora compiled for the 

current project. At this stage, I was also interested in learning if the complexity of 

legitimation strategies emerging is adequately reflected in the annotation scheme.  

There are two main ways to downsample a large collection of data; sections for 

analysis can be chosen either randomly or following a particular set of criteria. While 

the random selection of data sample might prevent cherry-picking, “such a selection 

procedure may not reveal infrequent but nevertheless important features identified at 

the top-down level” (Anthony and Baker 2015: 274). With selective downsampling, 

researchers might divide the data into categories and select the sample so that all 

categories are represented (see KhosraviNik 2010 and Demmen et al. 2015), or focus 

on coreness of the sample (MacDonald and Hunter 2011, 2013 and MacDonald et al. 

2013). However, some studies offer no details on how the section for analysis were 

selected (e.g. Ehrlich and Blum-Kulka 2010, Gavriely-Nuri 2010).  
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I used the ProtAnt software (Anthony and Baker 2016) to select the most lexically 

typical texts in the corpus. This approach relies on calculating key words, words which 

occurs with unusual frequency in a given text” (Scott 1997: 236). The files in the 

corpus are ranked by the number of keywords they contain, based on keywords’ 

statistical significance and effect size (Anthony and Baker 2015: 273). For the purpose 

of this analysis, I used the whole corpus as a reference corpus to be compared against 

individual files containing media reports.  

 

 

Figure 8.1: Identifying prototypical national media reports with ProtAnt 1.2.0. 

 

Since there were no major gaps in this ranking which might have indicated where a 

sensible cut-off point would be, I have analysed the corpora texts in batches of 20, 

adding more files until I was no longer getting more insights about the legitimation 

strategies used. Eventually, I have analysed 60 reports from the international corpus 

and 100 from the national corpus.  
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8.2.2. Annotation tool 

For this part of the corpora analysis, I initially chose to use the UAM Corpus Tool 

3.1.4 (O’Donnell 2008). This software is an open source tool for adding tags to a 

selected segment of text and offers insight into statistical data following the 

annotation. However, after I have made the decision to annotate the legitimation 

strategies for the social actors who had used them, as well as for the semantic domains 

of their content, it became challenging to track all the annotations and clear overview 

of the files. Therefore, I have transferred my data into NVivo 10 (QSR International 

2012) software for qualitative research analysis. NVivo 10 had all the features of the 

UAM Corpus Tool, and I have found the visual interface easier to use. NVivo 10 also 

allows the researchers to work with a wide range of source types and run more 

complex matrix queries (Hoover and Koerber 2011).  

With both tools, users can create and modify their own annotation schemes, as well as 

upload and use pre-made ones. Considering the iterative nature of this kind of analysis, 

it was particularly helpful to use the software to quickly retrieve previously added tags 

and allow for scheme modifications throughout the process. This meant I was able to 

compare different segments of texts and use previous annotation decisions to aid the 

cases where annotation was not straightforward. Even though my analysis was not 

inductive, and I started with a scheme rather than building one along the way, it was 

helpful to be able to alter the scheme throughout the process, without losing any of the 

previously added tags.  

Since different categories of discursive legitimation strategies do not always appear in 

a pure form, separate from each other, it was suitable to use a tool which would allow 

adding multiple tags form the scheme to same or overlapping segments of texts. 

 

8.2.3. The annotation scheme for legitimation strategies 

To pursue the research questions outlined at the beginning of the chapter, I chose to 

do a qualitative analysis of my corpus data. The starting point of my analysis was van 

Leeuwen’s (2008) model of representation of legitimation strategies (Figure 8.2), 

described in detail in Chapter 4 (4.3.2. Legitimation of social action). When 
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illustrating this model, van Leeuwen, as well as researchers who further adapted and 

applied it (Vaara et al., Erkama and Vaara), identified parts of text performing a 

legitimating function, and then went on to further categorise these items, depending 

on the nature and source of legitimation. 

 

Figure 8.2: Annotation scheme initially used with UAM tool, based on van 

Leeuwen’s (2008) model of discursive legitimation 

 

Based on the insight into media reports I gained analysing the corpora in the previous 

two chapters and informed by other legitimation studies drawing on this model, 

described in 4.3.1 and 4.3.2., I decided to start the analysis by annotating the reports 

based on van Leeuwen’s (2008) model, rather than completely inductively. The 

annotation scheme I used at the start of the analysis was a simplified version of van 

Leeuwen’s model (Figure 8.3), from which I excluded some of the sub-branches of 

legitimation strategies. I have made this decision having read the corpora texts for 

analysis in previous chapters, which showed that some of the branches would not be 

relevant. This annotation scheme also included the information on whether the social 

actor using it supports or opposes the referendum initiative.  
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Figure 8.3: Annotation scheme for different types of legitimation strategies used in 

the international and national corpus 

 

Applying this annotation scheme to first twenty media reports in the national and 

international corpus showed that, while it was mostly possible to distinguish between 

the four types of discursive legitimation strategies. The level of differentiation 

between the subbranches was not as prominent so I directed the analysis towards the 

four main branches of legitimation. 

However, inductively, the further qualitative analysis of the findings for the different 

types of legitimation strategies led me to propose another group of discursive 

strategies emerging in the corpora. These strategies, even though overlapping in some 

aspects, were distinct from the initial four types of legitimation when considered as a 

group. Section 8.4.5. explains conceptually the legitimation by majority, specific to 

the context of the Croatian marriage referendum debate.  

The approval of the referendum initiative by the majority of citizens, and later voters, 

is the legitimation strategy employed by the referendum supporters. This discursive 

strategy relies on the premise that having the support of the majority legitimatises a 

cause and actions serving it. In practice, the amorphic majority becomes a source of 

legitimation. Whatever the majority chooses to support is by default perceived as 

morally desirable and more favourable in comparison to other causes. The agenda of 

the majority is framed as reasonable, purposeful and natural. Therefore, conceptually, 

this discursive strategy amalgamates the legitimation by authority, morality and 

rationalisation. 

Types of legitimation strategy

Authority

Morality 

Rationalisation

Mythopesis
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Figure 8.4: Revised annotation scheme for social actors using legitimation strategies 

in international and national corpus 

 

The initial stage of annotation also highlighted other potentially relevant aspects of the 

discursive construction of legitimation, like the social actor or group of actors using it 

and the semantic domain of the strategy contents. Given that this is something I have 

already analysed in Chapters 6 and 7, rather than approaching these aspects of 

legitimation inductively, I was able to adopt a deductive approach and draw on my 

earlier findings. Therefore, as my analysis had shown that the most prominent contents 

of the debate fall in public and private semantic domain, I applied this dichotomy to 

the content of legitimation strategies, adding one further level of differentiation.  
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Figure 8.5: Annotation scheme for semantic domains in legitimation strategies used 

in the international and national corpus 

 

Similarly, drawing on the findings from Chapter 7, I have developed an annotation 

scheme differentiating between several groups of social actors supporting and 

opposing the referendum initiative. 

 

 

Semantic domain

Public domain

Human rights

Referendum

Institutions

Other public

Private domain

Marriage

Homosexuality

Family 

Parenthood

Other private
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Figure 8.6: Annotation scheme for social actors using legitimation strategies in 

international and national corpus 

 

It is important to note that, even though the scope of my analysis has expanded, the 

focus of this chapter remains on legitimation strategies, and all the other aspects of 

analysis will be considered in relation to the discursive construction of legitimation.  

 

8.2.4. Annotation process and decisions 

The annotation process involved several steps, particularly linked to different aspects 

of analysis. 

In the first step, I have identified instances of legitimation strategies and annotated 

them as legitimation by Authority, Morality, Rationalisation or Mythopoesis, based 

on the definitions introduced in section 4.3.2.1. Van Leeuwen’s model of discursive 

Social Actors

Supporting actors

In the Name of the 
Family

Roman Catholic 
Church

Supporting politicians

Other supporting

Opposing actors LGBT community

Opposing politicians

Other opposing
Other actors



165 

 

legitimation. In the next steps, I have examined these instances in terms of social actors 

who have used them and the semantic domain their content belonged to.  

These steps involved making decisions on what would classify as an instance of 

legitimation strategy. In this analysis, I decided to focus on direct or explicitly reported 

speech by social actors and annotate it for legitimation strategies. It could be argued 

that there are further layers of legitimation in media reports, e.g. author choosing to 

quote a prominent judge or politician could be seen as using Authority to legitimate a 

certain viewpoint presented in the report. However, due to the limited scope of the 

project, the focus here will be on the social actors who were directly involved in the 

public debate about the referendum initiative and question, and who have been cited 

in media reports.  

During the analysis, I also needed to make decisions on the length of the annotation, 

e.g. would it entail a relevant noun phrase, a sentence or a whole paragraph. This was 

done on a case by case basis, as the form of legitimation strategies varied, sometimes 

they were found within a clause of a complex sentence, as shown in the example 

below; in other cases, they spread across multiple sentences.  

 

 

Another issue that emerged was that with some instances of legitimation strategies it 

was not possible to distinguish between two types of legitimation strategies or two 

categories in semantic domains. In such cases, the instance As it was noted in the 

analysis in the previous chapters, due to the nature of corpus data, e.g. texts reporting 

on the news about the referendum developments, there were instances of repetition, 

particularly in cases of statements made by social actors. Since the WebBootCaT 

process removed the files that were completely identical, the files where sentences or 

paragraphs repeated were still included in the corpus. I have made the decision to 

annotate the repeating legitimation strategies too, as the fact that they were included 

in multiple reports meant that they aimed different audience and had a wider reach.  
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Finally, when introducing and explaining the discursive legitimation model, van 

Leeuwen (2008) offered examples to illustrate possible linguistic realisations of 

different legitimation strategies, and so did the other scholars applying and adapting 

the model (Vaara et al. 2006, Erkama and Vaara 2010). While the examples from their 

work helped develop my understanding of the concept and differences between 

various legitimation strategy types, my analysis also relied on my personal 

understanding of the co-text and context of the data I worked with.  

After setting the general principles of the annotation process, I have decided on the 

way to deal with ambiguous instances, so as to ensure consistency across both corpora 

samples. I have made a note of the instances where it was challenging to annotate or 

identify the legitimation strategy and have revisited these at the end of the process.  

The second round of analysis helped me standardise the annotations and make 

decisions regarding more complex instances of legitimation. A second annotator was 

not used as it was not feasible to find an individual fluent in both Croatian and English 

and familiar with van Leeuwen’s model of discursive legitimation. As described 

above, I have undertaken different steps to achieve consistency and standardise the 

annotations across both samples.  

 

8.3. Overview of the quantitative analysis of legitimation strategies  

This section offers a statistical overview of the analysis results. It is important to note 

that the focus is on descriptive statistics, as this was suitable to address the research 

questions in this chapter. The following overview gives a descriptive insight into the 

types, contents and social actors using legitimation strategies, and these are then 

discussed in more detail in section 8.4.  

The sample from the international corpus included 60 texts and 51 texts contained one 

or more legitimation strategies. The analysis yielded 333 instances of legitimation 

strategies. Table 8.1 shows the distribution of strategies across the four types. As 

explained in 8.2.4., there were cases where it was not possible to distinguish between 

the two types, so the strategy was annotated twice, making the total of annotations 

n=345. 

 



167 

 

Table 8.1: Distribution of legitimation strategy types in the international corpus 

Legitimation 

type 

Number of annotated 

strategies 

Percentage of the 

overall strategies 

Authority 34 9.09 

Morality 120 32.09 

Rationalisation 148 39.57 

Mythopoesis 43 11.50 

Majority 29 7.75 

 

Rationalisation (n=148) was found to be the most frequent type of legitimation 

strategy, followed by Morality (n=120). Mythopoesis (n=43), Authority (n=34) and 

Majority (n=29) appeared less often.  

 

Table 8.2: Distribution of semantic domains in legitimation strategies in the 

international corpus 

Semantic domain Number of annotated 

strategies 

Percentage of the overall 

strategies 

Private: Marriage 85 24.78 

Private: Family 10 2.92 

Private: Parenthood 40 11.66 

Private: Homosexuality 7 2.04 

Private: Other 6 1.75 

Public: Human rights 39 11.37 

Public: Institution 14 4.08 

Public: Referendum 63 18.37 

Public: Other 79 23.03 
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When it comes to the contents of the legitimation strategies, 343 annotations have been 

made, again, due to some strategies being annotated twice. Majority of legitimation 

strategies in the international corpus were in the Public semantic domain (n=185), 

related to categories Other (n=79) and Referendum (n=63). There were 148 

legitimation strategies in the Private semantic domain, most of them referring to the 

category Marriage (n=85). 

Table 8.3: Distribution of social actors using legitimation strategies in the 

international corpus 

Social actor(s) 

Number of 

annotated 

strategies 

Percentage of the 

overall strategies 

Supporting: INF 49 14.29 

Supporting: Roman Catholic Church 57 16.62 

Supporting: Politicians 9 2.62 

Supporting: Other 30 8.75 

Opposing: LGBT Community 36 10.50 

Opposing: Politicians 78 22.74 

Opposing: Other 45 13.12 

Other 29 8.45 

 

Table 8.3 shows the distribution of legitimation strategies by the social actors who 

used them in the sample from the international corpus. Social actors opposing the 

referendum initiative are presented in the reports as using legitimation strategies more 

often (n=159), particularly the Politicians opposing the initiative (n=78).  

There were 148 legitimation strategies annotated as used by social actors supporting 

the referendum. The majority of the legitimation strategies were used by the actors 

belonging to the Roman Catholic Church (n=57) and the initiative In the Name of the 

Family (n=49). The sample from the international corpus also contained legitimation 

strategies used by actors who were not explicitly supporting or opposing the 

referendum initiative (n=29).  
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The analysis was conducted on 100 media reports from the national corpus. A total of 

352 legitimation strategies appeared across 68 reports.   

As shown in Table 8.4, there were 370 annotations for types of legitimation strategies, 

most frequent categories being Morality (n=167) and Rationalisation (n=120). 

 

Table 8.4: Distribution of legitimation strategy types in the national corpus 

Legitimation 

type 

Number of annotated 

strategies 

Percentage of the 

overall strategies 

Authority 52 12.71 

Morality 167 40.83 

Rationalisation 120 29.34 

Mythopoesis 31 7.58 

Majority 39 9.54 

 

When it comes to the distribution of legitimation strategies based on the contents, the 

focus is on the Public semantic domain, with categories like Other (n=100), 

Referendum (n=84) and Human rights (n=56). Marriage (n=41) is the most frequent 

category in the Private semantic domain. 

 

Table 8.5: Distribution of semantic domains in legitimation strategies in the national 

corpus 

Semantic domain 
Number of 

annotated strategies 

Percentage of the 

overall strategies 

Private: Marriage 41 11.95 

Private: Family 21 6.12 

Private: Parenthood 24 7.00 

Private: Homosexuality 17 4.96 
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Private: Other 6 1.75 

Public: Human rights 56 16.33 

Public: Institution 23 6.71 

Public: Referendum 84 24.49 

Public: Other 100 29.15 

 

Table 8.6 shows the annotation findings for the social actors who used the legitimation 

strategies in the media reports. In the national corpus reports, social actors opposing 

the referendum initiative have used 226 legitimation strategies, and 106 pertain to the 

actors supporting the referendum. On the whole, legitimation strategies were most 

frequently used by members of the LGBT community (n=92), other opposing actors 

(n=72) and members of the In the Name of the Family (n=70). There were 20 instances 

where legitimation strategies have been used by Other social actors, who have not 

expressed support or opposition to the referendum initiative.  

 

Table 8.6: Distribution of social actors using legitimation strategies in the national 

corpus 

Social actor(s) Number of 

annotated 

strategies 

Percentage of 

the overall 

strategies 

Supporting: INF 70 20.41 

Supporting: Roman Catholic Church 24 7.00 

Supporting: Politicians 11 3.21 

Supporting: Other 1 0.29 

Opposing: LGBT Community 92 26.82 

Opposing: Politicians 62 18.08 

Opposing: Other 72 20.99 

Other 20 5.83 
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Several points emerge comparing the quantitative finding from the two samples. 

Firstly, there were on average 5.55 legitimation strategies per report in the 

international corpus and 3.52 per report in the national corpus. In the international 

corpus, 15% of the reports analysed contained no legitimation strategies, compared to 

32% in the national corpus.  

A potential explanation could be that reports in the international corpus were 

addressing an audience with little or no contextual knowledge of the referendum 

circumstances and the socio-political situation in Croatia, and therefore, the authors of 

the reports included a higher number of statements from different social actors. On the 

other hand, reports aimed at a national audience could have included more focused 

commentaries and fewer instances of direct speech by social actors.  

 

8.4. Qualitative analysis of legitimation strategies and discussion 

In this section, I explore in more detail the main types of legitimation strategies and 

how these have been used in the analysed sampled from the national and international 

corpus. This section also includes examples of legitimation strategies annotated in 

different categories.  

 

8.4.1. Morality: A “sad and senseless” referendum 

As evident from Table 9.1 and Table 9.4, Morality based legitimation strategies are 

the most frequent in the sample from the international corpus and second most frequent 

in the national corpus sample. This type of legitimation is founded on the values held 

by actors using it, and it is often combined with rationalisation and authority.  

A common form of legitimation by morality is realised through evaluation, i.e. adding 

attributive elements to indicate how an action or a goal is aligned with one’s values. 

Supporters of the referendum initiative often highlight the importance of the family 

and marital topics as one of the reasons for addressing them through the referendum 

procedure. In the strategies the referendum supporters have used, heterosexual couples 

are presented as the best type of family. This is primarily due to their perception as an 

optimal environment for child-upbringing: 
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Social actors opposing the referendum adopt these strategies as well, primarily to 

express the evaluation of the referendum itself. The Croatian President overtly 

expressed he was disappointed, although not surprised, with the referendum outcome, 

and the Prime Minister used strategies focused on the initiators of the referendum and 

their intentions. His evaluation of the referendum as ‘sad and senseless’ was reported 

widely: 

 

Other referendum opponents classified referendum as a form of oppression against 

minorities in Croatian society. 

Another form of legitimation through morality is by comparison. With such strategies, 

the contents of action are compared either positively or negatively to legitimise or 

delegitimise them. For example, social actors form the LGBT community highlight 

how “In the Name of the Family” compare the different types of families: 

 

A member of the referendum initiative, Lino Zonjić, explained that he personally 

equally values homosexual and heterosexual persons, in order to assert that he would 

not undertake any actions which were discriminatory towards anyone. 

 

Lastly, legitimation by morality can be realised through abstraction. This approach 

entails equating a single, concrete action or event to a wider, more abstract ones, 

exaggerating the positive or negative effect. Examples can be found in the strategy 

used by the Prime Minister, where he claimed that the change in the definition of 

marriage and the fact that a referendum about it is taking place is a threat to people 
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happiness and freedom overall. A more extreme example comes from a citizen who 

voted against the referendum question, and suggested it was a start of fascism:   

 

 

8.4.2. Rationalisation: “They perform worse in school” 

Legitimation by rationalisation is founded either on the body of knowledge, theoretical 

and empirical, about the subject or action or on its aim, use and the predicted effect.  

The strategies from the first group tend to refer to the natural order of things, 

systematic theoretical knowledge and science-based evidence. The supporters of the 

referendum initiative referred to the natural order of things to legitimise the proposed 

changes in the Constitution. “In the Name of the Family” suggests that having to 

heterosexual parents is the only natural environment for raising children: 

 

These strategies were also used by right-wing politicians to reiterate the naturalness 

of the heteronormative definition of marriage. 

Other types of theoretical legitimation draw on the results of empirical studies. Željka 

Markić, the leader of “In the Name of the Family” initiative argued that gay parents 

should not raise children by stating the research findings indicating children from these 

families perform worse academically than children raised by heterosexual couples: 

 

The referendum opponents had referred to empirical evidence to legitimate retaining 

the status quo regarding the constitutional definition of marriage, explaining that no 

studies have shown any negative repercussions following the introduction of same-
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sex marriages. They note that the countries which criminalise homosexuality, like 

Russia are in a far worse state. Also, LGBT activities have tried to delegitimise the 

arguments made by Željka Markić by questioning the validity of the studies she was 

using in her campaign. 

However, the majority of legitimation strategies built on rationality were focused on 

the aim and effects of the referendum initiative. There were several approaches to 

legitimising the referendum initiative and the proposed changes to the Constitution. 

Such discursive strategies were mainly used by members of “In the Name of the 

Family” and supporters of the referendum. Generally, “In the Name of the Family” 

announced that the purpose of the referendum and introducing a heteronormative 

definition of marriage is to protect children and families. Throughout the campaign, 

this aim is then split into two main strands. Željka Markić highlights the referendum 

initiative is about preventing the legal possibility of gay couples entering marriage and 

this view is shared by the opponents of the referendum. 

Another distinct aim of the referendum is to creative legislation framework which 

would prevent the same-sex couples from adopting children. This particular strategy 

is intertwined with legitimation by morality, where “a Croatia in which same-sex 

couples cannot adopt children” is presented as a favourable identity for the whole 

society:  

 

"In the Name of the Family" have noted on several occasions that organising a 

referendum is in itself positive, as is it an opportunity to exercise democratic practice 

and allow the citizens to speak their mind. Another perspective on the democratic 

value of referendum procedure is offered by political analyst Žarko Puhovski, who 

warns about the lack of representation, explaining that, in theory, even a turnout of 

only one citizen would be valid. 

Social actors who were not directly involved in the debate noted that the motivation 

behind it actually a protest against the current politics and an indirect way of 

challenging the left-wing government: 
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Also, the role of the Roman Catholic Church in Croatia has been linked to the uptake 

of the referendum initiative, and the support the referendum has received. From this 

viewpoint, the success of the referendum is a testimony to the power of the Roman 

Catholic Church in Croatia. 

Legitimation through rationalisation is concerned with the consequences of the action 

or aim. Social actors and groups opposing the referendum have legitimised their 

position by the need to protect the human rights of minorities from the potential 

outcomes. The referendum is seen as discriminatory and against the democratic social 

values. A positive outcome of the referendum question would affect many individuals 

in Croatia. Members of the LGBT community explained the practical implications of 

changed legislation on their daily lives: 

 

However, there would also be consequences in case the gathered signatures were 

ignored and the idea of holding a referendum rejected. Dragan Zelic from the citizen 

organisation GONG who monitor all the elections in Croatia suggests that in those 

circumstances the whole country might be caught up in a deep crisis: 

 

The economic situation in the country has also been a source of legitimation for the 

social actors involved in the debate. Firstly, the flagging economy is reported as an 

underlying cause of the popularity of the referendum initiative. LGBT activist Sandi 

Blagonić also considers the financial repercussions of organising a referendum and 

amending the Constitution only to follow it by further legislation regulating other 

forms of a union: 
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The politicians opposing the referendum expand on these strategies by comparing the 

amount of money spent on the referendum to the amount spent on social welfare. 

Activists from the global LGBT community have also warned about the potential 

financial implications of the referendum for Croatia in the international context: 

 

Furthermore, Croatian politicians opposing the referendum have also argued that 

Croatia will not make economic progress and questioned the impression made on the 

EU by pursuing the referendum.  

 

8.4.3. Authority: “It’s against what Jesus preached!” 

Analysis of the samples from both corpora discovered different types of legitimation 

by authority. With such strategies, the value of a certain action or aim is demonstrated 

by a source of authority supporting or rejecting it. The authority in question might be 

personal or impersonal. 

The latter was often the basis for legitimation strategies of authority in both corpora. 

The authority of tradition is particularly prominent, where it is argued that things have 

been done in a certain way for a very long time and, therefore, everything should be 

continued like that. 

The Croatian Bishops’ Chamber invited the citizens to vote ‘for’, suggesting that such 

vote is aligned with traditional values and the culture of Croatian people: 
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In general, the institution of the Roman Catholic Church and the Catholicism as the 

main religion were a significant source of authority and a basis for legitimising the 

referendum initiative. Such strategies were not used only by the members of the 

Roman Catholic Church, but also by citizens supporting the referendum, who wanted 

to preserve the Catholic values in the country. 

It is important to note that additional legitimation for the referendum came from the 

support of other religious communities in Croatia, making the heteronormative 

definition of marriage in the Constitution their shared objective. Given that occasions 

and topics on which the religious leaders in Croatia come to an agreement are rare, 

this was a significant source of legitimation. 

Conformity is another source of legitimation, and in this context, it is not applied to 

individuals but Croatia on the whole, who is expected to conform to the European 

civilisation circle, especially after joining the EU. Hannes Swoboda, the president of 

the Socialists and Democrats Group in the European Parliament comments that 

pursuing the marriage referendum initiative is not in the conformity with human rights 

and social values of this circle:  

Sources of authority can be impersonal, for example, the European Court of Human 

Rights and its judgements are often referred to when arguing that something is or is 

not classified as a human right. LGBT activist Sanja Juras notes that the right to family 

life is a fundamental human right and should be available to all couples. If the 

referendum outcome would change the Constitution in a way that would deny any 

citizens the freedom to enjoy family life, then the work that “In the Name of the 

Family” are doing is contradictory to decisions made by the European Court of Human 

Rights. 
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Laws and regulations also present a basis for legitimation by authority. The Minster 

of Public Governance, Arsen Bauk, explains that amending the Constitution to define 

marriage will not have an effect on the Family Law, which regulates what a family is:  

 

This suggests that the referendum initiative itself is redundant.  

The fact that the decision on the definition of marriage is made through the referendum 

procedure is also a legitimatising element, as the referendum expresses the will of all 

people. This argument was supported by Constitutional Law professors, like Professor 

Podolnjak, who have personal authority as legal experts:  

 

When discussing different types of families, some actors found that their own role as 

a parent in a heterosexual marriage was, in itself, a source of legitimation of their 

views, and an indicator if which side they are supporting.  

Legitimation or delegitimation of the referendum initiative can also come from the 

personal authority of social actors who support or oppose the referendum. “In the 

Name of the Family”, as well as the initiatives opposing their work, had a number of 

public figures and celebrities expressing their support and joining the campaign. The 

support was relayed for late figures, like Sasa Broz saying her grandfather, the 

Yugoslav political leader Tito, would oppose the referendum. 

A citizen interviewed at a polling station explained she voted against the referendum 

proposition since she believed it Jesus would have opposed it too: 
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8.4.4. Mythopoesis: Of Wolves and Sheep 

Legitimation strategies based on mythopoesis were also found in the analysed sample, 

although not they were not the most frequent choice of social actors engaged in the 

discussion. This type of legitimation involves narrative elements as a means to support 

the validity of a particular action or an aim. Social actors in both national and 

international corpus have used when talking about the referendum initiative and 

potential repercussion of a positive referendum outcome. Mythopoesis is realised 

through cautionary and moral tales or relating to symbolic elements. 

LGBT activists have used this strategy, in particular, speculating on the future 

initiatives that might arise after the referendum, e.g. the ones addressing abortion, the 

rights of other minorities, the death penalty, etc. The other referendum opponents have 

even gone further and suggested that introducing a marriage definition into the 

Constitution might eventually lead to fascism-like movements, discriminating people 

based on their appearance:  

 

This strategy is further developed to directly engage with prospective members of the 

audience and frame the issue as personally relevant to everyone: 

 

The actors supporting the referendum also used cautionary tales in an exaggerated way 

to indicate the potential perils of heterosexual marriage not being introduced in the 

Constitution, claiming the next step in expanding the freedom of citizens might be to 

allow the paedophiles to marry their victims. Such strategies were recognised and 

opposing social actors have warned the voters not to succumb to such scaremongering.  

Apart from cautionary tales, the actors and groups supporting the referendum used 

symbolism and comparisons to convey their messages. The possibility of different 
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types of the union being equalled in name and legal recognition to marriage was 

compared to grade inflation in the educational environment: 

 

The leader of the initiative “In the Name of the Family” Željka Markić compares their 

campaign to the biblical story of David and Goliath, where faith and courage are 

sufficient to overcome great obstacles. Another symbolic narrative has been used by 

a politician opposing the referendum; in this case, it was not to show similarity but the 

difference in the circumstances and potential outcomes of the situation: 

 

In both corpora, the analysis revealed that legitimation by mythopoesis was mainly 

used in reference to topics from the public domain, primarily the referendum and its 

potential repercussions, as well as the wider social impact. Similarly, the influence on 

the individual was raised in the context of social changes rather than the individual’s 

sexual orientation or personal choices regarding marriage and parthood.  

Both supporters and opponents of the referendum have employed cautionary tales and 

taken to exaggeration and almost intimidation. For example, it is not very likely that a 

“yes” vote would lead to persecution of bicycle owners, or that the “against” vote 

would result in paedophiles marrying children: 
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8.4.5. Majority: The terror or the will of the people? 

As noted in the section 8.2.3., the annotation scheme for legitimation strategies, the 

further analysis of the discursive strategies and the co-text and context in which these 

emerged, inductively led me to propose another category – legitimation by majority. 

This section explains the conceptualisation of this category of legitimation and 

illustrates how it was used by social actors in the national and international media 

reports.  

During the analysis of the sample reports from the international and national corpus, 

legitimation by majority was identified as a discursive strategy distinct from the four 

previously. The difference is that legitimation by majority encompasses morality, 

authority and rationalisation, as a single discursive strategy.  

In particular, this legitimation strategy is employed by referendum supporters, but also 

addressed by the opponents. Frequently, it is found in relation to democracy as value. 

Moreover, the referendum was called a “festival of democracy” by Zeljka Markic, 

since it was seemingly initiated and supported by the people, rather than organised by 

the state institutions: 

 

The very fact that the majority is empowered and legitimising the referendum cause is 

represented as a source of optimism and indicator of the positive development of the 

Croatian society. 

 

 

 

The representatives of the initiative “In the Name of the Family” explain that the 

referendum is a chance to demonstrate the support of the majority and also because 
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the decision is made by the majority of the soverign people who choose to vote, it has 

the supreme legitimacy: 

 

The legitimacy of the majority was in some cases even acknowledged by the actors 

who did not support the Initiative’s aim and the content of the referendum question: 

 

 

The criticism of the citizen-initiated referendum is that it infringes on the rights of the 

minority, and the opposing view is that these rights, as well as any other social matters, 

should be decided on by the majority of the citizens, in the spirit of democracy.  

 

 

However, the legitimation by majority has been challenged on several grounds by the 

referendum opponents. Given the specific Croatian context (see 2.2. Direct democracy 

procedures in Croatia before 2013 for more details), the referendum was binding 

regardless of the number of people that voted in the referendum. In practice, this would 

have meant that an affirmative vote from few citizens, or even just one, would have 

sufficed to change the Constitution legally.  
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This was one of the main criticisms of this source of legitimation, voiced by the 

referendum opponents, as well as the neutral social actors. It was argued that the 

majority of citizens did not, in fact, support the Constitution changes since 63% of 

registered voters did not vote in the referendum. The social actors opposing the 

referendum question also suggested that the majority of citizens were misinformed 

and had signed the petition in haste and impetuously.  

Apart from varying interpretations of what constitutes a majority, its role and 

responsibilities were understood differently. The social actors opposing the 

referendum argue that being in the majority does not warrant power over the 

minorities, and some propose the role of the majority is to actually care for and protect 

the minorities:  

 

Content-wise, this legitimation strategy is grounded within the Public Life semantic 

domain but there are the intersections with the Private life domain, and the impact on 

the personal lives of the individuals is what makes is particularly controversial. 

 

8.5. Discussion and concluding remarks  

The final part of the analysis presented in this project focused on the legitimation of 

the views in the debate preceding the referendum on marriage definition in Croatia. 

The design incorporated the findings about the semantic domains appearing in the 

media reports, as well as the insights on the social actors supporting and opposing the 

referendum. Through an iterative annotation process, I have adapted van Leeuwen’s 

(2008) model of discursive legitimation, focusing on the basic differentiation between 

strategies based on morality, rationalisation, authority and mythopoesis. My analysis 

inductively led to proposing a category of discursive strategies, legitimation by 

majority. The analysis included direct speech from social actors, as published in online 

reports in international and national media. 
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Considering the findings on the whole, there is a consistency between the international 

and national corpus. Legitimation by morality and rationalisation are most frequent in 

the statements quoted in both corpora, and they were often found intertwined in a 

single strategy. Authorisation and mythopoesis have not been employed as often, but 

these strategies offered a valuable insight into the views and positioning of the social 

actors in the debate. In terms of semantic domains, the legitimation strategies used 

within the public semantic domain addressed the wider social context in which the 

referendum had been organised. The strategies applied in relation to the private 

semantic domain, discursive legitimation strategies referred to marriage and 

parenthood. 

The social actors supporting the referendum initiative, members of the Roman 

Catholic Church, in particular, used legitimation strategies based on morality to 

evaluate and compare different types of families and parenthood. These strategies 

suggested that marriage and family are important and of interest to all public and that 

in order to be qualified as such and be valuable, marriage and family need to include 

a man and a woman. On the other hand, the actors opposing the initiative evaluated 

the fact the referendum is happening and the intention behind it, rather than focusing 

on the contents of the referendum question. In the samples from both corpora, the 

contents of these strategies also involved evaluating the current and future condition 

of human rights in Croatia. The opposing politicians and citizens employed 

abstraction, equating the referendum to a general demise of the position and treatment 

of minority groups in the society. 

Legitimation based on rationalisation includes the most diverse discursive strategies 

in both national and international corpus. However, in the national corpus, the focus 

is on the public semantic domain, especially on the referendum procedure and human 

rights, whereas the statements in the reports from the international corpus are direct 

on the topics from the private domain, like marriage and parenthood. There are two 

main strands emerging in the legitimation by rationalisation. The first one relies on the 

knowledge and the beliefs behind the imitative and is mostly employed by the social 

actors supporting the referendum initiative. They suggest that a marriage between a 

man and a woman and a family they build are natural and that in itself is a sufficient 

argument to have it introduced in the constitution as the only legally recognised form 
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of marriage. Both supporters and opponents of the referendum initiative also referred 

to empirical findings of different studies endorsing their views.  

The other strand of legitimation through rationalisation includes the strategies focused 

on the aims and effects of the proposed actions. There is a wide range of referendum 

aims that are suggested by different actors, from prohibiting same-sex unions to be 

called marriage and to be allowed to adopt children, to showcasing the power of 

Roman Catholic Church in Croatia or destabilising the government. Such diversity of 

aims might explain the high amount of support the referendum initiative had received 

from various groups. With regards to the effects of the referendum, the supporters of 

the initiative argue that a positive outcome of the referendum would preclude the 

liberalisation of the society and changes that might follow it. The opponents of the 

referendum explain the detrimental consequences it would have not only on the 

members of the LGBT community but the wider society, and even the country’s 

economy. 

Legitimation by authority uncovers the silent sources of power in the Croatian society. 

Traditional Christian values and devotion to the Roman Catholic Church emerge in 

contrast to conforming to the European cultural and social circle Croatia is even closer 

to since having joined the European Union in July 2013. When it comes to personal 

authority, various public figures have expressed their support for either side, which 

served both to legitimate and delegitimate the purpose of the referendum. The 

opposition overtly expressed by the left-wing government and some media had a major 

role in polarising not only the debate but also the public opinion. Legitimation also 

relied on impersonal sources of authority like institutions and legislation, which did 

allow for the referendum to be held but did explicitly weigh in on either side. Finally, 

the fact that the decision on the definition of marriage was made through a referendum 

meant that it was authorised by the power of majority vote, even if this vote was not 

cast by the overall majority of citizens. 

Mythopoesis as a basis of legitimation was found in strategies most prominently used 

by the social actors opposing the referendum, who depicted possible scenarios 

following the positive referendum outcome. They warned that the success of the 

marriage referendum initiative might open doors to further projects aimed at limiting 

the rights of other groups of citizens and even turning Croatia into a totalitarian 
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country. Finally, the legitimation by majority emerges as a strategy encompassing 

morality, rationalisation and authority as sources of legitimation. This discursive 

strategy is most frequently used by the referendum supporters to legitimise both the 

topic of the referendum, as well as the fact that it happened. From this discursive 

strategy, it follows that whatever is supported by the majority is represented as rightful 

and beneficial to the entire society.  

The analysis of the discursive strategies employed by the social actors revealed that 

only a part of the legitimation on both sides of the debate revolved around the 

definition of marriage. For many, the referendum was a symbol of wider social 

changes, portrayed differently by actors supporting and opposing it. An important 

aspect of the referendum’s socio-political context is Croatia’s accession to the 

European Union. This process alone was the onset of a lot of changes for the country, 

many of these in the area of legislation, which needed to be compliant with the 

European Union’s criteria. The implementation of these changes and the prospect of 

further ones are perceived as detrimental for the preservation of traditional Croatian 

values, firmly based on Catholicism, and as a threat to Croatian society in general.  

In positioning themselves in the marriage referendum debate, the social actors take a 

stance on the direction of Croatia’s development, either towards a traditional, 

conservative society, or a society reflecting the more liberal values of the European 

Union and Western Europe.  
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9. Discussion and conclusions  

9.1. Introduction 

In the earlier chapters, I have presented the analysis of the data and discussed my 

findings about the representations of the marriage referendum debate in the national 

and international corpus. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 shed light on who were the actors 

involved in the media debate, what they debated about, which discursive strategies 

they used to legitimise their views, and how this was represented in the media in 

Croatia and worldwide.  

This chapter will offer a comprehensive overview of how the study has answered the 

set research questions, and present the project’s contributions in terms of expanding 

the understanding of the marriage referendum debate in Croatia and its representations 

in different media contexts. I will also outline the innovation in the methodological 

approach to identifying the social actors in media texts and developments in 

conceptualising legitimation by majority as a discursive strategy.  The chapter also 

discusses the possible applications of the study and a reflection on the research process 

and design. Finally, I address the limitations of this study and offer recommendations 

for further research.  

 

9.2. Discussion of the main findings and implications of the study 

The objective of this research project was to explore the representations of the 

marriage referendum debate in Croatia in the national and international media reports. 

I have used WebBootCaT within Sketch Engine to compile two corpora of media 

reports, one including media reports in the Croatian language, and the other one media 

reports in the English language. The analysis of the corpora was guided by the 

following research questions: 

1. Who are the main social actors in the marriage referendum debate in the media 

and how are these actors represented in the national and international corpus? 

2. What are the main topics in the marriage referendum debate and how are these 

represented in the national and international corpus? 
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3. Which discursive legitimation strategies are used by social actors in the 

national and international corpus? 

9.2.1. Representation of the social actors in the marriage debate 

Considering the objective of the project was to gain an understanding of a debate, a 

communication process, my analysis started with the social actors, who were taking 

part and, without which there would be no debate. Understanding social actors as 

cognitive and interacting entities, producing discourse in relation to each other (van 

Dijk 1995), I explored direct speech, identifying the actors as sayers in the corpus data 

(Halliday 1985, 2014).  

The focus of the analysis was to investigate the most prominent social actors in the 

media representation, rather than providing and an exhaustive list of actors involved 

in the debate. I have found partial consistency between the two corpora regarding 

social actors appearing in the online media reports. There is a plurality of voices 

engaging with the debate, from different sphere of the society, like the LGBT and 

human rights activists, politicians, representatives of the Roman Catholic Church in 

Croatia, legal and political experts and media personalities. These social actors are 

divided into groups supporting and opposing the referendum initiative, creating ‘us’ 

and ‘them’ model (Wodak 2008). The positive self-representation and negative other-

representation (van Dijk 1995) mirror the existing social and political divisions in the 

Croatian society. In the international corpus reports, in particular, there is a 

polarisation between the LGBT community and the rest of the actors in Croatia, who 

were often homogenised and the whole country was shown as hostile towards the 

minorities. Such reports leave Croatia in a negative light, despite eventually adopting 

one of the most tolerant laws in the region. 

The national media reports show a different perspective, where the Croatian people 

are in a position to take power and choose between the two lobbying groups. This 

finding, especially considering the wide range of actors involved, is contrary to the 

idea that direct democracy engages and benefits only the elites and not the people 

(Merkel 2014). Even though the distinct division between the referendum-supporting 

and opposing social actors can be regarded negatively, it is encouraging that the LGBT 

community was a powerful participant of the debate, both through the contribution of 

LGBT organisations and individuals and through the support of the rest of the society. 
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In this light, the referendum presents a milestone in the development of LGBT 

advocacy in Croatia. However, it is worrying that the LGBT minority is presented in 

a very homogenised way. It is only gay men and lesbian women who appear as the 

influential actors and sayers in the debate, and whose rights are considered in the 

discussion of the implications of the referendum initiative and the outcome.  

 

9.2.2. Representation of the main topics in the debate 

Through analysing the contents of the debate, the study found that the topics could be 

grouped in Private life and Public life semantic domain. These domains emerge in 

both corpora, and likewise, the Public life domain is dominant in both. The national 

corpus is focused more on reporting about the procedures related to the referendum 

and concerns about the legality of the referendum and LGBT civil rights, orienting 

towards the institutions and legislation. The representation of the Public life topics in 

the international corpus suggests the events in Croatia are frames as a deterioration of 

human rights and oppression of the LGBT minority in the society. Interestingly, 

although the Roman Catholic Church and its members comprise a salient group of 

social actors, elements related to Catholicism or other religions do not stand out among 

the significant topics in either of the corpora.  

In the Private life domain, the concept of marriage is negotiated, particularly in the 

national corpus, through equalling and distinguishing it from other forms of unions. 

From the perspective of the referendum supporters, the same-sex marriage legalisation 

is negative, but the real threat lies in the possibility of adoption right for same-sex 

partners. This is in line with Bachmann’s (2001) findings about the ‘thin edge of the 

wedge’ discoursed in the debate in the UK parliament. The concept of family, found 

as the name and the purpose of the initiative starting the referendum, was again found 

prevent in the national corpus. The prescriptive ideas of who should constitute a 

family, as well as invoking the threat of same-sex marriage, tie in with the 

constructivist approach by Topić et al. (2014) which interlinks homosexuality and 

ethnonationalism and religion to account for the marginalisation of minorities in the 

Western-Balkan societies. The preservation of the values related to the traditional, 

conservative patriarchy is ingrained in the nationalistic agenda or the right-wing 

parties.  
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The strong link between family and children, especially in the national corpus, can be 

considered in the perspective of the claim by Wodak that the “conceptual metaphor of 

the ‘family’ has taken on a nativist dimension (…), and the threat, experienced by 

many in our globalizing societies, of changing gender roles”. The idea of child 

adoption by same-sex couples puts in peril the notion of a woman and a man, and only 

them, being able to bring up children and form families. 

The differences found in the representation of the topics in the national and 

international corpus, suggest a difference in the functionality, and ultimately, the effect 

of the reports. With focusing on the broader, universal theme like human rights and 

position of minorities within the Croatian society, the international sources seem to be 

describing the events related to the marriage referendum to third parties. The national 

reports appear to be open to the negotiation of concepts such as legality or 

understanding of the notions of marriage and family, allowing space for many actors 

of actors to voice their stances.  

 

9.2.3. Representation of the legitimation strategies in the debate 

The present study applied a deductive analytical approach, adopting van Leeuwen’s 

model of legitimation (2008). The initial part of the analysis found that only the main 

branches were efficiently applicable in the annotation process in the context of media 

discourse. This finding supports the adaptation of leaner models discursive 

legitimation as suggested by Vaara et al. (2007) and Erkama and Vaara (2010).  

The social actors across both corpora predominantly use legitimation by morality and 

rationalisation. The former was applied by evaluating different definitions of marriage 

and family and was in the focus of the referendum supporters, particularly the 

representatives of the Roman Catholic Church. The referendum-opposing actors 

focused on evaluating the agenda behind the referendum and its potential impact on 

the state of LGBT and human rights in general in Croatia.   

Rationalisation-based legitimation yielded the most diverse range of discursive 

strategies, particularly in terms of the topics. In addition to introducing more or less 

scientific arguments on why the heteronormative definition of marriage is or is not 

favourable, the social actors addressed the potential effect of the referendum on the 
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country’s economy, the welfare of its citizens and its reputation in the world.  The 

tradition and “Croatian values” served as a source for legitimation by authority for the 

referendum-supporting social actors, whereas the opposition mostly drew on the 

legislation and institutions to legitimise their views on the referendum. While legal 

and political experts were called on to offer opinions on the legality of the referendum 

procedure and the status of the referendum outcome, as well as the possible 

repercussions of the Constitutional change, very few experts were consulted regarding 

the concent of marriage itself. The studies some of the actors referred to were focusing 

on the upbringing and wellbeing of children, rather than experiences of partners 

forming the marital union.   

Discursive strategies built on mythopoesis were employed to frame both the 

referendum and the prospects of Croatia introducing same-sex marriages as a 

diabolical plan to debilitate the nation’s development and prosperity. Furthermore, the 

supporters of the referendum were equaled to fascist and racists, and the opponents 

are presented as posing a grave and immediate threat to the all the heterosexual couples 

and families. 

Finally, the legitimation by majority emerged in the process of annotation as a form 

of discursive legitimation distinct from the four other branches. The main premise of 

this type of legitimation is that actions or views which are supported by the majority 

of the group are by default not only binding but also morally good and rationally 

founded. The ambiguous element of legitimation by majority is that it is unclear who 

is considered to be a majority in a given situation and at what stage of the debate 

process. As a corollary, this ambiguity prompted some of the actors in the reports to 

question democracy but also address the phenomenon of citizen activism and 

mobilisation across different spheres of Croatian society.  

 

9.3. Contributions of the study 

The present study makes several contributions to the field. Firstly, it adds to the current 

state of knowledge in specific and general terms. The 2013 referendum in Croatia was 

the first one not to be initiated by the authorities and has changed the Constitution so 

that it will never be possible for same-sex partnerships to be legally called marriage. 
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Inadvertently, it also created a space for a nation-wide discussion of LGBT rights and 

gave voice to the LGBT community and their supporters. 

However, apart from the conference paper by Dobrotić et al. (2015) looking at print 

newspapers, there is no research focusing on the online media reports on the marriage 

referendum debate in Croatia, particularly language-focused. The current study 

addressed this gap through the quantitative and qualitative analysis of the language 

used in the corpus of online media reports. Furthermore, the contribution of this study 

is in a manifold approach to the marriage referendum debate, offering an insight into 

the language used to represent the topics, socials actors involved, and the legitimation 

strategies employed by the actors.   

Additionally, the analysis of the corpus of international reports, the study expanded 

the focus to include how the debate was reported on in the online media reports in the 

English language, published for a global audience. This helped highlight the 

differences in the role of the media in the international and national corpus; the former 

mostly reporting on the human rights and minorities aspect of the debate, and the latter 

preoccupied with the legality of the referendum procedure. In general, the study 

contributed to a better understanding of the issue of anti-minority movements and their 

construction in the media discourse of post-transition countries, as well as showcased 

an example of direct-democracy exercised with few legal restrictions.   

Regarding methodology, the innovation this study offers is in its approach to social 

actors. While many studies explore construction and representation of social actors in 

discourse (van Dijk and Wodak 2000, van Leeuwen 2008, KhosraviNik 2010), there 

is no clear framework on how to identify the actors in the text in the first place. To 

address this, I focused on the representation of the actors’ involvement in the debate, 

realised through their statements. The model I propose in section 6.2. Approaching 

social actors draws on the transitivity system (Halliday 1985, 2014) and uses verbal 

processes in the corpora as a tool for locating social actors as sayers. The analysis of 

the concordance lines containing verbal processes allowed me to further investigate 

and categorise social actors. This approach proved effective for the analysis of social 

actors in media discourse. 

The theoretical contribution of the study is primarily in the adaptation and 

development of the model of discursive legitimation proposed by van Leeuwen 
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(2008). The application in the analysis of the media discourse revealed that the thin 

branches of the model were not as operational for the analysis of a larger volume of 

data, although both corpora were downsampled.  On the other hand, the first level of 

categorisation was found applicable to the data used in this project. Regarding the 

categories of legitimation, the study proposed a new type of legitimation strategy. The 

findings suggest that legitimation by majority surfaces from and alongside other types 

of legitimation found in the corpora. Relying on the premise that any viewpoint or 

action supported by majority is rightful, this type of discursive strategy incorporates 

different elements of legitimation by rationalisation, morality and authority. However, 

the problematic aspect of legitimation by majority is that the notion of the majority, 

central to this discursive strategy, is not given but highly debatable. 

 

9.3.1. Potential applications of the study 

From a general methodological perspective, the present study may be of interest to 

anyone looking to compile and study two or more corpora in different languages (the 

following section will offer some of the methodological reflections), particularly 

working with debates or addressing potentially divisive phenomena.   

Considering the findings of the study in terms of the topics presented in the debate 

reports and the legitimation strategies used, there are recommendations that could be 

made for the spokespeople advocating for either of the sides, as well as media 

professionals 

. The analysis of the main topics in the national corpus showed a strong focus on the 

legal aspect of the referendum and many social actors directed their attention to the 

procedural matters surrounding the referendum and used technical field-specific 

language. A potential risk of swaying the debate in this direction is that some of the 

audience might have detached the referendum and the act of voting from the impact 

the referendum outcome might have on their fellow citizens. Drawing on this, I would 

suggest approaching the referendum topic in a more balanced manner, which would 

engage a wider portion of the society. 

Furthermore, while opening the space for the discussion of LGBT matters in the public 

space was a beneficial development overall, the polarisation between the two groups 
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of actors in the debate had likely had a detrimental impact on the quality of the debate 

and the engagement of voters. I would warn against the disdainful language used 

employed through legitimation by morality, as it is further alienating already 

marginalised and discriminated groups. Likewise, exaggeration in mythopoesis, 

although rhetorically effective, was unhelpful as it possibly trivialised the referendum 

topic.  

 

9.3.2. Learning points and methodological reflections  

My journey with this PhD project was a dynamic one, especially in terms of my own 

changing position as a researcher. The first draft of the research proposal was born out 

of annoyance and disappointment that I felt as a Croatian citizen witnessing the 

emergence of the initiative which I felt threatened the rights of several social groups. 

At the time of the completion, I no longer reside in Croatia have relatively few links 

left with the country. However, my critical stance has not diminished, although its 

focus has somewhat dispersed.  

One of the first challenges was to decide on the research objectives and questions. 

While I believe that looking at the actors, topics and legitimation captured the 

substance of the debate, there are many elements, particularly in terms media 

involvement, which did not fit the scope of this PhD project. It was the first time I 

used the WebBootCaTing method of corpus compilation, having initially attempted to 

compile the corpora manually, which was heavily influenced by my, on reflection, 

superficial knowledge of the media scene. The corpus compilation was successful, 

although adding meta-data to reports would have made corpora more user-friendly. 

This study was not only an exploration of the debate representation, but also 

methodological approaches. It was challenging to choose a single way to analyse data 

without narrowing my research questions, and in this project, I have decided to 

combine several approaches. The analysis of the main topics represented in the 

entailed a fairly conventional corpus approach to discourse, relying on the collocations 

and qualitative analysis of the concordances. With the social actors, I have focused on 

their role as sayers, highlighting debate as communication. The initial stages of this 

process were time-consuming but were helpful in identifying the actors represented 
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most prominently in the corpora. For the exploration on the legitimation strategies it 

was not possible to use single collocates as a ‘way in’, so answering the final research 

question needed a different approach. By down-sampling the corpora, I was able to 

pay the same attention to all the data within the samples identify and analyse different 

discursive strategies, ranging from phrases, to sentence or even paragraphs.  

 

9.4. Limitations of the study 

There are some limitations recognised with regard to the current research project. 

Firstly, the corpora compiled, although arguably representative, are relatively small, 

and this strongly influences the generalisability of the findings. The corpora also 

included text only, as my study focused on the language, and had not adopted a multi-

modal approach. Secondly, since I have manually conducted some aspects of the 

corpora compilation, it is possible that I have made mistakes by including or not 

including relevant contents. Similar might be claimed for the tagging of the corpora.  

Furthermore, the two corpora, although including all the WebBootCaT-ed sources, are 

disproportionate in size and this imposes limitations in quantitative-based 

comparisons. Also, the international corpus is highly heterogeneous in terms of data 

sources. The articles are produced in vastly different working contexts and very 

different media working practices, which needs to be taken into consideration when 

comparing the findings of the qualitative analysis. 

With regards to the analysis of the legitimation strategies, this was done by the 

researcher only, and there was no second annotator, as it was difficult to find a 

researcher fluent in both Croatian and English language and sufficiently familiar with 

van Leeuwen’s model of legitimation and linguistic research in general. However, I 

have discussed the processes and problematic instances and carried out two rounds of 

analysis to achieve consistency and standardise the annotations across both samples. 

To ensure the analysis is feasible, I made a decision to downsample the data and, even 

though I focused on the richest samples and frequent patterns, it is possible that I have 

missed some of the noteworthy language features. Finally, due to the scope of the 

current project, it was not possible to address all the aspects of discourse which would 

have contributed to a better understanding of the case study. I decided to focus on who, 
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what and how questions in the reports’ language, arguing that these capture the crux 

of the marriage referendum debate. 

 

9.5. Recommendations for further research  

The contributions and limitations of this project presented earlier in the chapter reveal 

several areas where further research would be welcome. Firstly, in terms of the type 

of data used, it would be valuable to adopt a multimodal approach and explore the 

aspects of the debate other than textual, particularly the choice of photographs in 

reporting in both Croatian and global media.  

Furthermore, the analysis of the “In the Name of the Family” and opposing initiatives’ 

campaigns in the social media, as well as citizen journalism in response to the 

referendum initiative would add to the understanding of the social processes in 

Croatian society. The differences between the findings in the national and international 

corpus show that news is not simply translated for the international audience and, 

highlight the need to further explore the role newswire agencies as mediators and 

creators of information.  

One of the methodological challenges of the current project was identifying social 

actors in the text. In Chapter 6, I proposed an approach based on Hallidayan Systemic 

Functional Linguistics where, in the context of a debate, the social actors were defined 

as sayers and located in the texts based on their participation in verbal processes. 

Future studies replicating the approach with different sets of textual data would be 

beneficial in further developing the methodology of identifying and analysing social 

actors in different types of discourse.  

Finally, with regards to the theoretical framework of legitimation, this project argues 

that discursive strategies based on the majority constitute a distinct form of 

legitimation. Considering the more recent political developments world-wide where 

direct democracy is exercised in the form of a referendum, with varying constitutional 

constraints, further conceptual work is urgently needed to address this type of 

legitimation, explore its features in the public discourse, and understand how it is 

employed by social actors in different contexts.  
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