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ZAPEWNIAC [‘'TO ASSURE’]: REMARKS
ON THE ASSESSMENT PRESENT IN POLISH
VERBUM DICENDI USED IN TV NEWS PROGRAMMES

ABSTRACT: The journalists’ choice of verba dicendi in the function of reporting verbs
seems to be one of the tools enabling us to measure the objectivity of the news narra-
tive commentaries. The analysis of the sample material from two Polish TV news pro-
grammes (Fakty and Wiadomosci) depicts the range of assessing verba dicendi used by
journalists, and helps verify whether previous remarks on the linguistic features of those
verbs are applicable to the media language.
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Preliminary remarks

The aim of this article is twofold. First of all, the author would like to present briefly
all verba dicendi used in the analysed sample of TV news narrative commentaries'
with regard to the assessment (i.e., valuation) that is revealed in the utterances.
This would serve as a background and introduction to the second part of the arti-
cle, where the verb in question will be examined more precisely, with reference to

! The term narrative commentary is applied throughout the text to the part of the news
material where the journalist (the author) can be heard (as opposed to politicians, specialists,
scientists etc.).
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previous research concerning the speech act verbs. The author’s intention would
be to confront linguistic studies on this verb with its actual use in the natural
context of verba dicendi: journalists’ reported speech.

The criteria for the selection of lexical material (i.e., speech act verbs) were
adopted after the study of Zbigniew Gren (1994), enriched with the studies
of Marzena Stepien (2010) and Anna Wierzbicka (1987, see Chapter 3). The ana-
lysed sample shall include pre-election Sunday releases from September 1% to
October 6™ 2019 of two leading? TV news: Fakty (TVN) and Wiadomosci (TVPI,
TVP Info and TVP Polonia) before parliamentary elections in Poland in 2019°.

The tools of pragmatic linguistics (in the understanding of Renata Grzegor-
czykowa, 1990) will serve to describe the expressions in use. Their interpreta-
tion assumed from the context, situation, knowledge about the world and mem-
bers of the dialogue, “the analysis of nonce words, as well as all subtexts, allu-
sions understandable to speakers only in a specific situation” (Grzegorczykowa
1990, p. 30), i.e., intentional meanings of the utterance (consistent with the in-
tention of the sender). The crucial aspect of Polish TV news context is the so-
cially visible division between the channel that, by default, supports the ruling
party (TVP with its news programme Wiadomosci) and the other one that,
by default, supports the opposition (TVN with Fakty). It is worth verifying
whether this division is reflected in the valuation of speech acts verbs used by
the journalists.

State of research

Verbs from the group of verba dicendi have repeatedly attracted the interest
of Polish researchers, suffice it to mention comprehensive monographs by Emilia
Kozarzewska (1990), Zbigniew Gren (1994), Jolanta Chojak (2006) and Marzena
Stepien (2010). Polish verba dicendi are distinguished in those studies not only on
the basis of their meaning, but also due to formal characteristics, both of which
have been thoroughly investigated, depending on the author’s perspective
(the semantic, semantic-syntactical or formally grammatical one). For the pur-
pose of this text, the monographs of Gren and Stepien are crucial, because they
contain analyses of the verb zapewniac.

2 Kurdupski, M. (2020, styczen). ,,«Fakty» liderem ogladalno$ci w 2019 roku, «Wiadomo-
$ci» z najwiekszym wzrostem”. Retrieved from https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/ogla-
dalnosc-programow-informacyjnych-2019-rok-fakty-liderem-wiadomosci-do-gory [access date:
31.12.2021].

> These are precisely: September 1%, 8, 15%, 227, 29, October 6" 2019. The author would
like to express her gratitude to Laboratorium Badan Medioznawczych UW (Laboratory of Media
Studies) for sharing the recordings of Fakty and Wiadomosci.
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Apart from monographs, it is also worth mentioning articles addressing
the issue of verba dicendi; one of them being especially important for the purpose
of this text, i.e., Elzbieta Wierzbicka’s paper (1980). It is devoted to grammatical
and semantic features of the verbs with the meaning ‘moéwic¢’ [to speak/to say].
Another article, analysing the verb wysmiac (kogos, cos) (Banasiak 2019), al-
though is not directly related to the subject of this article, provides interesting
conclusions on the semantic and pragmatic aspect of mocking in the Internet
political discourse.

Finally, what should not be omitted, is the exhaustive study of a Polish linguist
concerning English verbs, English Speech Acts. Verbs: A Semantic Dictionary by
Anna Wierzbicka (1987), which would be used in this article as a point of refer-
ence for Polish verbs.

Without questioning the richness of these studies, the author would like to
concentrate on the issue that has been understudied, i.e., the presence of the com-
ponent of valuation in those verbs in a specific context: journalistic reported
speech, where lack of valuation and assessment is the evidence for the speaker’s
objectivity.

Linguistic valuation in the Polish language of media is currently a frequent-
ly discussed topic, and has already been meticulously examined with respect
to the propaganda texts in People’s Republic of Poland (PRL), just to mention
the studies of Jadwiga Puzynina (1993), Michal Glowinski (1990) or Jerzy Bral-
czyk (2003, concerning the language of Polish political propaganda in the 1970%).
The last linguist described the mechanisms of communists’ newspeak and pro-
vided a precise, methodologically structured list of linguistic tools that transmit
valuation (and are present in language regardless of political systems). His re-
marks on verba dicendi (Bralczyk 2003, pp. 88-91) had a significant impact on
the choice of utterances used in this analysis.

Verba dicendi in TV news narrative commentaries

The analysis of the first part of the article concerns all speech act verbs found in
the sample material. As it has been mentioned above, it covers Sunday releases
of Fakty and Wiadomosci, but the examples of verbs were excerpted only from
the utterances made by a journalist (the author of a given TV material) in the so-
-called narrative commentary, in the form of reported speech or citing direct
speech.

The period before the elections is of particular importance both to politicians
and voters: it is a time of increased persuasion on one side, and the willingness
to gain knowledge on the other. The role of mass media is, at least theoretically,
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to transmit information on political parties’ programmes as objectively as pos-
sible, so that the voters could make the right decision at the ballot boxes. This as-
sumption also refers to the choice of reporting verbs made by journalists in their
TV news materials: linguistic units should not contain the traits of the sender’s*
valuation. In case of verba dicendi, the valuation may be disclosed either in
the meaning of the verb (e.g. grzmie¢, [to thunder])° or in the context of the whole
utterance, according to the determinants of linguistic assessment in Bralczyk’s
terms (2003, p. 77f), as in the case of the quotations with the verb pyta¢ [to ask]
(which does not contain valuation in its lexicographical description®). In both
situations, the author of this article classified the verbs as verba dicendi with clear
(contextual) valuation (see Tab. 1).

Two types of valuation have been differentiated, describing either the solidar-
ity of the current sender (i.e., the journalist, S)) with the primary sender (e.g.,
a politician, S, ), marked by [+sol] or lack of solidarity, marked by [-sol]”. The term
solidarity reflects in this context the sender’s S, valuation, either positive or nega-
tive, which may be implied on the basis of determinants of linguistic assessment
present in the utterance (such as the meaning of the verb, the presence of assess-
ing lexemes, and the whole communicative situation understood in pragmatic
terms). The marker [+sol] will, therefore, describe the verb in the utterance (x,),
where S, (here: the journalist) valuates positively S, (e.g. the politician) and his or
her utterance (x,) addressed to the supposed recipient (here: the society future
voters). Let us provide examples for both types of valuation.

The verb krytykowaé [to criticize] has been classified as [-sol] on the basis
of its meaning (‘mowic Zle® o jakiej$ osobie lub rzeczy, wykazujac ich bledy lub
braki, WSJP/ ‘to speak badly of a person or thing, depicting their mistakes or
deficiencies’), and the context of the whole utterance:

* The current sender (i.e. the journalist, S,), as opposed to the primary sender (of the origi-

nal proposition, e.g. a politician whose words are quoted in the material, S,).

> This verb contains in its meaning the semantic component negatively valued ‘méwié
glosno, grozac lub pietnujac kogos lub cos’, WSJP (‘to speak out, threatening or stigmatising
someone or something’). Cf. ,,Odbudujemy polskg armie” - grzmi na partyjnej konwencji Grze-
gorz Schetyna, a zgromadzeni na sali bijg brawo ["'We will rebuild the Polish army,” thunders
Grzegorz Schetyna at the party convention, while those gathered in the hall applaud], W 6.10,
13’50”).

¢ See the definition of pytac¢ in WSJP: 1. ‘zwracac si¢ do kogo$ stowami, aby uzyskac jakas
informacj¢’ [to address someone in words to get some information]; 2. ‘egzaminowac’ [to exami-
nej.

7 These marks were applied, among others, in the methodology used by Jerzy Bralczyk
(2003) in the description of valuation used by the sender of political propaganda texts.

8 Increased letter-spacing in all cases belongs to the author.
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(1) Kampania wyborcza wkracza w decydujaca faze, partia rzadzaca sktada propo-
zycje dla pracownikéw i pracodawcdw, opozycja krytykuje. [The election cam-
paign enters a decisive phase, the ruling party submits proposals for employees
and employers, the opposition criticises.] (W 22.09, 0'4”)°

The quotation comes from the programme in public television, by default sup-
porting the government. The current sender describes the opposition’s statements
by the verb krytykowac [to criticise], as opposed to the ruling party, which skfada
propozycje [submits proposals]. There is a visible contrast between the positive
value of creating something (constructive proposals) and destroying it (revealed
by the verb krytykowac). The current sender valuates therefore the primary send-
er’s words negatively, which would be marked as [-sol].

The verb pytac [to ask] does not contain a semantic component positively
or negatively valuating in its lexicographical definition: zwraca¢ sie¢ do kogos
stowami, aby uzyskac¢ jakas informacj¢’ (WSJP, [to address someone in words to
get some information]). Let us, however, look at the examples:

(2) Grzegorz Schetyna'® pyta, ile kosztowala [konwencja PiS-u w Lublinie] podatni-
kéw, bo partie dostajg subwencje z budzetu. [Grzegorz Schetyna asks how much
it [=PiS convention in Lublin] cost the taxpayers, because parties receive subsi-
dies from the budget.] (F 8.09, 2°07”)

(3) Piotr Swierczek!! pyta, czy rzeczywiscie wszystkie [loty rzadowe o statusie
»head”] byly misja oficjalng. [Piotr Swierczek asks if indeed all [government fli-
ghts with the ‘head’ status] were official missions] (F 8.09, 445”)

Both quotations were excerpted from the channel, by default identified in public
perception with the opposition. In both contexts the verb pytaé [to ask] is used
rhetorically, and it superimposes some doubt, disbelief on the content of the infor-
mation. The later part of the material describes either too lavish character of a rul-
ing party’s convention (2) or the alleged government abuses of special flights (3).
In both examples, the current sender valuates the ruling party negatively and, at
the same time, the primary sender (who ,,reveals” in a way the government’s nega-
tive behaviour by asking) - positively. Moreover, it is difficult to imagine the current
sender from Fakty to use the verb pytac with reference to the primary sender from
the government (*Jarostaw Kaczynski'? pyta...), just as it seems improbable for

°  Each source of quotation from TV news indicates the name of the programme (W - Wia-
domosci, F — Fakty) and the accurate time of the end of utterance.

1 Grzegorz Schetyna is a member of the opposition party, Civic Platform (PO), and its for-
mer president.

I Piotr Swierczek is a TVN reporter.

12 Jaroslaw Kaczynski is Deputy Prime Minister and president of the governing party, Law
and Justice (PiS).



54 Matgorzata Ciunovi¢

the current speaker from Wiadomosci to use this verb with respect to the primary
sender from the opposition that he is supposed not to solidarize with (*Grzegorz
Schetyna pyta...). The verb pytac is therefore qualified as [+sol].

As it may be observed above, even one component of linguistic valuation pre-
sent in the utterance was sufficient for the author to classify the verb as [+/-sol].
Such a broad approach may be of course debatable, but the aim was to depict all
possible tools of valuation through the choice of a given speech act verb.

The selection of linguistic units was made in accordance with Zbigniew Gren’s
approach (1994) that classified the verbs implying ‘speaking’ by the collocation
criterion (kryterium laczliwosciowe, Gren 1994, p. 22f). It consists in trying to
combine a verb with a phrase that signals the silence of the person referred to in
the sentence (cf. *W milczeniu poinformowat o zwyciestwie przeciwnika [He si-
lently informed about his opponent’s victory]). Additionally, the author of the ar-
ticle marked the verbs that, apart from the semantic component of ‘saying, con-
tain information on the knowledge unverifiable by the speaker, as it was precisely
described in Marzena Stepien’s dissertation (2010).

Polish verbs were subsequently juxtaposed with their nearest English equiva-
lents (according to the dictionary by Mizera et al. 2010) present in Anna Wierz-
bicka’s monograph (1987), where semantic explications for each speech act verb
were provided. The presence of a given verb in the classifications of Z. Gren,
M. Stepien and A. Wierzbicka was marked with G, S and W respectively.

Table 1. Verba dicendi with clear (contextual) valuation

valuation  n° of quotations classification
apelowa¢ (to appeal)® [+sol] 1 G, W
deklarowa¢ (to declare) [-sol] 1 G,S, W
dziekowa¢ (to thank) [+sol] 1 G, W
grzmie¢ (to thunder) [-sol] 1 G, S, W
krytykowac (to criticise) [-sol] 2 G,S, W
ostrzegac (to warn) [+sol] 1 G, W
podkresla¢™ (to stress) [+sol] 1 G, S, W
przekonywac¢ (to convince, [-sol] 1 G, S, W

to persuade)

B In order to simplify the notation in the table, the author lists the verbs in the infinitive
form, and not according to the scheme X (verb 3sG) (sth / that p). The verbs were used either in
reported speech or when quoting direct speech. Due to the purpose of the article, the issue of the
syntax schema and syntactical marks has been omitted.

" The verb appeared only once, in the phrase podkreslac znaczenie [to stress the meaning];
the English form to stress served to describe the verb zaznaczac as well.
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The list of speech act verbs with clear valuation consists of 21 linguistic units (out
of all 25 verba dicendi used in the analysed sample). Almost half of them were
qualified as [+sol], while 11 as [-sol]. It seems to be an impressively long list when
compared with the one of the verba dicendi that do not contain homogeneous
valuation (either [+sol] or [-sol]) or are neutral:

Table II. Verba dicendi neutral or without clear (contextual) valuation

_ [+sol] [-sol] neutral 7 G, W
- [+sol] neutral 4 G, S, W

> The phrase skfadaé propozycje was treated here as synonymous to proponowac present
in the studies of Z. Gren and M. Stepien, and to propose analysed by A. Wierzbicka.

¢ The verbs uwaza¢ and uznawac are not present in the above-mentioned monographs,
because they are not primarily verba dicendi. Nevertheless, their use in the sample material indi-
cates the contextual component of ‘saying’.

7" One quotation included in this group contains the phrase wzywac do rozméw [to call for
talks], and not precisely rozmawia¢ [to talk]; grasping the pragmatic difference between those
two units would undoubtedly be interesting.
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This list consists of four linguistic units, with the basic verbs moéwic and rozma-
wiaé, and quite numerous representations in the analysed sample. Nonetheless,
the number of verbs that are clearly used without valuation is scarce.

X zapewnia, Ze [X assures that]

The verb chosen for a more detailed analysis is the one that has the biggest repre-
sentation in quotations among verba dicendi with clear valuation. Additionally, its
use in the context of TV news commentaries may lead to interesting conclusions.

According to the lexicographical entry (WSJP) zapewnia¢ means ‘moéowic
komus, ze co$ bez watpienia istnieje lub nastapi’ [to tell someone that some-
thing unmistakably exists or will happen]. Zbigniew Gren includes this verb in
the equivalent-synonymic group of verbal lexemes zargczaé [to vouch] (Gren
1994, p. 184), highlighting that ,the [primary, S ] sender communicates cer-
tain information to the [primary] recipient as if it were true (which is stated by
the metasender [current sender, S,] by classifying the speech act).”*® Transposing
this into the context of this article, the quoted politician considers his words to be
true/says something as if it was true, according to the journalist.

As one of the semantic properties of the unit ktos zapewnia kogos o czyms/
o tym, ze p [X assures sb about sth/about the fact that], Marzena Stepien points
to the following:

By selecting the verb zapewnia¢ (to assert) the current sender [S,] wants to say that
they admittedly do not know if the content of proposition is truthful, however they
are willing to say that it is false. They are inclined to do so, because to their mind re-
gardless of what the primary sender [S,] knows, they will say that the content of pro-
position is true. On the other hand, the primary sender expects that someone may be
willing to regard the contrary judgment as truthful, and they perform an act of speech
being a counter-reaction to this possibility. Thereby, they want to someone to become
convinced that p is true still (Stepien 2010, p. 176f).

According to the above description, the politician from our context would be
aware of possible disbelief on the part of society; the journalist (knowing that
the politician, regardless of what he knows, will state that what he says is true)
would rather be inclined to say that everything said by the politician is false.

Anna Wierzbicka (1987, p. 333f) provides a following explication of the ne-
arest synonym of zapewniac — to assure:

8 Originally: ,nadawca [pierwotny] przekazuje odbiorcy [pierwotnemu] okreslong infor-
macj¢ w taki sposdb, jakby byla ona prawdziwa (co stwierdza, klasyfikujac akt mowy, meta-
nadawca).”
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I assume that you are thinking of something that you would want to be true

I assume that you are not sure if it is true

I think I can cause you to be sure that it is true

I'say: X

I say this because I want to cause you to be sure that the thing that you would want
to be true is true

In this explication, the English verb to assure is a specific answer to the recipient’s
doubts, it ,,is matter of uncertainty and worry” (Wierzbicka 1987, p. 334)", it
implies both the uncertainty and the desirability of the state of affairs in question
(i.e., in our context, the unsure society wants to happen, to be true something an-
nounced by a politician). On the other hand, Stgpien argues that the last element
is absent in Polish zapewnia¢:

according to the researcher [A. Wierzbicka], the potential recipient of the message has
doubts as to whether something is true, and at the same time wants it to turn out to
be true. It seems that such an expectation is not included in the meaning of the Polish
verb zapewnia¢ (Stepien 2010, p. 112)%.

Let us verify whether the above observations stay valid in the context of the ana-
lysed utterances:

(4) Rzad zapewnia, Ze nie zostawi rolnikéw bez pomocy. [The government assures
that it will not leave farmers without help.] (W 1.09, 20°04”)

(5) Jak zapewnia minister rolnictwa, rzadowe pieniadze [dla rolnikdw] czekaja, ale
opozycja w wielu miejscach op6znia szacowanie strat [As the Minister of Ag-
riculture assures, government money is waiting, but the opposition is delaying
the estimation of losses in many places] (W 6.10, 6'34”)

(6) Wladze miasta zalecajg ostroznos¢ (...) ale zapewniaja jednoczesnie, ze woda
w kranach (...) jest zdatna do picia. [The city authorities recommend cau-
tion (...) but they also assure that the water in the taps (...) is safe to drink.]
(F 1.09,11°53”)

(7) (...) Prezydent Trzaskowski* zapewnil, ze o awarii (...) powiadomit wladze pan-
stwowe i stuzby natychmiast gdy sie o tym dowiedzial. [President Trzaskowski
assured that he had notified the state authorities and services of the accident as
soon as he had learned about it.] (F 1.09, 13°01”)

19

Bold type according to the original.

2 QOriginally: ,,zdaniem badaczki [A. Wierzbickiej] potencjalny odbiorca komunikatu ma
watpliwosci, czy cos jest prawda, i zarazem chce, aby to wlasnie okazalo si¢ prawda. Wydaje sie,
ze takie oczekiwanie nie jest wpisane w znaczenie polskiego czasownika zapewniac.”

2 Rafal Trzaskowski is a member of the opposition party, Civic Platform (PO), and Presi-
dent of Warsaw.
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(8) (...) Ale nie ma powoddéw do niepokoju, zapewniajg wladze miasta. [But there
are no reasons to worry, city officials assure.] (F 8.09, 11°23”)

(9) ,Stany Zjednoczone nigdy nie zrezygnuja z obrony wolnosci i niepodlegtosci Po-
lakéw” - tak wiceprezydent Mike Pence zapewniat podczas obchodéw wybuchu
ITws. Dzigki polsko-amerykanskiemu sojuszowi jeste$my bezpieczni, jak nigdy
weczesniej [“The United States will never give up defending the freedom and in-
dependence of Poles; assured Vice President Mike Pence during the celebrations
of the outbreak of WWII. Thanks to the Polish-American alliance, we are safer
than ever before.] (W 1.09, 13’°33”)

In each quotation containing this verb (4-9), it was used when the current sender
(S,) was reporting words used by the primary sender (S,) he supports (in case
of Wiadomosci - the ruling party, in case of Fakty - the opposition). The journal-
ist (the current sender, S,) is not inclined at all to say that all said by the politi-
cian is false (unlike it was suggested by Stepien, 2010, p. 176f) - on the contrary,
the journalist solidarises with the politician.

In all those contexts, the politician (the primary sender, S) is rather aware
of the possible disbelief in the part of society (the recipient), according to what
Stepien stated (and Wierzbicka with respect to the verb to assure). What is more,
the society - in all these utterances - may have some doubts (considerable or
slight), according to the journalist, whether what is announced by the politician
is true, and at the same time wants it to turn out to be true, just as Wierzbicka
suggested for the verb fo assure. It seems therefore that the use of zapewniac in
this specific, journalistic context, is close to (or even identical with) the Eng-
lish to assure, much closer than it was depicted by M. Stepien in her semantic
remarks.

Thus, the contextual meaning exceeds the lexicographical definition (‘to tell
someone that something unmistakably exists or will happen’). The persuasive
function of the use of the verb zapewnia¢ in the analysed context is to express
support for S and make the recipient believe that what S says is true.

It should be noted that only one quotation was classified as [-sol], perhaps due
to the use of past tense, and the distance to the primary sender created by this
grammatical form:

(10) Weczoraj zapewniali, Ze zegnaja bohatera [Kornela Morawieckiego], dzis klaska-
li Lechowi Walesie, gdy tego bohatera nazwal zdrajcg. [Yesterday they assured
they were saying goodbye to the hero [Kornel Morawiecki], today they clapped
Lech Walesa when he called the hero a traitor.] (W 6.10, 9°14”)

This is probably the context described by M. Stepien: her remark (i.e., the current
sender is willing to say that what the primary sender was saying is false) stays
valid for this (solitary) example.
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Conclusions

In the media referencing political discourse, verba dicendi play an important,
persuasive role, because many of them (if not the majority) have an evaluative
component inherent in their structure (e.g. krytykowac [to criticise], grzmiec, [to
thunder]) or in the context (e.g. pytac [to ask]). The range of speech act verbs
that contain valuation (either contextual or attributed to their meaning) present
in TV news narrative commentaries is far too abundant for the texts that should
meet the requirements of objectivity. In many cases, they could be successfully
replaced by their neutral equivalent or devoid of assessing context.

The analysis of the verb zapewnia¢ indicates in turn that the journalistic use
imposes valuation on the linguistic unit that was formerly described by slightly
different semantic features. It may be marked by [+sol] and positive valuation
of S, for what S, says, it implies that X, (what S, says) is true, and it is used to dispel
the recipient’s possible doubts. In all analysed examples the contextual meaning
of Polish zapewnia¢ coincided with the meaning of English fo assure.
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STRESZCZENIE

ZAPEWNIAC: UWAGI O OCENIE OBECNE]
W POLSKIM CZASOWNIKU MOWIENIA UZYWANYM
W TELEWIZYJNYCH PROGRAMACH INFORMACYJNYCH

Wybér okreslonych czasownikéw moéwienia w wypowiedziach relacjonowanych przez
dziennikarzy moze wskazywac¢, jak si¢ wydaje, na ile obiektywny jest komentarz narra-
cyjny danej wiadomo$ci. Analiza probki materiatu z dwédch programéw informacyjnych
(Faktow i Wiadomosci) pozwoli ukaza¢ zakres oceniajacych czasownikéw mowie-
nia uzywanych przez dziennikarzy i zweryfikowa¢, czy wczeéniejsze uwagi o cechach
jezykowych tych czasownikéw zachowuja aktualno$¢ w odniesieniu do jezyka mediow.

SEOWA KLUCZOWE: czasowniki méwienia, warto$ciowanie w jezyku, jezyk
w mediach
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