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ABSTRACT

In reference to the frequent breach of Paul Grice’s maxim about truth, this article seeks an-
swers to the questions: do Bulgarians recognize unreliable information in the media and what
is the role of linguistic means in the process of interpreting the truth of the media contents? It
discusses the results of an experiment aimed at verifying the roles of three groups of language
expressions in forming a sense of credibility or unreliability of journalistic information among
recipients.
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Linguistics of the Truth and the Post-truth

In his article “The Linguistics of Lying” Harald Weinrich emphasizes that people
lie with the means of language, and therefore linguistics can explain what is going
on in the language when the truth turns into a lie (Weinrich 1987, p. 44). In his
theory of conversation, Paul Grice reflects on what is being communicated, what
is or is not used in our speech, and what is understood and implied in the given
context (see Grice 1991). These dilemmas are essential in order to clarify the is-
sues of the truthfulness of information. The maxims of conversation put forward
by Grice in his “Theory of Implications”, which are united by the principle of
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cooperation between the participants in a conversation, can be used to elucidate
the matters that modern media is all about — truth and fabrication, post-truth and
fake news. The conversion maxims are as follows:

1. Maxim about the quantity (make your contribution as informative as is re-
quired, do not make your contribution more informative than is required);

2. Maxim about the quality (do not say what you believe to be false or that for
which you lack adequate evidence);

3. Maxim about the relation, or the maxim about the attitude of the addressee
towards the statement (be relevant);

4. Maxim about the manner (avoid obscurity of expression, avoid ambiguities,
be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity, be orderly) (Grice 1975, pp. 64—65, see also
Eftimova 2016, s. 68).

Of particular importance to the problem about the credibility of the content
is the second maxim about the quality of the contribution. The issue, according
to Jocelyne V. Marrelli, has several aspects. Among them, two are related to the
maxim about the quality:

— the correlation between the cognitive state of the speaker (sincerity) and

the content of the contribution;

— the correlation between the cognitive state of the speaker (adequate aware-

ness) and the content of the contribution (see more in detail in Marrelli
2002, pp. 1-48; Nicolova 2016, pp. 24-35).

Let’s have a look at the issues which these two aspects bring about. The correl-
ativity between the speaker’s sincerity and the veracity of the speech is to measure
the correspondence between the speaker’s actual thoughts and the meaning be-
hind the message. It is a complex task, however it’s established that there are areas
of social interaction in which the maxim about the quality of communication,
when it states that what is not certain should not be said, is neglected. Journal-
ism is such a field as well. Due to the pursuit of sensationalism, the contributions
are characterized as shocking, sensational, scandalous, without their addressees
believing in these characteristics. The pursuit of sensation forces them to break
the rule of sincerity.

Reflecting the adequate awareness of the speaker in the contribution is also vi-
tal in order to assess the credibility of the information. It stands to reason that the
speaker’s awareness is limited due to a variety of factors (time, place, educational
and cultural standard, etc.) and language provides means to make the audience
aware of the level of speaker’s understanding. These devices are called protec-
tive performatives or hedged performatives (see Nicolova 2016, pp. 30-31), or
devices of denoting fuzzy logic (Lakoff 1973), modifiers of the responsibility of
the writer (Markkanen, Schroder 1997, pp. 5-6).

Such protective performatives indicate, for instance, the source of the informa-
tion (e.g. so claim relatives of the victim, according to eyewitnesses, etc.) or the
confidence of the speaker in his adequate awareness about the event (e.g. prob-
ably, most likely, possibly, etc.). Such expressions “indicate a claim’s ambiguity
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and reduce it’s author’s responsibility for the veracity of the proposition” (Nicolo-
va 2016, p. 31). In journalism, they may be deliberately misleading the addressee
— they may seek to convince him of the truthfulness of the information, which is
not actually credible, by indicating an irrelevant or inaccurate/indistinct source
or to express confidence (or uncertainty) in the credibility of the information.
Ralph Keys, in his book “The Post-Truth Era” (2004), as well as Stephen Colbert,
popularize the word “post-truth” in its meaning “seemingly true even when it’s
not the truth” (OLD 2016), which fully corresponds to the manipulative retreat
from the maxim about the authenticity when stating an irrelevant/indistinct/inac-
curate source or a fake (non)confidence in the credibility of the information.

Therefore the maxim about the quality of the information, which should guar-
antee the veracity of the communication, is neglected for various reasons — due
to the inaccuracy of the speaker in certain activities', including journalism, ow-
ing to the speaker’s awareness and way of expression.

A study of the authentication of information via language expressions
in a journalistic text

The violation of the maxim of truth in its various aspects has raised interest in seek-
ing answers to the question whether the Bulgarian recognizes unreliable informa-
tion in the media and the role of linguistic means in the process of interpreting the
truth of the media contents. The results of a study by the sociological agency Alpha
Research commissioned by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, announced by the
BTV (2017), indicate Bulgarians have the skills to recognize fake news.

The results, however, exclude observations on the recipients’ interpretation of
the content and type of specific media texts. Therefore, in this article, I present an
experiment aimed at the verification of the role of some groups of language expres-
sions in creating a sense of credibility or incredibility of journalistic information.

Three groups of expressions according to the above-mentioned aspects of
the quality maxim of the contribution (do not say what you believe to be false or
that for which you lack adequate evidence) were chosen — one set of expressions
is linked to the correlation between the cognitive state of the speaker’s sincer-
ity and the content of the statement, and the other two sets — to the correlation
between the cognitive state of the speaker adequate awareness and the content
of the message, while the subgroups contain expressions (protective performa-
tives) of the source of the information and of the amount of confidence of the
veracity of the speaker’s statement.

I R. Nicolova points out “diplomacy, political discourse of manipulative nature in the media and
in institutions, bureaucratic speech, patient-to-patient communication, army communication, police,
to some extent in the court and in other places with different activities of the participants in the
communication” (Nicolova 2016, p. 29, see also in Dimitrova 2009, pp. 191-215).
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Illustration 1. A visual representation of the results of a study by the Alpha Research Sociological
Agency commissioned by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation on the Bulgarians’ skills to recognize
fake news

Expressions which Breaking
determine thetypeof | Scandalous
information Sensational

Shocking

Claimed a loved one, a relative, a friend;
Claimedindividuals familiar with the case
Accoring to eyewitnesses

According to our source

The source wished to remain anonymous

Itis probable, perhaps, it is possible, etc.

Definitely, without a doubt, absolutely
correct, etc.

Figure 1. Typology of the lexical expressions signifying credibility or incredibility

Source: Author’s own study with reference to Grice (1975).
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As aresult of this typology, a questionnaire was issued, containing instructions
for the respondents (see Table 1).

Table 1. Illustration of a matrix of the questionnaire

Identify what the listed language expressions express. Tick off your answer with a V.

Credibility of the | Incredibility of Doesn’t affect the
information the information credibility

Breaking

Scandalous

Sensational

Shocking

Claimed a loved one /
a relative / a friend

Claimed individuals
familiar with the case

According to eyewitnesses

According to our source

The source wished to
remain anonymous

It is probable, perhaps, it is
possible, etc.

Definitely, without a doubt,
absolutely correct, etc.

Source: Author’s own research.

The experiment was conducted among 51 students of the course “Journalism,
Public Relations and Book Publishing”.
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Results of the conducted study

The results are illustrated in a table, and are organized in graphs according to the
three lexical groups described above. Table 27 is a thorough representation of how
well the words and phrases in the three lexical groups are evaluated as ways to
express credibility or unreliability.

Table 2. Results of the study — total answers of respondents

Credibility of the | Incredibility of Doesn’t affect the
information the information credibility
Breaking 16 10 26
Scandalous 11 19 23
Sensational 12 20 21
Shocking 7 20 25
Claimed a loved one /
arelative / a friend 3 13 7
Clialmed individuals familiar 23 15 3
with the case
According to eyewithnesses | 30 18 3
According to our source 27 18 6
The source wished to remain 17 13 17
anonymous
Itis Probable, perhaps, it is 5 33 14
possible, etc.
Definitely, without a doubt, 43 3 5
absolutely correct, etc.

Source: Author’s own research.

2 Explanation of quantitative results in the table:

1 respondent did not give an answer about the first four words.

1 respondent has not responded to “according to eyewitnesses”.

1 respondent has not responded to “claimed a loved one, a relative, a friend”.

1 respondent gave the opposite answers to “the source wished to remain anonymous”. It is
reflected in the questionnaire.

Typically, respondents who answered that “it is probable, perhaps, it is possible, etc.”, are an
indication of authenticity, claim that “definitely, without a doubt, absolutely correct, etc.”are an in-
dication of unreliability, and vice versa.

1 respondent has given two answers — “incredibility of the information” and “doesn’t affect
the credibility” — for “according to eyewitnesses”. It is reflected in the questionnaire.

1 respondent has given two answers — “incredibility of the information” and “doesn’t affect the
credibility” — for “claimed a loved one, a relative, a friend”. It is reflected in the questionnaire.

1 respondent has given two answers — “incredibility of the information” and “doesn’t affect
the credibility” — “it is probable, perhaps, it is possible”, etc. It is reflected in the questionnaire.

1 respondent has given two answers — “incredibility of the information” and “doesn’t affect the
credibility” — “scandalous” and “sensational”. It is reflected in the questionnaire.

1 respondent has responded positively with the three answers to the first four words.
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It stands to reason that the expressions characterizing the confidence of the
speaker in the credibility of the information (also refer to Figure 1) are at the posi-
tive end of the confidence scale. This shows great confidence in the journalist’s
sincerity, which indicates the authenticity of the statement with linguistic means,
standing witness to their own confidence in the truthfulness of the information.
Thus, the widely shared view of undermined trust in the journalist, as well as
research showing new forms of journalism evolving because of the devaluated
values in the journalist profession, are all contradicted by another, as can be seen,
preserved trust in the journalist and their verification of events and facts.

The addressees do not suppose that signs of confidence in the veracity of the
information may be deliberately misleading or reflect the speaker’s delusion that
he is telling the truth, and those who display uncertainty in the credibility may be
an example of sincerity, since the speaker indicates, with their help, that she/he is
not sure about her/his statement. The largest percentage of respondents reported
the characteristics of uncertainty in the attitude of the journalist towards the reli-
ability of the reported information as indicators of unreliable statements. These
results lead to the assumption that the respondents trust only the signs of firm con-
fidence in the truth of the information, but often reject the more sincere and solid
signs (protective performatives) of doubt in the reliability of the reported informa-
tion. This conclusion proves that respondents are easily manipulated regarding the
truth of the information they receive via the media.
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According to eyewitnesses...

Graph 1. Curve showing the expressions regarding the credibility

Source: Author’s own research.
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Analysis of the results according to the three lexical groups

30
25
20 @ Credibility
151
104 O Incredibility
5 4
@ Doesn't affect
0 the credibility

Breaking Scandalous Sensational Shocking

Graph 2. Evaluation of the expressions which determine the type of information

Source: Author’s own research.

Respondents evaluate the expressions in this group as having no effect to the
authenticity of the information. The ratio between the ratings of the credibility and
incredibility is quite interesting. Only “breaking” received a high number of votes
when it comes to credibility, higher than the rating of the respondents who iden-
tify it as a sign of unreliable information. The other three expressions are more
likely to be considered signs of incredibility rather than proving the authenticity
of the journalistic text. This indicates that their presence in journalistic content
may undermine the trust of the audience. The presence of these adverbs, which
emphasize the sensationalism of journalistic materials, is a common practice: “It
is a well-established practice in websites and in televisions to envelop materials
with sensational titles. Often times the sensationalism in the title makes up for
the missing sensation in the content itself. Generally, headlines, especially those
of some websites, emphasize the «missing» information in the text — scandalous,
breaking, shocking” (Angelova, Popova, Neikova 2016, p. 30). The questionnaire
makes it obvious that recipients are already aware of this commonly used manipu-
lative technique, and tend to assess these expressions as signs of incredibility, or
tend to ignore them as insignificant in terms of the authenticity of the information.
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remain anonymous familiar with the case

Graph 3. Evaluation of the expressions characterizing the source of the information

Source: Author’s own research.

The expression “claimed a loved one/a relative/a friend” has received the most
votes in terms of credibility, followed by the phrases “according to eyewitnesses”,
“claimed individuals familiar with the case” and “according to our source”. All
expressions state the source of the information inaccurately and vaguely, which
mostly suggests that the speaker is inadequately informed or is attempting to ma-
nipulate the recipient — adding some sort of credibility to otherwise unreliable
information. However, in the assessment of the respondents, these expressions are
signs of the authenticity of the provided information. The quantitative results of
the three responses, in the expression “the source wished to remain anonymous”,
are so similar that it cannot be concluded whether there is a consensus on the ef-
fect of this phrase to the credibility of the information in the journalistic text.
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Itis probable, perhaps, itis Definitely, without
possible, etc. a doubt, absolutely correct,
etc.

Graph 4. Evaluation of the expressions, reflecting the confidence of the speaker/writer

Source: Author’s own research.
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The results for this lexical group have already been discussed (in the explana-
tion regarding Table 2). These expressions are the most popular among all expres-
sions in the quantitative dimensions of the high (or respectively — low) credibility
of the information. It is especially interesting that a certain group of expressions,
reflecting the certainty or uncertainty of the speaker in the veracity of the informa-
tion (“it is possible ...”), is also highly regarded as irrelevant to the authenticity
of the information. Similar doubts about the group of expressions, reflecting the
speaker’s confidence in the truth of what was said, have received an insignificant
amount of answers by the respondents.

Summary

The first group of expressions does not affect the credibility (refer to Graph 2). The
adverb “ekskluzivno” (“breaking”) creates a sense of authenticity of the informa-
tion, while the adverbs “skandalno” (“scandalous”), “senzacionno” (“‘sensation-
al”’) and “shokiraskto” (“shocking”) — of unreliability of the content. This leads
to the conclusion that recipients have already been aware of this commonly used
manipulative technique for adding sensationalism to journalistic materials and
tend to assess expressions as signs of incredibility, or tend to ignore them as insig-
nificant in terms of the authenticity of the information.

The second group of expressions creates a sense of reliability, although
sources are not specified (refer to Graph 3). This shows the audience’s trust in the
media and a low level of criticality and rigor to the specific mention of the source.
Only the expression “the source wished to remain anonymous” is a sign, in the
eyes of the recipient of the information, that it may be unauthentic, but the quanti-
ties of the three criteria which were evaluated are similar.

The third group of expressions (refer to Graph 4) contains a paradox. It is pos-
sible, via the uncertainty in the communicated information, that the speaker/writer
has remained true to the fact that the information is not accurate. Conversely, con-
fidence may be used to conceal false information. Despite all of this, respondents
point out the expressions of confidence as signs of credibility, and the expressions
of hesitation as signs of incredibility. Precisely this is a proof of the undeniable
trust in journalist as a guarantor of the legitimacy of the information.

Perhaps, this is why the issue regarding the post-truth and the fake news in
the media and in every social activity is so important to every society. Journalists
control the possibilities that language provides us with, in order to control the
truth, and the truth, according to Bollinger, is that property of the language which
allows us to be informed, since it is based on the reader’s readiness to share the
known information (Bollinger 1987, pp. 29-30).
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STRESZCZENIE

W nawigzaniu do czg¢stego naruszania maksymy jakosci Paula Grice’a o prawdzie podjgto pro-
be odpowiedzi na pytania: czy Bulgarzy rozpoznaja niewiarygodne informacje w mediach oraz
jaka jest rola srodkow jezykowych w procesie interpretowania prawdy dotyczacej zawartosci
medidéw? Omoéwiono wyniki eksperymentu majacego na celu sprawdzenie roli trzech grup wy-
razen jezykowych w ksztattowaniu poczucia wiarygodnosci lub zawodnosci informacji dzien-
nikarskich wérdd odbiorcow.

Stowa kluczowe: wiarygodnos¢, wyrazenia jezykowe, teksty dziennikarskie
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