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PATRIZIA CATELLANI - FAUSTO COLOMBO - PATRIZIA MILESI -
MASSIMO SCAGLIONI - MARINA VILLA

What Has Been and What Should Have Been

The Representation of the Government’s Performance in a
Television Interview with Italian Prime Minister Berlusconi

1. Introduction

When they reconstruct the government’s performance, both politicians in
power and their interlocutors are likely to focus not only on what has hap-
pened but also on what could or should have happened. In making this com-
parison between reality and its alternatives, everyone makes reference to
their own expectations or reference standards, that is, to what is perceived
as ‘normal’ or ‘right’. If the politician in power, and people who are on the
same political side, seeks to emphasise the coincidence between the gov-
ernment’s performance and these reference norms, others may instead em-
phasise the discrepancy between the performance and those same norms or
other norms. :

In this paper, we analyse how the representation of a government’s per-
formance may shape itself during a televised political debate. We examine
an episode of a well known Italian infotainment programme, «Porta a Por-
tan, devoted to the so-called ‘Contract with the Italian people’, a kind of
programmatic commitment in five points that the future Prime Minister Sil-
vio Berlusconi made with Ttalians five years before, undertaking to respect
it if he were elected. The presentation of the Contract, and the symbolic
signing ofthis, took place during a past episode of the very same programme.
Inthe present episode, Silvio Berlusconi, having reached the end of his man-
~ date as head of government, takes up the points of the Contract, attempting
to show that he has kept all the promises made. We could, therefore, say
that, through reference to the Contract, Berlusconi himself tries to establish
the norms with which to compare his performance in government. Manag-
ing to show a substantial coincidence between reality and expectations is
obviously important for a politician to confirm his image as a competent
and reliable person. Nevertheless, during the debate between Berlusconi
and his interlocutors, it is not only the case that the coincidence between
the performance and the norms referred to by the politician is placed in ques-
tion, but also that a variety of other reference norms are evoked, which the
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politician may not have met. These norms regard both the politician’s per-
formance and the way in which the politician communicates it to citizens
through the media.

To carry out our analysis of how the representation is shaped through
the comparison between reality and reference norms, we have adopted an
interdisciplinary perspective, by combining a psychosocial with a socio-
semiotic approach.

2. The Psychosocial Approach: A Comparison Between the Reality
and the Norms Evoked by the Social Context

When we compare reality with its alternatives, what has happened with what
could or should have happened, we use a particular type of reasoning, called
counterfactual reasoning (Kahneman - Miller, 1986; Roese, 1997). Both in
everyday life and in specific contexts (such as the political or the judicial
ones), there are several circumstances in which we are given to thinking
about how things might have turned out differently. In these circumstances,
we generate hypothetical scenarios where a factual antecedent is mutated
so as to undo the factual outcome. Sentences such as «If I had taken my
usual route, I wouldn’t have had that road accident» or «If our leader had-
n’t been involved in a scandal, we wouldn’t have lost the election» are ex-
amples of counterfactuals. We are more likely to generate counterfactuals
when we are faced up with events that we perceive as negative, or as ex-
ceptional, or in any event different from our expectations. The alternatives
that are more likely to come to mind are those consistent with our expecta-
tions or reference standards with respect to that type of event. These stan-
dards may concern what is ‘normal’, in the sense of what usually happens
in similar circumstances, or what is ‘normative’, in the sense of what should
happen in similar circumstances. In some cases, the counterfactuals deriv-
ing from reference to what is normal and to what is normative may coin-
cide (Catellani - Milesi, 2006). For instance, at the origin of the counter-
factual «If our leader hadn’t been involved in a scandal, we wouldn’t have
lost the election» there may be the reference standard whereby «leaders are
not usually involved in scandalsy, but also that whereby «leaders should
not be involved in scandals.

Psychosocial research has shown that counterfactual thinking has a sig-
nificant influence on the process of event explanation, the identification of
responsibilities and guilt in relation to these events, as well as the planning
of future actions. In the present study, our attention is especially focused on
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how counterfactual thinking can be used strategically in a televised politi-
cal debate, in order to defend or criticise the performance of a politician in
power. In our classification of counterfactuals employed in the political de-
bate we make reference to the Social Context Model of Counterfactual Con-
straints (SCMCC) (Catellani - Milesi, 2005), according to which counter-
factual thinking is constrained by reference to two main categories of norms:
a) norms triggered by the social context in which the event focused on took
place; b) norms triggered by the social and communicative context in which
the event is reconstructed. Consistently, we assume that counterfactuals ex-
pressed both by a politician in power and by the politician’s interlocutors
may be influenced: a) by the social context in which the government’s per-
formance took place; b) by the communicative context in which the gov-
ernment’s performance is reconstructed.

As regards the government’s performance, among the reference norms
evoked in the counterfactuals there might be the performance of previous
governments in the same nation or governments of other nations; or else
there might be ideal performances based on general and shared laws gov-
erning politics and economics (cf. Tetlock - Henik, 2005). For example,
a journalist might ask a politician: «Why, in a situation of crisis of con-
sumer spending such as this, has the government reduced taxes for the
high income population sector without reducing them for those on low in-
comes, as other governments have done?» The last part of the question
implicitly includes the counterfactual: «If the government had reduced
taxes for the low income population sectors, then things would have been
better».

As regards the communication context in which the government’s pet-
formance is reconstructed, we should consider that the televised debate is
a highly ritualised communicative context (as is, for instance, the context
of court proceedings) and it is therefore characterised by the presence of a
host of norms, to which people are expected to conform. These norms may
concern the turn-taking between the interlocutors, the degree of conflict
deemed acceptable, the level of complexity that the discourse can have, and
so on. If some of these norms concern the relations between direct inter-
locutors, that is, those actually present in the television studio (politicians,
journalists, experts, the audience, etc.), others concern the relations with the
indirect interlocutors, namely the viewers and, more generally, the electors.
The specific format of the programme within which the political debate
takes place may lead to a further definition of the communicative reference
standards. For example, the programme «Porta a Portay» that we are dis-
cussing is typically characterised by the presence of a low level of conflict
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between the interlocutors and-broad scope:for the politician guests to ex-
press their positions without being contradicted or interrupted by the host.

It is more than likely, therefore, that in a televised political debate the
interlocutors sometimes focus not so much on the contents of the debate as
on the communicative context of it, highlighting the violation of one or more
context-related communicative standards. For instance, a journalist could
say to a politician: «Instead of answering my question on what you have
done, you have set about attacking your political adversaries» and in this
way implicitly express the counterfactual «If you had answered to my ques-
tion, your communication would have been more appropriate».

To summarise, we might say that when we express a counterfactual we
highlight that a reference norm has been disregarded. In this way the norm,
that might otherwise have gone unnoticed, is made salient. If the context in
which this happens is of the dialogue type, then it is very likely that the ex-
pression of counterfactuals corresponds to the emergence of a (more or less
accentuated) conflict between the interlocutors, due to the fact that one of
the interlocutors points out to the other that a normative expectation has
been violated.

3. The Socio-semiotic Approach: Television Editing and Viewing
Figures

To test whether the use of counterfactuals focused on the performance of
the politician in power or on his/her way of communicating raises the emo-
tional climate of the programme, we may analyse the verbal (and/or non-
verbal) reactions of the participants. However, other elements proper to the
television medium may also be usefully analysed. In this study, we focused
our attention on the rhythm of the direction and the fluctuations in viewing
figures (Casetti - Di Chio, 1998; Grasso - Scaglioni, 2003).

The direction choices, from the identification of the shot to the rhythm
of the editing, constrain what the viewers see (e.g., either the speaker or the
reactions of the listeners) and what they are asked to direct their attention
to (a movement, a mannerism, a certain object or notice, but also the very
discourse that one of the participants is developing).

As regards the variations in viewing figures, they may be considered, at
least partially, as indicators of the attention that viewers devote to the pro-
gramme they are watching. The minute-by-minute audience flow on the Au-
ditel TV ratings may offer a quantitative indicator of the viewing dynam-
ics. In order to do this, we must first of all distinguish between two differ-
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ent kinds of viewing dynamics: schedule-driven dynamics and text-driven
dynamics.

Schedule-driven dynamics depend on the entire landscape of the broad-
casting output at a specific time. In this case, relevant factors are: a) the end
of prime time programming and the re-distribution of viewers between the
national channels after 11 p.m.; b} the decrease in the overall audience of
the broadcasting over the night time period (Figure 1).

Fig. 1 - Minute by minute viewing figures of terrestrial broadcasting
on December 19", 2005
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Text-driven dynamics are more specific dynamics depending on the con-
struction of the programme itself and on the audience flow it is able to gen-
erate. In this case, the relevant factor seems to be the talk and dialectic an-
imation during the programme. In short, in the minute-by-minute audience
flow we can see an increase in ratings during the more conflict-ridden and
combative phases of the debate.

Distinguishing between schedule-driven and text-driven dynamics is par-
ticularly useful for identifying and isolating the most viewed moments of
the programme, bypassing the increasing/decreasing logic depending on
schedule reasons.
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4. Aims and Hypotheses

Our analysis of how the representation of the government’s performance is
constructed in the televised debate was focused on the comparisons, as re-
ferred to by the participants in the debate, between the actual and the ex-
pected performance of the politician in power. As already mentioned, we
hypothesised that reference to a reality different from expectations through
the use of counterfactuals would increase the level of conflict between the
politician and his interlocutors, and that this would in turn be reflected in
the rhythm of the television direction and the viewing figures for the pro-
gramme. Research on communication conflict often makes reference to a
distinction between an ad rem communicative conflict, focusing on the con-
tents of the communication exchange, and an ad personam communicative
conflict, focusing on the interaction, and often more generally on the rela-
tionship between the interlocutors (Mizzau, 2002; Watzlawick - Beavin -
Jackson, 1967). Using this type of distinction in our analysis, we expected
counterfactuals focused on the politician’s actions to favour the emergence
of an ad rem conflict, in which the interlocutors would clash over a differ-
ent view of the contents of the debate. On the contrary, we expected coun-
terfactuals focused on the politician’s communication methods to more eas-
ily bring about the emergence of an ad personam conflict, in which the in-
terlocutors would end up attacking each other as people, accusing each oth-
er of being incapable of establishing an appropriate communicative rela-
tionship.

5. Method

5.1. The TV Programme

The analysed episode of the programme «Porta a Portay took place on the
first RAI channel on 19 December, 2005. The main guest was, as men-
tioned, Italian Premier Silvio Berlusconi. Among the other guests, in the
studio there was trade unionist Luigi Angeletti; remote guests, visible on
large screens, were journalist Vittorio Feltri and industrialist Diego Del-
la Valle. :

The analyses carried out on this programme concern the presence of
counterfactuals in the debate, the editing of the television programme and
the viewing figures, in accordance with the criteria specified below.
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5.2. Analysis of Counterfactuals

Counterfactual thinking can be expressed in the discourse explicitly through
the use of hypothetical periods of unreality. More frequently, however, it is
conveyed implicitly, through linguistic indicators alluding to scenarios that
have never occurred in reality or to unrealised expectations. In order to iden-
tify the counterfactuals present in the programme examined by us, the whole
text was first transcribed word-by-word and then analysed, identifying the
linguistic indicators of counterfactual thinking (Catellani - Milesi, 2001;
Sanna - Turley, 1996), which are summarised below.

1) Hypothetical conjunctions used in hypothetical periods of unreali-
ty (of the type if...then...), gerunds and relative pronouns with hypotheti-
cal value of unreality. For example, the sentence: «A tremendous success
that could never, ever have been brought home by someone who was not
authoritative» implicitly hints at the counterfactual hypothesis: «That suc-
cess would not have been achieved if someone had not been authorita-
tiven.

2) Conjunctions, adverbs and adverbial syntagms making reference to
scenarios that have never occurred in reality or to expectations that have
not been met (e.g., you can't exactly, without, even, not even, besides). For
example, in the sentence: «There are 3701 neighbourhood policemen in the
vast territory that is Italy, but you can t exactly do it like that, with a wave
of the hand, and have people take up a new profession» a counterfactual is
implicit of the following type: «If only we could have people that take up
anew profession with a wave of the hand...».

3) Reinforcing or superlative adverbs and extreme formulations indi-
cating that a phenomenon has occurred to a decidedly greater/lesser degree,
or very differently, compared to what we expected (e.g., indeed, truly, nev-
er, nobody). For example, in the sentence: «I can tell you that there has in-
deed been a truly important decrease in all offences that harm people» a
counterfactual is implicit of the following type: «If there had not been such
an important decrease in offences...».

4) Negations (for example, nof) both when they are contained in allu-
sive and polemical, often accusatory passages, in which a comparison is es-
tablished between what has happened and what could/should have happened
and when they are contained in passages that rebut accusations that they
could/should have acted differently. For example, in the sentence: «Let us
always remember this, that we have inherited problems, we did not create
them» an implicit counterfactual is contained of the following type: «If we
had been the ones who created the problems...».
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As well as to identify the counterfactual reasoning, the indicators list-
ed above have been used to highlight prefactual reasoning. This second
type of reasoning is similar to the first, since it too involves a mental
process in which alternative scenarios to reality are simulated. The dif-
ference between the two types of reasoning consists in the fact that in
the case of counterfactual reasoning the scenarios simulated mentally
concern the past, whereas in the case of prefactual reasoning they con-
cern the future. The linguistic indicators used for the analysis of prefac-
tual reasoning are therefore wholly similar to those described above, with
the only difference that all the scenarios envisaged are projected into the
future.

5.3. Analyses of the Editing of the TV Programme and the Viewing Figures

Two socio-semiotic analyses were carried out on this programme, in ac-
cordance with the criteria we specify below.

The first consists of recognition of the direction techniques employed.
We focused in particular on two dimensions: the rhythm associated with
the more or less fast succession of shots (longer sustained shots corre-
spond to a slower rhythm and vice versa) and the fype of shot employed
(Barbieri, 1996). In both cases we made a comparisons between the sec-
tions of the programme including counterfactuals and the rest of the pro-
gramme.

«Porta a Porta» always has a certain arrangement of the participants in
the studio, with a contrast between the host standing and the guests seated,
as well as the ‘remote’ guests visible on large screens behind the guests in
the studio. Corresponding to this is a certain rhythm of the editing, which
is mainly concentrated on the speaking guest, but quite regularly also sam-
ples the listening behaviour of the audience in the studio, the other guests
and the host himself. If this rhythm may be considered as the norm of this
programme, in our analysis we focused attention on the deviations from this
norm, which may consist in the speeding up or slowing down of the thythm
of the editing, or the changing of the type of shot that acts as the basis for
the staging of the programme.

The second socio-semiotic analysis regards the viewing figures. Here
too we did an analysis by comparison, focusing on the deviations from the
norm of the programme. To evaluate the effectiveness of given sections of
the programme, we compared the number of viewers watching a given sec-
tion of the programme with the mean number of viewers of that programme.
In doing this comparison, we also took into account the general trend of the
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television audience at that time of the day. «Porta a Porta is a programme
in the late evening segment of the television broadcast, when viewing fig-
ures tend naturally to decline as the minutes go by. Therefore, a section of
the programme can be considered effective not only if the related viewing
figures increase, but also if they remain the same, despite the natural ten-
dency towards reduction.

6. Results

As already mentioned in the introduction, the first norms referred to in
the programme examined by us are those suggested by Berlusconi him-
self. The government’s performance is compared with the five points pro-
vided for by the so-called ‘Contract with the Italian People’, signed by
Berlusconi five years earlier in an episode of the same programme. In a
section of the programme characterised by a low level of conflict (i.e.,
with relatively obliging interlocutors, host Bruno Vespa and the editor-
in-chief of a right-wing newspaper, Vittorio Feltri), Berlusconi has the
opportunity to say that there has been a substantial correspondence be-
tween the performance of the government and the expectations defined
by the Contract with the Italian People. Where these expectations have
not been met, this has been for exceptional, unpredictable, and uncon-
trollable reasons.

More interesting for our purposes is the analysis of two subsequent sec-
tions of the programme, in which two less obliging interlocutors (trade
unionist Luigi Angeletti and industrialist Diego Della Valle) focus their at-
tention on normative expectations that are different from those initially set
by Berlusconi, highlighting (through recourse to counterfactuals) that these
expectations have not been met. While the first of the two interlocutors
places the emphasis on a violation of expectations regarding the govern-
ment’s actions, the second places the emphasis on a violation of expecta-
tions regarding how the government’s performance has been communicat-
ed to the electorate.

It is late in the evening, and the normal trend for viewing would be a
gradual and increasingly significant reduction as time goes by. Instead, as
can be seen in Figure 2, between 11:58 p.m. and 00:14 a.m. the opposite
takes place: First a stabilisation and then a rather significant growth in view-
ing figures. Let us see what happens during this period of time.
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Fig. 2 - Minute by minute viewing figures of the analysed programme.
Interaction between Berlusconi and Angeletti and between Berlusconi
and Della Valle is highlighted
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6.1. Focus on the Politician’s Performance: Ad Rem Conflict

The first communicative exchange on which we focus our attention is that
between Berlusconi and Angeletti. In his speech, the trade unionist rejects
the reference norms established by Berlusconi from the outset, that is, those
included in the ‘Contract with the Italian People’, and instead makes refer-
ence to other norms, other expectations that would have been entirely ig-
nored by the government. The debated issue is the difficult economic situ-
ation of the country, and replying to a Berlusconi’s statement Angeletti says:

A: So, either misfortune or the euro have not been, so to speak, the real, the real
reasons... the real reasons have been others, that, for example, we had, for a long
time, been asking the Government to do two things that seemed to us to be sensi-
ble: the first was not to have all those taxes on wage increases paid; the second was
to revalue pensions. You have not done either one or the other. (...) The vast majo-
rity of the Italian population has an income... below thirty thousand euros... right?
... these people should have been helped and since financial resources are not, unfor-
tunately, unlimited, you should have done what we suggested, concentrate all the
resources on these people, not make us pay the taxes on the wage increases, be-
cause contractual increases are only received by employed workers, and revalue
pensions. It was a matter of making two specific choices!
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In the above quotation, as in those that will follow, the linguistic indicators
of counterfactuals are underlined and the whole text of the implicit coun-
terfactuals is reported in italics. If stated explicitly, the above counterfac-
tuals would have been: «If the government had not had all those taxes on
wage increases paid, things would now be going bettery, «If the govern-
ment had revalued pensions, things would now be going better», and so on.

Berlusconi replies in various ways to Angeletti, which is already in it-
self a signal of the tension created in him by the accusation of the trade
unionist,

Initially, Berlusconi denies the violation of the expectations referred to
by Angeletti in his speech.

B: That’s what we have done!
A: But that’s not true; you’ve done the opposite!

Then Berlusconi counterattacks, saying that other expectations have been
violated by the trade unionists.

B:... These gentlemen have held twenty thousand strikes in the last two years. When
the Left was in power strikes could be counted on the fingers of your hands. Why
did you not come out with these things with the Left, since they existed then too?

Subsequently, he highlights that the respecting of the norm referred to by
Angeletti would have been impossible or would have had negative conse-
quences.

B:... six million people that can be in conditions that we consider difficult... now,
there isn’t exactly the possibility for the State to go and support pensions with pay-
ments that are for every month, for every year, so they have a profound effect on
the government budget for everyone.

Thus, in this phase of the programme, we note an escalation in the conflict
between the interlocutors. The analysis of the editing seems to confirm this
departure from the normal course of the programme and, as we have already
said, viewing figures visibly increase.

Let us focus on the editing rhythm in some more detail. At the begin-
ning of the exchange between Berlusconi and Angeletti the editing rhythm
substantially coincides with the mean rhythm of the whole programme
(around 7 seconds per shot). After Angeletti accusation (see above), the
rhythm of the editing sensibly increases. In the period of time between
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minute 50° 58” and minute 52’ 30”, we count 28 shots, with a mean dura-
tion of about 3 seconds each. The fast and furious nature of the verbal ex-
changes between the protagonists and the overlapping of voices makes it
very difficult for the direction to alternate shots between the speaker and
the listener as usual. The direction tries to follow the speaker, who never-
theless changes continuously. There emerges a fast rhythm, capable of grab-
bing the attention of the viewer (probably already drawn by the simple ver-
bal conflict as such). This thesis is supported by the trend of the audience,
where precisely in these minutes there is a halt to the descent, typical of this
evening segment of the TV broadcast (see Figure 2).

It is interesting to note that the viewers’ attention increases precisely at
the moment when it is hardest to follow the arguments, due to the excite-
ment of the discourse, to the overlapping voices and to the very alternation
of images. ‘

6.2. Focus on the Politician’s Communication: Ad Personam Conflict

But the viewing figures reach their peak in a subsequent moment during the
programme, when Diego Della Valle, a well known Italian entrepreneur, in-
tervenes in the debate, shifting the attention from expectations related to the
government’s performance to those related to the way of communicating
this performance, and notes that Berlusconi has not met these expectations.
In his speech, Della Valle makes reference to a communication strategy used
by Berlusconi in the first part of the programme: to illustrate the actions of
his government by showing tables and drawings representing the social sec-
tors that, in his view, had benefited particularly from his government.

DV: But, well, I repeat, I don’t want to make a political discourse, believe me. As
a citizen and as an entrepreneur, I only want you to be aware of some things. As a
citizen: we do not need campaigns where someone goes around with some leaflets
and thinks that we are all illiterate... and shows us how things have been done...
why? Italians are not illiterate and, above all, if for an instant you close your eyes
and think about a family of normal people who work in a factory, with a child who
is studying and with an aunt receiving a pension, none of these has a relaxed futu-
re, we cannot present them with a leaflet again and say that tomorrow everything
will be all right.

Through the use of negation («we do not need...»; «we cannot...»), Della
Valle clearly highlights the fact that the communication norms used by
Berlusconi are not the ones he should have kept to. Thereafter, he introduces
the reference to how we expect a politician to communicate, arousing a
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strong reaction from Berlusconi, who initially seems to share the new ref-
erence norms, but then denies them firmly.

DV: Iwould be happier as a citizen if you were to say: we have been able to do so-
me things, others we have not ...

B: That is what I am saying!

DV.... we haven’t been able to do them for these reasons, I, Berlusconi, have got a
series of things wrong...

B: None!

DV:... which are the followings...

B: None!

DV.... and I think that if you give me time...

B: None!

DV.... I will do the others well.

B: None!

The use of the present tense to describe an expected communication be-
haviour increases the perception that this behaviour has a value as a refer-
ence standard that is always valid. It is also a way to emphasise that Berlus-
coni has not followed this standard in the past and is likely not to follow it
in the future. This is clearly made explicit in the passage that immediately
follows, in which Della Valle draws inspiration from Berlusconi’s reaction
in order to explore fully the comparison between reality and expectations.

DV: But if you say that you have not got any wrong, in 50 million houses they are
smiling now, because in every house you have got at least one thing wrong. The-
refore, as a marketing expert, as you are, I only wish to tell you this: I repeat, the
evils of this country do not all come from the Berlusconi government, which does
have some responsibility for them, but they are structural and come from way
back. But, as an entrepreneur, what I ask you is... we need to make a very strong
ethical point, we need those who govern us now to place the respecting of the
norms at the first place... the morality and the support for others, and, incidental-
ly, above all for those who are in the most need. If we do not do these things, this
country will never get started again, we can’t say that we’re competitive. You are
now forced to be in Rome to work, let’s say, but for me and for many entrepre-
neurs like me, large and small, who have to go around the world and see what’s
happening, 1 assure you that life is hard. So, we need those who govern us today
and who will govern us tomorrow to give us the credibility that is to one side, near
to us, to sustain us and consequently also those who work with us. If I see you ar-
riving with a leaflet where you have done a few doodles, then I despair, do you
understand?
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In this passage, more than the presence of counterfactuals, we can observe
the presence, even explicit, of prefactuals, that is, hypothetical future sce-
narios (e.g., «If we do not do these things, this country will never get start-
ed again). If, as regards the past, the evocation of an expectation, and there-
fore counterfactual reasoning, is equivalent to the accusation that the inter-
locutor has not behaved as he should have, as regards the future, the evo-
cation of an expectation, and therefore prefactual reasoning, has the under-
lying idea that the interlocutor will probably not behave as he should.

Therefore, underlining that Berlusconi has infringed the rules of com-
munication with citizens leads Della Valle to question Berlusconi’s very ca-
pacity to establish a relationship of trust with citizens. At this point, the at-
tack no longer relates to the contents, but rather to the person (ad person-
am conflict) and it is no surprise that this brings about the emergence of a
situation of maximum conflict between the interlocutors. The evidence of
this is the long response from Berlusconi, which we will not show here in
full, but which begins with a strong attack on Della Valle as a person: «I am
embarrassed by the way in which you frame the question, because truly I
had never ... I did not believe that an entrepreneur could descend to such
levels of demagogy».

In this phase the viewing figures show a further increase in the surge of
interestin the programme. The viewing figures are increasing, going against
the usual trend towards reduction that is typical of this phase of TV broad-
cast in the evening (Figure 2).

From the point of view of the direction, the rhythm of the shots is just a
little above average, not showing the same excitement that we noted in the
case of Angeletti. Nevertheless, here too the direction style is different from
the normal course of the programme. To get an idea of what happens, we
should remember that Della Valle — unlike Angeletti — is a remote guest and
appears on a screen behind Berlusconi. This enables the two interlocutors
to be included in a single shot: on the right the whole figure of Berlusconi
seated; in the background, Della Valle, in a higher position. This shot is pres-
ent in 80” of the 138” of the overall duration of the section (57%). It en-
ables us to follow both Della Valle’s arguments and the Prime Minister’s
observations-interruptions, as well as the signs of nervousness and tension
from both. In this way it is possible to avoid continuous movement from
one interlocutor to the other, so the viewer can easily follow the dialogue.
Furthermore, the direction chooses to reduce to a minimum the other types
of shots usually employed in this programme (shots of the audience in the
studio, of the other guests and of the host), instead concentrating the atten-
tion on the two rivals.
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7. Conclusions

Our analysis has highlighted that the strategic evocation of alternative
scenarios to the real ones is one of the ways through which politicians,
journalists, and so-called opinion-makers construct the representation of
the government’s performance through political debates (also probably
orienting the representation and evaluation of this performance by citi-
zens). In the political debate analysed by us, the interlocutors often com-
pare what happened with what could or should have happened (counter-
factual reasoning) or with what could happen in the future (prefactual
reasoning). These comparisons between reality and possible alternatives
appear to be conditioned not only by reference to the social context in
which the government’s actions developed, but also by the communica-
tion and media context in which this action is reconstructed (see Social
Context Model of Counterfactual Constraints, SCMCC, Catellani - Milesi,
2005).

Increasingly, in today’s politics, it seems clear that the gaining of con-
sent depends not only on the quality of the action or the political programme
as such, but also, if not above all, on the way in which these are communi-
cated, given the increasing importance acquired by media in politics. Not
coincidentally, perhaps the event that has most characterised the 2006 gen-
eral election campaign in Italy was the tug of war between Prodi and Berlus-
coni over the rules that should characterise their TV face-off. Consistent
with this, from our analysis it has clearly emerged that what is questioned
in televised political debates is not only the politician’s performance, but
also the way the politician communicates. As we have seen, while the fo-
cus on the politician’s performance facilitates the emergence in the debate
of an ad rem communication conflict, the focus on the politician’s methods
of communication is more likely to determine the emergence of an ad per-
sonam communication conflict, which is notoriously more intense than the
previous kind and, probably for this reason, also more effective in attract-
ing the attention of the TV audience.

The evocation of a contrast between reality and expectations therefore
facilitates the emergence of a communication conflict and this in turn in-
creases the attention of the viewers. These dynamics can be used in various
ways by the protagonists in politics. In some cases, the comparison between
various alternative scenarios, as well as the communication conflict and the
increase in attention that derives from this, may serve to give us a gteater
understanding of politics by citizens, in the sense that citizens find them-
selves interested in evaluating a series of elements that are useful for mak-
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ing a knowledgeable political choice. In other cases, the alternative sce-
narios proposed and the communication conflicts deriving from them can
have the sole purpose of increasing the audience, and, after all, of increas-
ing political conflict as an end in itself. In these cases an increase in the at-
tention of citizens probably does not correspond to any increase in their po-
litical knowledge, but if anything a worsening of the prejudices already es-
tablished. Hence the importance of setting rules so that the role of reason-
ing more than that of spectacle may be emphasised. It is no coincidence that
the already mentioned face-to-face programme featuring Prodi and Berlus-
coni registered high viewing figures even though the rules for the direction
were totally rigid and non-violable.

The examination of how the representation of politics is constructed
through the media and of what the consequences are on the representation
of politics by citizens surely needs to be studied in further depth. To do this
it certainly appears useful, or even necessary, to integrate various discipli-
nary approaches, such as those of social psychology and socio-semiotics.
The research presented here, the result of the collaboration between people
working in these different disciplines, has been an attempt to progress in
this direction.
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