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ABSTRACT 

 
 

Given that the basic functions of parliamentary Question Time are to provide information 

and to hold the Government accountable for its actions, the possibility of evasion occurring 

in such a context is of crucial importance. Evasion (equivocation) has been identified as a 

matter of concern in political interviews, but no systematic study has been undertaken in 

the context of parliamentary discourse, notably Question Time, anywhere in the world. 

 

This study applies and adapts Harris’s (1991) coding framework on various types of 

responses, Bull and Mayer’s (1993) typology of non-replies and Clayman’s (2001) work on 

how politicians ‘resist’ answering questions, all of which are based on political news 

interviews, to the study of evasion in Australia’s House of Representatives’ Question Time. 

A comprehensive, unified framework for the analysis of evasion is described, a decision 

flow-chart for the framework is provided, and an illustrative example of the applied 

framework is given based on Australia’s Federal House of Representatives’ Question Time. 

Put simply, the study was undertaken to determine if evasion occurred, how frequently it 

occurred and how it occurred. It involved the classification of responses as ‘answers’ 

(direct or indirect), ‘intermediate responses’ (such as pointing out incorrect information in 

the question), and ‘evasions’ based on specific criteria. Responses which were considered 

evasions were further analysed to determine the levels of evasion, whether they were covert 

or overt in nature and the types of ‘agenda shifts’ that occurred, if any. The thesis also 

involved a discourse-analytical study of other factors that appear to facilitate Ministerial 

evasion in Australia’s House of Representatives, including the Speaker’s performance and 

the use of ‘Dorothy Dixers’. 

 

The research data was sourced from Question Time transcripts from the House of 

Representatives Hansard for the months of February and March 2003, dealing only with 

questions and responses on the topic of Iraq. In those months there were 87 questions on 

the topic of Iraq, representing more than two thirds of all questions on Iraq for the whole of 

2003. Of these 87 questions, the majority (48) came from the Opposition party, through its 

leader. The balance (39) was asked by Government MPs. Analysis of the question/answer 

discourse for all 87 questions revealed that every question asked by Government members 
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was answered compared to only 8 of the 48 Opposition questions. Of the 40 remaining 

Opposition questions, 21 were given intermediate responses and 19 were evaded outright.  

 

The fact that the overwhelming majority (83%) of Opposition questions were not answered 

together with other findings such as instances of partiality on the part of the Speaker; the 

use of ‘friendly’, prearranged questions by Government MPs; and the ‘hostile’ nature of 

questions asked by Opposition MPs casts serious doubt on the effectiveness of Question 

Time as a means of ensuring the Government is held accountable for its actions. The study 

provides empirical evidence that evasion does occur in Australia’s House of 

Representatives’ Question Time. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
Introduction 

 
 
 
1.0 Introduction 

 

As a former British colony, Australia’s political system is based on Britain’s parliamentary 

system of Government. Parliament carries out various functions, including legislation and 

keeping the Government of the day accountable to its people. Accountability is pursued by 

various means, including the process of questioning. One forum in which this function is 

carried out is Question Time when ‘spontaneous’ questions, or questions without notice, 

are put to Ministers or their representatives by Members of Parliament (MPs). Officially 

Question Time has two main functions; it is an avenue for MPs to seek information and to 

hold the Government accountable for its actions. Accountability is compromised if evasion 

occurs during Question Time. This is a discourse analytical study covering the specific field 

of Australian parliamentary discourse. The main question this thesis addresses is whether 

evasion does occur during parliamentary Question Time and if, so, how frequently it occurs 

and what evasive strategies are used. However, since most of the studies on evasion in the 

political field involve broadcast interviews, the analytical framework takes on a 

multidisciplinary perspective. The study also looks at other factors that contribute to 

evasion as a whole, whether it is evasion in answering questions, or evasion of 

accountability.  

 

The following is a discussion of the Australian Parliament including a short description of 

Question Time. Also included is a discussion of the significance of this study and its 

potential to contribute to a number of fields, including the study of parliamentary discourse 

in general, evasion in particular, and to an extent, the accountability of the Government. 

The chapter concludes with a brief outline of this thesis. 
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1.1 The Australian Parliament 

 
Australia is one of the select few nations whose political system is based on the British 

model of Government known as the Westminster System. Parliament reigns supreme and 

like Britain, which has two houses of parliament (the House of Lords and the House of 

Commons), Australia’s Parliament consists of two houses – the House of Representatives 

and the Senate. Members of both houses in Australia are elected (Singleton et al. 1996). 

Australia’s political system is different from that of Britain’s in that it has both federal and 

state parliaments. Henderson (1981) states that, although the Constitution lays down 

numerous rules about the Australian Parliament, there are many areas where conventions 

determine what goes on in Parliament. These conventions are practices which have become 

established and accepted but are not legally binding. They are an essential feature in the 

running of Parliament. One example is the Speaker alternating calls, for questioning turns, 

from the left (Opposition) to right (Government) of the Chair. 

 

Parliament performs a number of functions. They include discussing, amending and passing 

legislation, supplying money to the Government, and questioning, publicising and 

investigating the Government’s actions and the needs of the people (Aitkin and Jinks 1980, 

Singleton et al. 1996, ed. Barlin 1981). 

 

Because Parliament is at the centre of Australia’s political system, the Executive (the 

Government) is accountable to it. The Executive consists of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 

Ministers. The accountability of the Government is achieved through several parliamentary 

mechanisms including questioning, debates and parliamentary committees of inquiry (ed. 

Barlin, 1981). According to the written rules (known as Standing Orders) of Australia’s 

House of Representatives, two kinds of questions are permitted to be asked of Ministers 

(House of Representatives infosheet 2002) by MPs. These are questions without notice and 

questions on notice. Questions without notice, asked during Question Time, are questions 

which are asked orally of Ministers who are expected to respond to them immediately. 

Questions on notice, on the other hand, are written questions lodged by MPs which appear 

in the Notice Paper which is the House of Representatives’ ‘official agenda’ (House of 

Representatives infosheet 2002). Ministers’ responses to such questions are also provided 

in writing. Questions on notice, therefore, lack the spontaneity of questions without notice. 
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The latter, the focus of this study, are further explored in the next chapter. The specific 

topic of analysis in this study of Question Time is ‘Iraq’. 

 

Iraq was chosen for the study (as explained in greater detail in Chapter Four) mainly for the 

reason that the issue of Iraq is a particularly contentious one in Australia which went to war 

in Iraq in early 2003. Most Australian newspapers during the period of study, i.e. February 

and March 2003, published numerous reports on Iraq, such as calls for a second UN 

resolution authorizing military action on Iraq, mass protests against the war, and the war’s 

outbreak. The implication here is that there was a close relationship between Question Time 

topics and what was of public importance in Australia during the same period (as reported 

in the newspapers). With such extensive media coverage of Iraq, it was unsurprising that 

the parliamentary Question Time sessions in February and March 2003 were dominated by 

questions on Iraq. There were 88 such questions during that period. Iraq remains of current 

interest to Australians with frequent news coverage devoted to it and thus, this study is of 

continuing relevance.  

 

 

1.2 Significance of the Study 

 

The study is significant in a number of ways. It makes contributions to two different fields 

in which there have been limited studies undertaken so far. The first is parliamentary 

discourse, in the specific area of ‘Question Time’, and the second is ‘evasion’. 

 

Though the popularity of studies in parliamentary discourse is growing, at the present time, 

only limited studies have been conducted. They include studies dealing with cross-cultural 

perspectives on parliamentary discourse (Bayley 2004; Bevitori 2004), “deliberative 

politics” (Steiner et al. 2004), the issues of ‘face’ (Harris 2001) and ‘insults’ (Ilie 2004), the 

‘phraseology’ of parliamentary language (Elspass 2002), and the relationship between 

political discourse and political cognition (van Dijk 2002). Furthermore, most of this 

research deals with parliamentary debates and speeches in European Parliaments, especially 

the U.K Parliament.  
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This study is unique to the extent that there appears to have been only one other study, 

though not an in-depth one, undertaken of Australia’s parliamentary Question Time. In that 

study, Uhr (1982b, p. 8) commented that even though Question Time is officially regarded 

as a venue for the pursuit of accountability and ministerial responsibility, the issue of 

whether it does in fact fulfil this role cannot be resolved without “analytical studies of 

Question Time in the Australian House”. This study aims to address that shortcoming. 

Though Uhr’s study was completed more than 20 years ago, an extensive review of 

literature has failed to locate any further systematic study published since then on 

Australian federal parliamentary Question Time. For this reason, the present study is of 

additional significance and necessity. Apart from filling an obvious research void, the study 

aims to give greater insight into the workings and effectiveness of Australia’s parliamentary 

Question Time. Furthermore, since there have been no linguistic studies undertaken on the 

nature of questions asked in the Australian Question Time context, unlike those completed 

in the UK (eg. Harris 2001), this study aims to contribute in some ways towards filling that 

void (discussed further in Chapter Three). 

 

As well as contributing to the field of parliamentary discourse, the study also contributes to 

the relatively small field of studies on evasion. Thus far, all of the studies on evasion (also 

referred to as ‘equivocation’) have been based on experiments involving hypothetical 

conflicts (Bavelas et al. 1988) and broadcast or news interviews (Harris 1991; Bull and 

Mayer 1993; Bull 1994, 2003; Clayman 2001; Clayman and Heritage 2002a). No studies 

have been located on the topic of evasion in parliamentary Question Time. Although there 

has been mention of evasion in Britain’s Question Time by Wilson (1990), with a few 

examples of its occurrence being discussed, this was not an in-depth study. The present 

work contributes significantly to this particular field. Furthermore, there appears to be very 

little theoretical overlap between the studies conducted on evasion (as mentioned above) 

and no agreed framework for its analysis. This study provides an analytical framework on 

evasion which could be used as a template for the analysis of evasion in any ‘question-

answer’ situations. 

 

Apart from the empirical value of the study in the fields of parliamentary discourse and the 

analysis of evasion, the study draws attention to issues of Government accountability 

through the specific forum of Question Time. If questions are evaded there are serious 
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implications in that both functions of Question Time may be compromised. The study may 

also contribute to the ongoing debate on whether Australia should have participated in the 

war in Iraq by focussing in particular on whether Question Time was effective in pursuing 

Government accountability in relation to that decision. Indirectly, the study has 

implications for the broader accountability of the Government to its people, the electorate.  

 

 

1.3 Outline of Thesis 

 

The current chapter has provided an overview of the Australian parliamentary system, 

including a short description of Question Time. It has also discussed the perceived 

significance of this study and its potential to contribute to a number of fields, including the 

study of parliamentary discourse in general and evasion in particular.  

 

Chapter Two provides the contextual background to the study. It discusses in greater detail 

Question Time and its origins. It discusses evasion, which is the major focus of this study, 

the history of studies on evasion and why evasion occurs. Discussion of the general field of 

study, discourse analysis, and its history is also provided. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of political discourse.  

 

Chapter Three discusses the theory and research related to the present area of study in 

greater detail. It begins with a discussion of a sub-genre of political discourse, 

parliamentary discourse, specifically that of parliamentary Question Time. It also discusses 

the differences between Australia’s Question Time and that of its counterpart and origin, 

the UK’s. The bulk of the chapter reviews the literature on questions and responses and 

how these relate to one another. An in-depth review of the different approaches to the study 

of evasion which have contributed to the formulation of an analytical framework for this 

study is provided. The chapter concludes with a discussion of accountability, one of the 

core functions of parliamentary Question Time.   

 

Chapter Four describes the data studied and a methodological basis for the analysis of 

evasion in Australia’s parliamentary Question Time. It describes the procedure and logic 

for analyzing questions and responses, including an analytical framework for the study of 
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evasion together with a sample analysis. It also gives an account of the procedures used for 

analyzing the other factors related to evasion, which affect accountability in Question Time. 

 

Chapters Five to Eight discuss the findings of this study. Chapter Five explores the specific 

issue of questions and responses, Chapter Six provides empirical evidence of the 

occurrence of evasion and the various strategies of evasion used, Chapter Seven examines 

the specific role of the Speaker and Chapter Eight, the use of friendly, Government 

questions. Chapter Nine concludes the thesis with a discussion of the limitations of the 

study, the overall findings, and recommendations for future studies. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Contextual Background 
 
 

 

2.0 Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses the three major topics within this study in terms of their contextual 

and historical backgrounds. It discusses the specific field of Question Time and its origins; 

the topic of evasion, its research history, and why evasion occurs; and the general field of 

discourse analysis, its historical background as a field of study, followed by discussion of 

one of its sub-genres, political discourse. 

 

 

2.1 Question Time  

 

Question Time is an opportunity for some direct and spontaneous accountability of the 

executive Government to Parliament (Kelly and Harris 2001). In Australia’s House of 

Representatives, questions are directed by MPs to Ministers on matters regarding their 

portfolios and all Ministers are expected to be present during this part of the sitting (House 

of Representatives infosheet 2002). The duration of Question Time is at least 45 minutes, 

though “technically it is entirely within the discretion of the Prime Minister or the senior 

Minister present as to whether Question Time will take place and, if so, for how long” (ed. 

Harris 2005, p. 529). Question Time occurs almost always at 2pm on each sitting day, i.e. 

when Parliament is in session. It begins with the Speaker, who is in charge of proceedings, 

announcing ‘Questions without Notice’ and then asking whether there are any questions 

(House of Representatives infosheet 2002). This is followed by members on either side 

(Government and Opposition MPs) standing up and seeking to attract the Speaker’s 

attention. The first question is almost always asked by the Leader of the main Opposition 

party or his/her deputy, and the Speaker then calls for questions from both sides of the 

House (Government and Opposition) alternately (Sinclair 1982, Soloman 1986), a 

procedure that is quite different in the UK as discussed in the next chapter. This constitutes 

the conventional practice of Speakers (House of Representatives infosheet 2002). Question 
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Time ends when the Prime Minister, or a senior Minister in the Prime Minister’s absence, 

requests that further questions be placed on the Notice Paper. These questions then become 

questions on notice.  

 

The forum is well attended by parliamentarians (Sinclair 1982) and attracts considerable 

interest among the press, radio and television broadcast audiences and visitors to the 

gallery. In short, it “attracts a consistently high degree of media attention” (Kelly and 

Harris 2001, p. 2) and is the “most publicly-recognised event” in Australia’s Parliament 

(Uhr 1982, p. 62). Most of what the public knows about the activities of Parliament is based 

on what is reported by the news media since very few people listen to parliamentary 

broadcasts and even fewer read the Hansard, the official transcript of parliamentary 

proceedings. Due to its potential to receive considerable publicity, both the Government 

and the Opposition make full political use of this forum. According to the House of 

Representatives infosheet (2002, p. 1), unlike questions on notice, which provides a “more 

suitable way of obtaining detailed information about government administration”, Question 

Time “tends to focus more on issues of political significance and on testing political skills”. 

This gives rise to some doubt about the extent to which Question Time does indeed fulfil its 

official functions. One of its core functions, ensuring Government accountability, is 

discussed at length in Chapter Three. Australia’s Question Time has its origins in the UK. 

A discussion of its historical antecedents and evolution is provided below. 

 

 

2.1.1 Origins of Question Time 

 

Since Australia’s political system is based on Britain’s Westminster system, many of its 

institutions and practices originated in Britain (Singleton et al. 1996). Question Time is one 

of them. ‘Oral questions’, the term used for questions without notice in Britain, are 

generally thought to have their origins in 1721, with the first recorded question put in the 

House of Lords. The procedure of asking questions slowly developed into a practice of 

“giving a Minister notice of a Question by printing it in the House’s Notice Paper of future 

business” in 1833 (House of Commons Information Office 2003, p. 2). Britain’s Question 

Time was officially instituted when such questions were put under a special heading 

‘Questions’ in 1869.  
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In Australia, only questions on notice were originally considered part of Parliament’s 

routine. Although there were no specific provisions for questions without notice, such 

questions were routinely answered. When asked whether questions without notice should 

become an accepted practice “during the first sitting days of the first Parliament”, the 

Speaker replied that there was no provision in standing orders regarding the asking of such 

questions, and reasoned that: “as there is no prohibition of the practice, if a question is 

asked without notice and the Minister to whom it is addressed chooses to answer it, I do not 

think that I should object” (ed. Barlin 1997, p. 499-500). 

 

The practice of asking questions without notice evolved in a rather ‘ad hoc manner’ (ed. 

Barlin 1997, House of Representatives infosheet 2002). For a long while, the practice of 

asking questions without notice had no official status and was greatly influenced by 

practice and convention. Questions without notice, provided they were about urgent matters 

requiring immediate attention, were finally included in the routine business of the House 

when the House of Representatives formally adopted standing orders permitting such 

questions in 1950 (ed. Barlin 1997, House of Representatives infosheet 2002). 

 

Throughout its history, in the early parliaments of Australia, the duration of Question Time 

and the number of questions dealt with varied from time to time. Sometimes, no questions 

were asked at all and, at other times, only one or two questions were asked. During World 

War 1, several questions were asked at each sitting and more time was spent dealing with 

them (ed. Barlin 1997). At that time, questions were short and to the point and so were the 

answers. Before the daily Hansard was introduced in 1955, all related questions without 

notice were grouped together under similar headings but after 1955 they appeared in the 

order in which they were asked (ed. Barlin 1997). 

 

 

2.2 The Term ‘Evasion’ 

 

Unlike Wilson (1990), Dillon (1990) and Harris (1991), who call responses that do not 

answer the questions asked ‘evasive responses’ or ‘evasion’, Bull and Mayer (1993), Bull 

(1994, 2000, 2003), and Gnisci and Bonaiuto (2003) refer to such responses as ‘non-
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replies’ or ‘equivocation’. According to Bull (1994, p. 116), there are circumstances where 

it may be perfectly reasonable for politicians not to reply to questions which could be “ill-

informed, unreasonable or based on a false or highly contentious presupposition”.  

 

Greatbatch (1986), on the other hand, regards attempts to evade answering questions as 

‘agenda-shifting procedures’. Similarly Clayman (2001), views them as departures from the 

‘question’s agenda’. According to him, the word ‘evasion’ carries a morally negative 

connotation and so he reserves the term for responses that are considered “inadequately 

responsive by the interview participants” themselves (Clayman 2001, p. 407). He uses 

terms such as ‘resist’, ‘sidestep’ or ‘agenda shift’ to describe strategies by politicians to 

depart from the question’s agenda. However, those strategies could be viewed as variations 

of evasion.  

 

For the purpose of this study, the term ‘evasion’ will be used because the forum under 

study is parliamentary Question Time and not news interviews. Politicians are expected, 

though not obliged, to answer questions in Parliament and not try to evade them since, as 

discussed in Chapter One; evasion in Parliament has the potential to seriously affect the 

accountability of the Government. As mentioned above, the term ‘evasion’ is closely linked 

to various other terms such as ‘agenda shifts’, ‘non-replies’ and ‘equivocation’ and in order 

to discuss the history of its study, one must first discuss the history of its sister term, 

‘equivocation’. 

 

 

2.2.1 History of Evasion (Equivocation) 

 

Equivocation, according to Goss and Williams (1973, p. 162), is “deliberative vagueness” 

used purposely as “a rhetorical device”. Although the term ‘equivocation’ was thought to 

have been originally used by Goss and Williams (1973) in their study of communication, 

Bull (2000) states that most of the present research on equivocation is influenced by the 

pioneering work of Janet Bavelas and her colleagues. Bavelas et al. (1988, 1990), who 

proposed a Theory of Equivocation, define equivocation as “nonstraightforward 

communication”. According to these researchers, such communication “appears 

ambiguous, contradictory, tangential, obscure, or even evasive” (Bavelas et al. 1990, p. 28). 
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They begin with a historical perspective of the study of communication which has evolved 

from a focus on how it ‘should be’ to how it actually is. According to them, a new approach 

to communication began in the early 1950s, in Palo Alto (California), through the 

collaboration of individuals (the ‘Palo Alto Group’) from different fields, including 

anthropology, psychiatry and communication. The group’s special focus was on 

“communication that didn’t make sense” (Bavelas et al. 1990, p. 19). The work carried out 

by the Palo Alto Group could be summarized into two basic principles. Firstly, there are 

messages that “say something without really saying it” or “say nothing while saying 

something” and secondly, even when such communication seems abnormal, it may be 

found to make sense if one studies the context or situation in which it takes place (Bavelas 

et al. 1990, p. 21). 

 

 

2.2.2 Why Equivocation Occurs 

 

Bavelas et al. (1990) criticize the views of those they call the ‘rule-based’ theorists, such as 

Grice (1975) and Searle (1975), stating that they focussed more on the communicator’s 

mind and on constructing ‘models’ of how people think than the message itself or the 

situation in which the communication takes place. This view is open to debate. Grice’s 

example (discussed in Chapter Three) clearly indicates that the situation or context is an 

important factor in determining the meaning, or inference, of an utterance. Bavelas et al. 

(1988, 1990) place considerable emphasis on the situation itself. According to them, people 

are often put in situations where they have to face ‘avoidance-avoidance’ conflicts. In their 

example, a person who has to comment on an “unsuitable gift from a well-liked friend” 

(1990, p. 58) has the choice of two direct, clear replies, both of which would lead to 

negative consequences, i.e. either telling a lie or a “hurtful truth”. Thus that person may 

choose to use less direct or equivocal communication “characterized by what it avoids 

saying as much as by what it does say” (1990, p. 57). 

 

In the field of politics, Bavelas et al. (1990) state that “inherent avoidance conflicts” in 

political interviews promote equivocation. They give various sources of conflict in such 

interviews. One source is a “divided electorate” that requires politicians to avoid direct 

replies in order not to offend any of the parties involved. Their views are similar to those of 
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Gross and Williams (1973), who noted that politicians sometimes had to address audiences 

who openly opposed their points of view on certain issues. Such politicians had three 

choices. They could address the contentious issues openly, ignore them completely or be 

deliberately vague or equivocal on those issues. In such circumstances, it was found that the 

equivocal messages were generally more acceptable to the recipients than clear messages. 

Gross and Williams (1973, p. 163) add that equivocation could be viewed as “an effective 

way to disguise potentially disagreeable arguments”.  

 

Another source of conflict, according to Bavelas et al. (1990), may be the differences 

between the constituency and the party, for example, conflicts between party policy and the 

interests of a constituency. There could also be some conflicts on issues relating to policies 

between the candidates themselves and their parties. Sometimes, the conflict arises within 

an interview itself, for example, a politician equivocating because the limited time involved 

in the interview does not allow for an adequate answer. Another source of conflict is when 

there are confidential matters which cannot be discussed in an interview. Conflicts may also 

arise when the candidate does not have the knowledge to discuss the issue at hand but does 

not want to admit it. Lastly, there could be interpersonal conflicts between the interviewer 

and the interviewee. Bavelas et al. state that politicians can do very little about many of the 

sources of conflict, other than being well prepared on every possible issue. They add that 

“the public and press are waiting to seize any mistake” politicians make and thus politicians 

take extra care to avoid making such mistakes (Bavelas et al. 1990, p. 249). One of their 

avoidance strategies is responding equivocally to questions. Bavelas et al. therefore view 

equivocation as “a good solution to a bad situation”. They explain that when one knows 

about the situation in which equivocation takes place, “an ambiguous message becomes 

perfectly understandable” (1990, p. 60). 

 

That brings up the issue of accountability. If equivocation is an understandable practice in 

political contexts, the question arises as to whether politicians who equivocate can be held 

accountable for their actions in political interviews or, more importantly, parliamentary 

Question Time.  

 

In their study, Bavelas et al. (1990) do not examine the types of questions asked in 

interviews or how these questions are constituted. They do not deal with the contentious 



 13

assertions and presuppositions that many political interview questions contain. Their focus 

is on why equivocation occurs and the examples they give are not taken from real-life 

situations. Nevertheless, they do provide some insights into why equivocation is resorted to 

and the many situations that can encourage it, as discussed above. The current study takes 

into account the structure of questions as well as the responses recorded in parliamentary 

Question Time. 

 

Bull (1998, 2000, 2003), views Bavelas et al. (1990)’s ‘avoidance-avoidance conflicts’ as 

‘threats to face’. This notion of ‘face’ is based on Goffman (1967, p. 5) who defined ‘face’ 

as “the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself”, i.e. the public self-

image that every person wants for him/herself. Bull states that most of Bavelas et al.’s 

reasoning about why equivocation occurs can be explained in terms of attempts by 

politicians to avoid ‘losing face’ and the example of politicians equivocating on contentious 

issues in a divided electorate can be seen as attempts by politicians to protect their own 

face. Similarly, politicians, who face conflicts created by time limits in interviews or do not 

have sufficient knowledge of the issue being discussed, equivocate so as not to put their 

face ‘at risk’. Face, according to Bull et al. (1996), is the most important factor in deciding 

whether a politician replies to a question or evades it. 

 

According to Brown and Levinson (1987, p. 61), face “can be lost, maintained, or 

enhanced, and must be constantly attended to in interaction”. Like Grice’s (1975) 

Cooperative Principle that assumes everyone cooperates in interactions, Brown and 

Levinson’s Politeness Theory assume that everyone cooperates in maintaining each other’s 

face in interaction. However, they add that certain acts intrinsically threaten face, i.e. “run 

contrary to the face wants of the addressee” and these are referred to as ‘face threatening 

acts’ or FTAs (Brown and Levinson (1987, p. 65). In such instances, according to Brown 

and Levinson, the person at the receiving end of the FTA is expected to ‘defend’ his/her 

face.  

 

In the field of politics, Chilton and Schaffner (2002) and Chilton (2004) bring Brown and 

Levinson’s Politeness Theory into the study of political discourse. The theory which is 

essentially about “territory, protecting it and sharing it” is, in a certain way, “intrinsically 

political” (Chilton and Schaffner 2002, p. 14). They link the notion of FTAs to practices of 
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political discourse, including strategies of evasion and ‘devices’ of persuasion. Such 

practices are largely undetected in political interaction because the politeness phenomena 

are a natural part of everyday social interaction. For instance, they give examples of 

political uses of ‘strategically formulated’ FTAs to reduce the negative impact of having to 

inform electorates of rising taxes.  

 

Jucker (1986) argues that politicians need to safeguard their positive face in news 

interviews because their political survival depends on it. As elected representatives of their 

constituencies, they need to maintain or enhance their self-image to ensure their continued 

‘survival’. Clayman (2001) is also of the view that politicians ‘resist’ answering potentially 

incriminating questions because such questions can inflict considerable damage on their 

reputations, careers and future. Interviewees therefore resort to various methods of resisting 

such questions. Though he does not use terms such as ‘threat to face’ or ‘fear of losing 

face’, it is clear that the damage he is talking about could be explained in those terms. 

Indeed Bull (2000) concludes that the studies he has carried out, including that dealing with 

televised interviews with Tony Blair in the 1997 British General Election campaign, 

support his proposal that Bavelas et al.’s equivocation theory ought to be modified to 

include the fact that “threats of face are an important source of avoidance-avoidance 

conflicts” in political interviews (2000, p. 227).  One way to avoid these threats is to resort 

to evasion. 

 

Dillon (1990) defines evasion as efforts by public figures to portray themselves in a 

positive light. He explains that journalistic interviews are usually focused on one topic 

only. Journalists ask a sequence of questions, the first of which is usually a probing 

question to which the public figure typically gives an evasive answer. Subsequently, there 

will be follow-up questions, each with “sharper pointedness of questioning and 

correspondingly wider vagueness of answering” (Dillon 1990, p. 96).  This typical 

sequencing serves to “threaten the face of the respondent or that which he is representing” 

(Dillon 1990, p. 96). Similarly, Greatbatch (1988, p. 405) notes that interviewers frequently 

“challenge, probe and cast doubt” upon interviewees’ statements and that they in turn 

counter and resist such procedures. One form of resistance is evasion and according to 

Harris (1991, p. 93), evasive responses are most likely to be given to questions that “seek to 
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expose contradictions in a position, draw attention to intra-party conflicts or the 

deficiencies of unpopular policies”. Such ‘hostile questioning’ (Clayman and Heritage 

2002a) is part of the increasingly adversarial nature of news interviews involving public 

figures (Greatbatch 1986, 1988; Harris, S. 1986, 1991; Clayman and Heritage 2002a, 

2002b). In the related field of political press conferences, Bhatia (2006) states that 

politicians evade probing media questions. Similarly, Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003, p. 409), 

who conducted a study of five television interviews and five courtroom examinations 

involving Italian politicians, concluded that politicians give evasive responses in difficult 

situations, including, “responding to hostile interviewers”.  

 

On the surface, such adversity appear to undermine Grice (1975)’s and Brown and 

Levinson (1987)’s view that interactions are cooperative efforts (discussed in greater detail 

in Chapter Three). However, such interactions could also be viewed as a form of 

cooperation, in the sense that members of each major party (the ruling versus the 

Opposition) are aware of the opposing roles they play and are in a way ‘cooperating’ to 

participate in the adversity (also discussed in greater detail in Chapter Six). 

 

 

2.3 Discourse Analysis 

 

This study sits within the field of discourse analysis. Discourse is a social activity involving 

communication and language used in context (Nunan 1993; Lemke 1995; Wood 2000; 

Finch 2000). There are various reasons why sociologists, linguists and ethnographers are 

interested in the study of ‘natural talk’, which includes conversation and institutional 

dialogues. One of the rationales for studying talk from the sociological perspective is that it 

is done all the time. Talk is part of our daily activities and “like other social activities, is 

seen in terms of the action and the interaction” of the participants involved (van Dijk 

1985b, p. 2). An essential or basic condition for such social interactions, and talk in 

particular, is that the participants understand each other and this condition is possible on the 

assumption that members of a social group share knowledge and interpretation of their 

‘social actions’. This shared knowledge is discussed in greater length in the next chapter. 

Thus, the discourse analyst does not study language as a unit by itself but as part of a social 

process. In short, it is a study of language in use (Nunan 1993). As Nunan explains, every 
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linguist is concerned with the identification of “regularities and patterns in language”. 

However, the ultimate aim of a discourse analyst is “both to show and to interpret the 

relationship between these regularities and the meanings and purposes expressed through 

discourse” (Nunan 1993, p. 7). That is also the broad aim of the present study. The 

historical background of discourse analysis is reviewed below. 

 

 

2.3.1 Historical Background 

 

Van Dijk (1985a) describes discourse analysis as a discipline that is both old and new. He 

traces its beginnings to the study of language, literature and public speech which originated 

more than 2000 years ago. Historically, a major source of discourse analysis was rhetorica 

(classical rhetoric), which van Dijk explains as “the art of good speaking” and Chilton 

(2004) refers to as ‘verbal persuasion’. It was different from its sister discipline grammatica 

(grammar).  While grammatica dealt mainly with the rules of the correct use of language, 

rhetorica’s main concern was “persuasive effectiveness”. As the current study also deals 

with public speaking in a political setting (parliamentary Question Time) where the main 

concern is persuasive effectiveness (given that the major parties try to convince the 

listeners/audience of their ‘effectiveness’ in Parliament) it has links with rhetorical analysis 

while at the same time being located in the modern discipline of discourse analysis.  

 

Modern discourse analysis gained prominence as a field of study around the mid 1960s. 

During this period, the first signs of interdisciplinary developments in discourse analysis 

began to emerge. It flourished in the 1970s, with the emergence of various other 

interdisciplinary contributions to the study of discourse (Corsaro 1985); including 

collections of works dealing explicitly with “systematic discourse analysis as an 

independent orientation of research within and across several disciplines” (van Dijk 1985a, 

p. 4). Van Dijk’s 1985 volumes on discourse analysis contain various chapters that show 

“how such analyses work and how the various approaches overlap, combine, and mutually 

inspire each other” (1985b, p. 11). Similarly, this study draws its conceptual framework 

from works by different people from a number of disciplines including sociology (Clayman 

1993; Clayman & Heritage 2002), psychology (Bull 1994, 2003) and linguistics (Harris 

1991).  
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These interdisciplinary developments in discourse analysis coincided with other paradigm 

shifts, including the development of ‘speech act’ theory by philosophers Austin, Grice and 

Searle in the early 1970s. Their view that utterances are forms of social action, which may 

carry additional meaning or functions in specific contexts, “added a pragmatic orientation 

to the usual theoretical components of language” (van Dijk 1985a, p. 6). The paradigm 

shifts bearing on discourse analysis involved disciplines such as psychology, sociology and 

artificial intelligence and their links to discourse. They soon spread to linguistics and other 

related disciplines. In the field of sociology, attention shifted to the analysis of everyday 

social interactions such as conversations and later to interactions in institutional settings.  

Conversation analysis emerged from the wider field of sociology (Levinson 1983, 

Schegloff 1996), with an interest in everyday, mundane conversation the crux of its study 

(Heritage 1984).  

 

Various studies have been carried out using conversational analytic methods over the last 

30 years (Heritage 1999) and although conversation analysis is the basis of most studies of 

broadcast interviews (Bull 1998), there are a number of differences between news 

interviews and natural conversation. Amongst them are the distinctive way that interviews 

are started and ended (‘openings’ and ‘closings’) and the ‘fixed’ roles of the participants, as 

questioner and respondent (Clayman & Whalen 1988/89; Heritage & Greatbatch 1991; 

Greatbatch 1992; Bull 1998). In ordinary conversations, however, such allocation of turns, 

their length and contents are managed by the participants themselves (Greatbatch (1988). 

Another distinctive feature is that the production of ‘talk’ in news interviews is for the 

benefit of an ‘overhearing audience’ (Heritage 1985; Greatbatch 1988; Drew & Heritage 

1992). The present study is similar in some ways to political news interviews in that it 

involves a question-answer format and an overhearing audience (discussed further in 

Chapter Three). Whilst, as mentioned above, most works on broadcast interviews have 

been undertaken within a conversational analytical framework, Harris (1986, p. 55) 

provided a linguistic component to the study of news interviews by looking closely “at the 

different types of questions employed by interviewers for strategic purposes” (discussed 

further in Chapter Three). The inclusion of works in linguistic and conversational analytical 

studies illustrates the multi-disciplinary nature of discourse analysis. The following is a 
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discussion of another aspect in the study of discourse, one which is closely related to the 

present study, political discourse.  

 

 

2.3.2 Political Discourse 

As in the analysis of discourse in general, a suitable approach to take when analysing 

political discourse is likely to be multidisciplinary in nature (Chadwick 2000; Chilton & 

Schaffner 2002; Bayley 2004). The basic reason is that the field of political discourse 

involves the intersection of two broad areas of study – politics and language. Bayley (2004, 

p. 8) notes that this “interdisciplinary interest in … the politics/language interface” is not 

surprising since political activities cannot take place without the use of language (Chilton & 

Schaffner 2002; Bayley 2004). Thus, studies relating language to politics have often 

involved both the field of linguistics and political science. As mentioned earlier, discourse 

analysis has its roots in classical rhetoric (van Dijk, 1985a) and according to Chilton (2004) 

and Chilton and Schaffner (2002), ‘rhetoric’ carries connotations about the power of 

language. Indeed the link between language and power has been the subject of discussion 

by various writers, specifically those in the field of critical discourse analysis (van Dijk 

1985c; Fairclough 1989, 1995) and those analysing political discourse (Seidel, 1985; Apter 

1994; Chadwick 1997, 2000).  

 

The issue of the power of language was the focus of political commentator George Orwell 

(1946)’s famous article “Politics and the English Language”. According to Orwell, political 

discourse “is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable and to give an 

appearance of solidarity to pure wind”. (1946, p. 8). In short, political language is mainly 

the “defense of the indefensible” (Orwell, 1946, p. 6). He exemplifies the latter by the use 

of phrases such as “elimination of unreliable elements” to refer to people being imprisoned 

without trial for years. Lutz (cited in Cesarini 1997) gives other examples such as “human 

remains pouches” (body bags), “preemptive counterattacks” (invasions) and “radiation 

enhancement devices” (nuclear weapons). These modern examples illustrate the ongoing 

relevance of Orwell’s observation. Such usages are all part of naming “things without 

calling up mental pictures of them” (Orwell 1946, p. 6). Similar insights have been 

expressed by Lakoff (1991) and Pangrazio (2001). 
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Fairclough (1989, p. 3) considers language to be the principal means of “social control and 

power”.  He closely links language to ideologies, since “using language is the commonest 

form of social behaviour”, which in turn is fundamentally based on “common-sense 

assumptions” (p. 2). Such assumptions, are ‘implicit’ and ‘taken for granted’ and therefore 

not questioned. According to him, since people are not consciously aware of the existence 

of these assumptions, they use them naturally in discourse and other forms of social 

actions. Ideology is most effective when ‘disguised’, states Fairclough (1989, p. 24), 

explaining that the public “internalize what is socially produced and made available to them 

… to engage in their social practice, including discourse”. This, he adds, “gives the forces 

which shape societies a vitally important foothold in the individual psyche” (Fairclough 

1989, p. 24). Somewhat similar is Ilie (2000)’s view regarding the use of clichés in political 

discourse. According to her, the superficiality of “political slogans and buzz words” renders 

them short-lived but sometimes they reappear “in more or less changed forms”. Like 

Fairclough, Ilie (2000, p. 70) contends that “labelling and re-labelling are powerful 

ideological tools … that are constantly reinforced as common-sensical by repetitive use”.  

 

On a related issue, Fairclough introduces the concept of ‘overwording’, which, according to 

him, “shows preoccupation with some aspect of reality – which may indicate that it is a 

focus of ideological struggle” (1989, p. 115). He explains ‘overwording’ as “an unusually 

high degree of wording, often involving many words which are near synonyms”. 

Fairclough illustrates this concept of ‘overwording’ with a list titled “Just 23 vital steps to 

success”, which, according to him, is “much preoccupied with growth and development” as 

evidenced by the use of verbs such as “increase, boost, develop, cultivate, build, widen, 

enrich” (1989, p. 115). It is thus unsurprising that many political commentators have 

expressed a certain level of cynicism regarding political systems and politicians. In the 

context of Australian politics, Jones (2005, p. 116-117) does not agree with the general 

tendency of identifying “increasing levels of political cynicism in Australian politics as a 

new phenomenon” since discussions on this issue “have been occurring for many years”.  

 

This chapter has discussed the parliamentary activity of Question Time, its origins in the 

UK parliamentary system, and the ad hoc manner of its evolution to become part of the 

official business of the House in Australia. The chapter also discussed the major topic of 

the thesis – evasion – explaining the different terms used in relation to the word ‘evasion’, 
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one of which is the term ‘equivocation’. Further discussion included the history of the study 

of equivocation and why it occurs. The general field in which this study is placed – the field 

of discourse analysis – was discussed in terms of the historical and multi-disciplinary 

background of discourse analytical studies. Discussion also included the genre of political 

discourse, specifically the strong link between politics and language. The chapter ended 

with a discussion of the power of language.  

 

How the Parliament and its proceedings are viewed is discussed in greater length in the 

next chapter. The chapter discusses the various works in a sub-genre of political discourse, 

parliamentary discourse, specifically that of Question Time, and the different works that 

have lead to the formulation of the analytical framework for this study.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Literature Review 
 
 
 
3.0 Introduction 

 

Chapter Two discussed the substantial field of discourse analysis, including the reasons for 

its study, and its historical background. A general discussion on the field of political 

discourse was also provided. 

 

Since this study is in the narrow field of Question Time, the following discussion is of 

several specific topics related to this sub-genre. A more detailed discussion is provided on 

one of political discourse’s sub-genres, parliamentary discourse, specifically Question Time 

discourse, including the various procedures involved in Question Time, its rules and 

regulations, and how it is perceived.  

 

A discussion of another major aspect of this study, evasion, is then provided. In order to 

identify evasive responses, questions and their responses, which are interrelated, are 

considered. The different approaches to the study of questions are discussed including the 

nature of questions and their effect on the kinds or types of responses given. Factors that 

influence questions and responses include ‘implicatures’ (that which is implied) and 

presuppositions (discussed below). Both questions and responses can have implicatures and 

quite often, the type of response given is dependent on the implicatures in questions. 

Therefore any study of evasiveness would not be complete without looking at the topic of 

implicatures. Similarly, presuppositions, which are also likely to be found in Question Time 

questions, affect the type of responses given. Other factors, such as whether questions are 

‘open’, ‘closed’ or ‘leading’, are also discussed since, again, these have an influence on the 

kinds of responses given, specifically in the context of Question Time. 

 

A study of evasion would also not be complete without defining questions and responses. 

What is considered a question is viewed differently according to various fields of study. A 
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discussion of these differences leads to the identification of different types of questions. 

The relationship between questions and their corresponding responses is a complex one 

with a number of variants or discursive constraints affecting them, including the intentions 

and expectations of the interlocutors. However, the approach in this study is that question 

types require identification for two reasons. Firstly, the type of question asked affects the 

type of response given and secondly, identification of question-types aids in the 

establishment of criteria as to what can be considered answers to such questions. 

 

The chapter then deals with answers or responses. Three main types of responses are 

identified and explained: answers, which include both direct and indirect answers; 

intermediate responses; and those that do not fit either one of these categories, evasive 

responses.   

 

Since the particular focus of the study is on evasive responses by politicians in Question 

Time, this topic is discussed in greater depth to provide a basis for the development of a 

framework for analyzing evasion. Based mainly on works by Wilson (1990), Harris (1991), 

Bull and Mayer (1993) and Clayman (2001), the framework involves the analysis of the 

levels of evasion, evasive techniques used, overt and covert practices of evasion, and the 

topic shifts that take place in evasive responses. This framework is fully explained in 

Chapter Four with illustrative examples provided. 

 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of accountability, a key function of Question Time 

which is affected by evasion, and other factors that affect evasion in parliamentary 

Question Time such as the role of the Speaker and the occurrence of friendly Government 

questions, commonly known as Dorothy Dixers.  

 

 

3.1 Parliamentary Discourse 

 

Parliamentary discourse is a sub-genre of political discourse in general. The institution of 

Parliament, according to Bayley (2004), is dedicated to talk, with the primary activities of 

parliamentarians being debating, questioning and answering. A similar sentiment is 

expressed by Rodan (1983, p. 134) regarding Australia’s House of Representatives which 



 23

he refers to as “essentially a forum, a ‘talk shop’, for those elected to it”. Parliamentary talk 

occurs in a number of parliamentary contexts and these contexts, in turn, as mentioned 

earlier, influence the nature of parliamentary discourse. Bayley (2004) explains that a 

parliamentarian might talk in a cooperative and informal manner in a committee, take on an 

adversarial stance in a full sitting in the chamber (of which Question Time is an example), 

or resort to threats or promises in the corridors of Parliament.   

 

Based on the literature available, there appear to be three broad viewpoints on what 

constitutes parliamentary discourse. One is to consider parliamentary discourse in terms of 

its contextual properties (Van Dijk 2004), another is to view it as a ‘discourse model’ 

(Bayley 2004) and the third is to look at institutions (such as the House of Commons in the 

United Kingdom) as a ‘community of practice’ (Harris 2001). These three approaches are 

discussed below. 

 

Van Dijk (2004) claims that there are no defining features of parliamentary discourse other 

than ritualised address forms and specific politeness and impoliteness formulas. He 

therefore prefers to look at such discourse in terms of its contextual properties. In his 

example of a parliamentarian engaged in a parliamentary debate, he lists the various 

“contextual categories” that are simultaneously involved in such an event. These context 

categories include the “overall domain” of politics; the “global action” of engagement in 

legislation; the “setting”, which is Parliament; the “current action” of giving a speech as 

part of a parliamentary debate; the “participants” and the various roles they play, among 

which are their communicative (Speaker/Recipient) and interactive (Government supporter 

or opponent) roles; as well as their goals and knowledge. In this context, the goals include 

defending the Government or attacking the Opposition while knowledge refers to both 

general knowledge of issues being debated as well as political knowledge, for instance 

about legislation and policies (van Dijk 2004, p. 368).  

 

Bayley (2004) disagrees with van Dijk’s view that parliamentary discourse lacks an 

adequate number of specific linguistic features to differentiate it from other forms of 

discourse. He draws attention to the unique turn-taking procedures and address forms used 

and therefore prefers to view it as a discourse model. He reasons that most people listening 

to a recording of a parliamentary interaction would be able to identify and classify it as 
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such due to its distinctive characteristics. Bayley (2004, p. 13) argues that this 

distinctiveness is brought about by “particular combinations of certain features involving 

various levels of linguistic and discursive analysis”, including certain phonological 

features, address terms, strategies of interaction, “metadiscursive and argumentative lexis”, 

quotations (both direct and indirect), modals that tend to express certainty instead of 

probability and “complex structures of subordination favouring conditionals and 

concessives”. He adds that such combinations of features allow parliamentary discourse to 

be defined as a discourse model. 

 

Another view by Harris (2001, p. 453) argues that the House of Commons should be 

regarded as a community of practice, whereby new members undergo a process of ‘situated 

learning’ before moving onto “full participation in the sociocultural practices of a 

community”. Harris reasons that new members of the House of Commons go through a 

similar process as they head towards gaining full membership as experienced 

parliamentarians. It is a gradual process which generally takes a significant amount of time, 

especially for those who eventually go on to become Prime Minister or Leader of the 

Opposition. Similar views have been expressed by Bayley (2004) who points out that the 

parliamentary rules, regulations and rituals have to be respected by new MPs (Members of 

Parliament) since these rules, both formal and informal, governing parliamentary discourse 

in the United Kingdom, have developed over a lengthy period of time. Some of these rules 

and regulations will be discussed later. 

 

In relation to the present study all of the above viewpoints are valid in one way or another. 

Question Time participants are involved in a number of ‘contextual categories’ similar to 

those described by van Dijk (2004) regarding parliamentary debates, the main difference 

being that the current action is the questioning of (and the subsequent responding by) the 

Executive. At the same time, Bayley (2004)’s view that parliamentary Question Time is a 

discourse model is valid since one can easily identify Question Time proceedings as such 

based on a recording of its interactions. Question Time participants are also part of a 

community of practice since, in line with Harris (2001)’s views, the acquisition of 

knowledge regarding the various parliamentary rules, regulations and conventions related 

to Question Time takes time and practice. Thus, this study encompasses all three of the 

above perspectives. 
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The views expressed above are part of the rapidly growing literature on parliamentary 

discourse, including cross-cultural studies on different Parliaments, by various authors, in 

Bayley (2004), and other works on parliamentary discourse such as van Dijk (1997, 2002, 

2003), Harris (2001), Ilie (2003) and Steiner et al. (2004). They include recent studies on 

Iraq war discourses such as those carried out by Chouliaraki (2005) and van Dijk (2005) 

which show the ongoing relevance of the present study which focuses on the Iraqi issue. 

However, most of these studies focus on parliamentary debates and speeches. Very little 

analysis has been found of parliamentary Question Time discourse in any country. Most of 

what is available is mainly or partly based on Britain’s Prime Minister’s Question Time 

(Wilson 1990; Harris 2001; Ilie 2004; Chilton 2004), with both Harris’ and Ilie’s studies 

focusing on the adversarial or confrontational nature of that discourse. In the Australian 

context, as mentioned in Chapter One, the only study found was that by Uhr (1982b) which 

gives a short description of some of Question Time’s activities. 

 

In line with her view of the House of Commons as a community of practice, Harris (2001, 

p. 454) regards UK’s Prime Minister’s Question Time as “a systematic and patterned 

engagement of members” within a community with discourse practices that, as mentioned 

earlier, have developed over a substantial period of time. Below are some of the 

parliamentary rules and regulations that need to be acquired.  

 

 

3.1.1 Rules and Regulations  

 

Rules and regulations are the essentials underpinning parliamentary discourse. According 

to Irwin et al. (1993, p.34), the basic rules regarding parliamentary questions (oral, 

supplementary and written questions) have remained unchanged since the end of the 

nineteenth century, unlike the rules “governing the structure of Question Time” which 

“have been frequently reviewed and modified”. They add that this increase is mainly due to 

the increasing number of questions asked. Many of the rules regarding the scope and 

content of questions asked in UK’s Question Time are similar to those operating in the 

Australian system. 
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In Australia’s Question Time, questions to Ministers must only be regarding matters 

relating to his/her department or administration, i.e. matters for which he/she is responsible. 

Questions should not give information or be excessively long. They should not suggest an 

answer or express a particular point of view. Therefore, members are expected not to “give 

information under the guise of asking a question” (ed. Barlin 1997, p. 512). The questioner 

may refer to a statement, if strictly necessary, but not ask whether the statement is true. 

Further, questions “may not contain arguments, inferences, imputations, epithets, ironical 

expressions or hypothetical matter, and may not ask for an expression of opinion or for 

legal opinion” (House of Representatives 1991, p. 15). The rules and regulations regarding 

questions during Australia’s parliamentary Question Time “are far more stringent than 

those covering answers” (Uhr 1982a, p. 63). A Minister is not required to answer a question 

and may choose not to do so. However, if the respondent chooses to answer, the only 

stipulation in the standing orders dealing with answers is that an answer shall be relevant to 

the question. This rule is contentious since what is considered ‘relevant’ is open to debate, 

as discussed later in this chapter (3.2.3.1).  

 

Many of the specific rules and regulations governing the Australian parliamentary system 

(and other parliamentary systems, such as Italy’s) are much like those of its origins, the 

British system. A basic rule (Harris 2001; Bayley 2004; Bevitori 2004) is that MPs cannot 

directly address one another by name or as ‘you’ but instead have to direct their remarks to 

the Chair. In both the Australian and UK system, the preferred mode of address to fellow 

MPs is the indirect third person pronoun. As Bayley (2004, p. 16) points out, they are 

reported as indirect questions in Hansard, for example: “If she will make a statement on the 

implications for her Department’s spending […]”. MPs can also refer to each other through 

a system of honorifics (Harris 2001, Bayley 2004). The choice of honorifics is dependent 

on a number of factors. According to Bayley (2004, p. 15), in the UK, these include terms 

denoting status (“the right honourable and learned gentleman”) and/or gender (“the right 

honourable lady”). An individual MP may also be identified by his/her constituency 

(Bayley 2004) or his/her title, for example, “the Foreign Secretary” (Harris 2001, p. 464). 

The direct pronoun ‘you’ is thus very seldom used; among the instances when it is used, 

according to Bayley, is if being directed at the Chair or when embedded in a direct 

quotation. However, this feature is not universal; for example, in the Italian Parliament, an 

MP can directly address his or her colleague using a variety of address terms including 
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polite, personal pronouns, informal pronouns and surnames (Bayley 2004). Thus, Bevitori 

(2004, p. 107) finds the British system, with its rules on forms of address, “more 

distancing” compared to the Italian Parliament. A similar view is held by Harris (2001, p. 

464) who states that, as well as being a distancing strategy, the mode of address and other 

aspects of UK’s Question Time’s rules and regulations denote “a high degree of deference 

and depersonalization”.  

 

Parliamentary rules also govern turn-taking procedures during Question Time. However, 

‘illegal interventions’ in the British parliamentary context, such as “jeering, cheering, 

calling out” and laughter, seem to be tolerated though the Speaker often calls for ‘order’ 

(Harris 2001, p. 462). Party solidarity is expressed with each side cheering “its own” while 

jeering the “other”. Chilton (2004, p. 108) considers “routine interruptions” such as 

“standardised calls of approval” (eg. ‘hear’, ‘hear’) and objections (eg. ‘no’, ‘no’), 

“coordinated” since they are used for fulfilling certain political purposes. Harris (2001) 

adds that there are times when members who have the floor explicitly respond to these 

unauthorized interventions. Interestingly, such ‘interactive’ behaviour, considered 

unacceptable in most other formal institutions such as courts, classrooms and conferences, 

appears to be tolerated in UK’s Question Time. Although the rules and regulations are 

meant to ensure the smooth running of Parliament, conflicts sometimes also arise during 

Question Time due to the complexity of the various rules and regulations. An example of 

such a conflict in the UK, is when the Chair is called upon “to decide whether a point of 

order, a classical strategy to get the floor, is a legitimate one or not” (Bayley 2004, p. 16). 

Despite such complexities, Harris (2001) states that the rules and regulations, as well as the 

British MPs’ expectations, acquired through both established and informal conventions, 

define what is considered acceptable linguistic behaviour in the House of Commons. One 

of the reasons why conflicts do arise in Parliament is due to the adversarial nature of 

parliamentary discourse. This is discussed below. 

 

 

3.1.2 Adversarial Nature of Parliamentary Discourse 

 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, one of the causes of equivocation is the avoidance of FTAs 

(face-threatening acts). However, in the British Parliament, intentional FTAs are an 
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essential part of a political process that is both adversarial and confrontational in nature 

(Harris 2001). Similar perspectives on the adversarial nature of politics in the House of 

Commons are also held by Ilie (2003) and Bayley (2004, p. 5), the latter stating that the 

Opposition’s role is “generally to oppose at all costs”. The adversarial nature of 

parliamentary discourse is evident in parliamentary debates, states Bevitori (2004 p. 88), 

again stressing that, unlike normal conversations, the concept of ‘conflict’ plays an 

important role in such situations. Therefore face-threatening and face-redressing actions are 

common in such debates. FTAs, avoided in many types of discourse, except perhaps 

political interviews (as mentioned in Chapter Two), are encouraged and expected in 

parliamentary discourse. As Ilie (2004, p. 52) states, “parliamentary insults have acquired 

an acknowledged legitimacy that underlies ritualised confrontational encounters”. Such 

views, and similar ones held by Harris (2001) and Bayley (2004) on adverse parliamentary 

interactions, again, undermine both the Politeness Theory and the Cooperative Principle 

(discussed further in the next chapter). Besides targeting the Opposition, certain 

parliamentary discourse involves ‘negative other-presentation’. For example, a study of the 

discourse on immigration in the French Parliament reveals how the ‘others’ 

(foreigners/migrants) are derogated and ‘criminalized’ (van Dijk 2003). Similarly speeches 

against Saddam Hussein (the ‘other’) in the Spanish Parliament were used to legitimize the 

Iraqi war (van Dijk 2005). As this study will show, a similar sentiment could also apply to 

Australia’s Question Time context, where the adversarial nature of parliamentary discourse 

appears most prominent.  

 

In the UK’s Prime Minister’s Question Time, questions are used as “part of a political 

battle in which party points are scored and personal or party glory pursued” (Borthwick 

1993, p. 103). Similarly, Chilton (2004) remarks that questions are used more as ‘weapons’ 

in party battles and Ilie (2004, p. 48) compares the “challenging, accusatory and often 

denigrating” exchanges between Opposition and Government MPs with the “friendly and 

cooperative” questions contributed by Government MPs. Similar views have been 

expressed about Australia’s Question Time and the use of Dorothy Dixers (refer to 

discussions below). In the UK’s system, Harris (2001, p. 466) adds that “impoliteness” is 

both sanctioned and “rewarded in accordance with the expectations of the Members of the 

House” and the general public. She adds that since FTAs are expected, they do not lead to a 

breakdown in communication. Commonly known as ‘point-scoring’ in Australia, both sides 
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of the House, i.e. both the Government and the Opposition, have been accused of 

‘attacking’ each other (Henderson 1981; Jaensch 1984, 1986, 1992; Solomon 1986; Snell & 

Upcher 2002; Uhr 2002; Rasiah 2007). In Australia, certain politicians are particularly 

skilled at ‘attacking’ and former Prime Minister Paul Keating is well-known for his 

ferociousness. He had once said to a Labor ally: “You’ve got to reach down their throat, 

tear their very heart out and show it to them” (Wallace 2005, p. 30). However, in some 

aspects, it is important that parliamentary discourse retains its adversarial nature. In the 

interest of accountability, it is critical that there be a “vigilant and adversarial parliamentary 

process” (Snell & Upcher 2002, p. 38). Uhr (2002, p. 4) expresses similar views since 

“adversarial-based systems” allow “those with grievances to challenge those with power 

over their interests”. The issue of accountability, one of the core functions of parliamentary 

Question Time, is discussed later in this chapter. Besides being noted for its adversarial 

nature, some also view parliamentary activities as performances.  

 

 

3.1.3 The Performance Factor 

 

According to Harris (2001, p. 2), Ministers and “would-be Ministers are judged by their 

Leaders, their parliamentary peers, the media and the public according to their 

performance” in UK’s Question Time. Like news interviews, Question Time involves an 

overhearing audience. According to Bull and Mayer (1993, p. 651), news interviews have 

been referred to as “a form of illusion” since “what appears to be a conversation is in fact a 

performance, arranged to take place for an overhearing audience potentially of millions”. 

 

In describing parliamentary activities, van Dijk (2002) uses terms and phrases such as 

parliamentarians “displaying” various roles while “accomplishing discourse”. In discussing 

the relationship between political discourse and political cognition, he states that the latter 

deals mainly with the “mental representations people share as political actors” (2002, p. 

203). His use of the term ‘actors’ is similar to Harris’ (2001) views of MPs, who make 

“illegal interventions” during parliamentary debates, as ‘performers’. Chilton (2004, p. 108) 

states that “form is important, but performance is crucial” in his discussion on 

parliamentary discourse.  
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A similar situation applies to the Australian context. Rasiah (2006, p. 6) describes Question 

Time as a performance since both “questioners and their respondents perform for the 

overhearing audience”. It is thus, unsurprising that Question Time has been described as 

“the theatre of Parliament” (Coghill & Hunt 1998, p. 37). Uhr (2001, p. 12) states that 

“political leaders resemble actors”. Question Time was often “more about drama and 

rhetoric than the provision of the information requested” (Commonwealth workshop report 

2001, p. 8). Closely linked to this performance factor of Question Time is the 

‘entertainment’ factor. 

 

 

 

3.1.3.1 The Entertainment Factor 

 

According to Borthwick (1993, p. 103), the political battle carried out during UK’s 

Question Time “now has the added ingredient of being seen on television”. Since adversity 

is part of parliamentary Question Time, Harris states that “sanctioned impoliteness” 

towards the Prime Minster is both interesting and entertaining for the overhearing audience. 

Similarly, Ilie (2004, p.52) argues that parliamentary insults serve two rhetorical functions, 

which are to “engage the addressee/audience emotionally” and to “please and entertain the 

addressee/audience”. Missen (1984, p. 43) found that, after spending some time one 

afternoon “listening to the Prime Minister’s question time” in the UK, he did not learn 

much “although it was exciting as an entertainment”. He referred to it as “something of a 

sham”. Ironically, Missen’s view is still applicable to UK’s present Question Time context. 

It is thus not surprising that the public views Parliament and its activities with “a certain 

amount of scepticism” and parliamentarians are “frequently the butt of jokes” (Bayley 

2004, p. 9-10).  

 

A similar sentiment is expressed by Jones (2005, p. 127), in the context of the Australian 

Parliament (as mentioned in Chapter Two), who states that “parliamentarians who are the 

subject of the public scorn described as political cynicism, appear to regard it as part of the 

job”. Uhr (2002, p. 4) holds a similar view, stating that the “community’s low expectations 

of Parliament reflect the common Australian reputation of parliaments as wastelands of 

adversarial partisan politics”. In the specific context of Australia’s parliamentary Question 
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Time, the following words and phrases have been used: ‘ritualised charade’ (Emy & 

Hughes 1991); ‘puerile behaviour’ (Hughes 1998); a ‘farce’ (Coghill & Hunt 1998; Coghill 

2002, 2005). An editorial in Australia’s print media (Canberra Times 2004) refers to 

Question Time as a ‘joke’ and blames both successive Governments and the Oppositions. 

Similarly, Australia’s state parliaments are viewed with a lot of scepticism. Columnist 

Whitby (2006, p. 8) deems Question Time generally a “big waste of time” except for “a bit 

of theatre and cheap entertainment”. However, Coghill’s observation that Question Time 

had ‘degenerated’ to a farce was a view not shared by Harris (2006), Australia’s House of 

Representatives Clerk. Citing the fact that Question Time enjoys “continuing public and 

media interest”, Harris (2006, p. 7) asks why “so many people would waste their time so 

wantonly?” In response, Rasiah (2006) reasons that Question Time is entertaining, in line 

with the views expressed above. 

 
 
3.1.4 Differences between Britain’s and Australia’s Question Time 

 

Although Australia’s Question Time has its origins in Britain, it has evolved into a forum 

that is uniquely Australian in a number of ways. A number of differences between the 

House of Commons Question Time and that of Australia’s House of Representatives have 

emerged. 

 

Firstly, Britain has Prime Minister’s Question Time, when questions are directed 

specifically to the Prime Minister. This occurs on some of the sitting days. Australia’s 

Question Time has no such time allocated specially for questions directed solely to its 

Prime Minister.  

 

Secondly, all questions in Britain’s Question Time are on notice, i.e. prior notice is given to 

a Minister of questions that will be asked during Question Time. The exception is the 

provision for ‘urgent Questions’, i.e. a special procedure for questioning Ministers 

regarding urgent matters. The Speaker is notified of such questions before noon on the day 

that the answer is required. The Minister, through his/her department, is immediately 

notified of the question. The Speaker decides whether the question is urgent and of public 

importance or not. This procedure is known as the ‘Private Notice Question’ (House of 
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Commons Information Office 2003). Otherwise all other questions, whether oral or written, 

are on notice. Such questions have to be handed in to the department concerned at least 

three days in advance of a Question Time session. This gives the Minister concerned, and 

his/her advisors, enough time to prepare a reply which is then read out during Question 

Time (House of Commons Information Office 2003). The Clerks in the Table Office who 

receive the question ensure that it complies with the rules and regulations of the House 

regarding the asking of questions. Similar practices of placing all oral questions ‘on notice’ 

have also been adopted in India and New Zealand (House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Procedures 1986; Jaensch 1992).  

 

Thirdly, all questions directed at a particular department are randomly shuffled using a 

computer in the British system and those selected are printed in an official paper, together 

with the order in which they will appear during Question Time (House of Commons 

Information Office 2003). In the UK, the questions are usually called for according to their 

numbers in the ‘order paper’, for example, “Number one”. The first token question 

routinely asks the Prime Minster to list his/her official engagements for the day (Harris 

2001; Bayley 2004). This paves the way for a spontaneous supplementary question, i.e. a 

question which has not been notified beforehand (discussed in the paragraph below). In 

Australia, the Speaker selects the questioner although he/she is guided by parliamentary 

conventions in that nominations alternate between Government and Opposition questioners 

as discussed in Chapter One.  

 

Another difference between the UK and the Australian system relates to supplementary 

questions. Once an oral reply has been given to a question on notice, the Speaker in Britain 

allows for a supplementary or follow-up question from the original questioner (Henderson 

1981; Harris 2001). Other MPs are then allowed to ask further supplementary questions on 

the same topic, with the Speaker usually alternating between Government and Opposition 

members until he or she (the Speaker) is satisfied that enough supplementary questions 

have been asked (House of Commons Information Office 2003).  In this way, the 

supplementary questions can be regarded as questions without notice. However, in 

Australia, supplementary questions are rare in the House of Representatives (Uhr 1982b). 

According to the House of Representatives (1991, p. 15), the Speaker, at his/her discretion, 

may permit supplementary questions but “in practice this does not happen”.  
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Furthermore, the only rule governing answers in Australia’s Question Time is Standing 

Order 104, which requires that the answer should be relevant to the question (Parliament of 

Australia, 2006). The rules regarding answers in the UK, Indian and New Zealand 

Parliaments are more detailed (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Procedures 1986). 

 

Finally, in the UK, the Speaker relinquishes his/her party position on appointment to the 

post of Speaker. This is not the case in Australia, where the Speaker remains a member of 

the governing party that nominated and ensured (by its majority vote) his appointment to 

the post. This potentially has serious implications and has given rise on occasion to various 

criticisms regarding the impartiality of the Speaker in ensuring that parliamentary rules and 

regulations are complied with (refer to discussions later in this chapter). 

 

 

 

3.2 Questions and Responses 

 

There is a large and expanding literature in a variety of fields on the nature of questions. 

However, since the focus of the current study is more on responses, specifically evasions, 

than on questions, only those aspects of the theory and previous research which are directly 

relevant to the situation in parliamentary Question Time are discussed here, special 

attention being given to aspects of questions that lead to evasive responses.   

 

There are, however, several points to note. Firstly, there is a general expectation in most 

communicative contexts that a question requires an answer. There are a few problems here. 

Firstly, an utterance such as: “Is the door open?” could either be a question requiring a 

‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer or it could be a request for the door to be opened. Secondly, there is a 

difference between asking a question and merely posing one, according to Lyons (1977). 

The first is directed at someone and an answer is expected but the second is directed at no-

one and no answer is expected. The related issue of ‘rhetorical’ questions is discussed later 

in this chapter. As Lyons (1977, p. 755) states, posing a question means merely giving 

expression to or externalising a doubt without “necessarily addressing it to anyone” 
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whereas asking a question involves both posing the question and indicating to the addressee 

that a response is expected. Since the focus of the present study is more on responses, there 

is limited discussion on the topic of questions. Most of the discussions on questions are 

centred on the nature and types of questions that affect responses (as discussed later in this 

chapter).  

 

Unlike questions, there is very little literature on the topic of responses and what is 

available is usually in the context of discussion on adjacency pairs. Downes (1998, p. 281) 

refers to adjacency pairs as “coordinated pairs of communicative acts” adding that, 

conventionally, many acts involve the respondent being obliged to reply in a specific way. 

In short, the second part is an interpretive act “of the kind required by the first part” and 

thus, questions require answers and greetings “require greetings in return” (Downes 1998, 

p. 281). There is a link here to FTAs (discussed in greater length in Chapter Two). If the 

questioner ‘threatens’ the ‘face’ of the respondent, the respondent will naturally try to 

‘defend’ it. As explained earlier in this chapter, due to the adversarial nature of 

parliamentary discourse, in defending his/her face, the respondent might ‘attack’ the 

questioner in response. 

 

Clayman (2001) regards answers as “responsive actions” to questions, i.e., actions that 

address the agenda of topics or tasks set by the question asked. However, unlike questions, 

which are usually marked by “interrogative syntax”, answers have no such markers or 

indicators. Dillon, on the other hand, says of ‘responding’ that “of all things that people 

may say and do when asked a question, the very least is to give an answer” (1990, p. 146). 

According to Dillon, an answer is not a thing but a pragmatic notion. He adds that most 

responses given to questions are not answers. Dillon identifies three types of responses: 

non-responses, non-answers and answer responses. 

 

A non-response, according to Dillon (1990), is when nothing at all follows a question 

(silence) or something is said which is totally unrelated to the question; for example, ‘wild 

talk’ or a change of topic. Similarly Greatbatch (1986) referred to such responses as ‘non-

production’ of answers.  Clayman (2001), on the other hand, considers a refusal to provide 

any information at all to be a case of “resisting” a question, specifically ‘negative 

resistance’ (discussed in greater detail later in the chapter). Dillon’s second type of 
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response, a non-answer response, includes excuses, such as communicating the 

unwillingness or inability to answer, and evasions. Evasion is also discussed in more detail 

later in the chapter. The third type of response is the ‘answer-response’. Dillon (1990) 

identifies answers as a large class of responses with a “variety of definitions” that can be 

classified as “a variety of types”. Citing Johnson (1979) and Harrah (1985), Dillon reviews 

the different views of answers held by sociolinguists and logicians. Sociolinguists define 

answers as “responses that fulfil the logical or substantive expectations of the question” 

while logicians view answers as “responses that are appropriate from the questioner’s point 

of view” (Dillon 1990, p. 149-150). A more in-depth definition of what constitutes an 

answer will be discussed later in this chapter. 

 

The above has been a brief discussion of the general field of questions and responses. The 

following looks specifically at the use of questions in the political context. 

 

 

3.2.1 Political Questions 

 

Questions play an important role in the political process (Wilson 1990, Harris 1991, Bull 

1994) specifically in Parliament, news conferences and news interviews.  Within the 

parliamentary system, politicians question each other, and within the public domain, 

politicians deal with questions from journalists, particularly in broadcast interviews 

(Wilson 1990). Both Question Time and political interviews involve a basic 

question/answer framework where questions are asked and answers are expected (Harris 

1991). However, according to Harris (2001) and Chilton (2004), the question/answer 

framework, specified by the House Commons’ Circular in the UK, is not clearly obvious in 

practice due to the informal and interactive nature of Question Time. The issue therefore 

arises as to what constitutes a question and whether individual MPs’ questions may always 

be viewed as single turns. Since an ordinary MP is only allowed a single turn, and no 

immediate follow-ups after the Prime Minister’s response within that turn, each of his/her 

turns may, in practice, contain more than one question. The turn might consist of two or 

more coordinated interrogative clauses, for instance; “Will the farmers’ summit tomorrow 

… and will they go home with …?” (Harris 2001, p. 460). On this issue, Wilson (1990, p. 

158) states that the limit of one turn means that MPs have to “carefully construct their 
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question for maximum impact in terms of its propositional ramifications”. This is similar to 

the situation in news interviews whereby questions encode propositions which are 

frequently used to “express opinions, convey new information” or “put forward ideas” 

(Harris 1986, p. 61). By the same token, in the context of Question Time, Ministers 

answering the questions might not get another opportunity to respond to the various 

propositions contained in the question at a later stage and therefore have to attentively listen 

and respond to all the elements of the question when they rise to make their response. 

 

As for the question form, Harris (2001) explains that in the British Parliament questions are 

predominantly yes/no interrogative forms containing propositions and are used to either 

seek information or call for action, in line with the guidelines laid down by the House of 

Commons circular. However, although such questions appear to be requesting information 

or action, they often try to elicit the Prime Minister’s confirmation or awareness of, or 

agreement to, the propositions they contain. Among the examples given by Harris (2001, p. 

457) are: “doesn’t he have a duty to + proposition (action)” and “is he aware that + 

proposition (information)”. Wilson (1990) also drew attention to such questions, stating 

that they appear to request information while actually performing other actions such as 

criticizing, demeaning or insulting the respondents concerned. Although, it contravenes the 

House of Commons circular, members also occasionally ask questions which “explicitly 

seek expressions of opinion” as in: “Does the Prime Minister believe that focus groups are 

the stuff of leadership?” (Harris 2001, p. 457). However, despite the fact that most 

questions contain propositions, such as the above examples, either implicitly or explicitly, 

parliamentarians are clearly aware of the question-answer framework that characterises 

Question Time (Wilson 1990; Harris 2001; Chilton 2004)and Opposition members often 

“call the Prime Minister to account” for not answering questions (Harris 2001,  p. 460).  

 

Whilst there are various rules and regulations regarding the asking of questions in the 

specific setting of Question Time, the field of questions, in general, is rather wide. The 

following is a discussion of a number of approaches to its study. 
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3.2.2 Approaches to Questions 

 

There are a number of different approaches to the study of questions. However, these can 

be collapsed into three broad approaches: the ‘structural’ approach, the ‘functional’ 

approach and the ‘sequential’ approach (Wilson 1990). The structural approach tries to 

define questions in “formal and structural terms”, the functional approach focuses on the 

role of questions in a variety of “interaction situations”, and the sequential approach looks 

at questions as part of interactional sequences (Wilson 1990).  

 

The structural or ‘logico-formal’ approach, used by both Lyons (1977) and Stubbs (1983), 

categorizes questions into two main types: ‘yes-no questions’ or ‘nexus-questions’ and ‘x-

questions’. According to Jespersen (1933, cited in Lyons 1977, p. 757), ‘x’ is an ‘unknown 

quality’ “exactly as in an algebraic equation”. Since the later class of questions “typically 

begin with wh- (who, what, when, where, etc.), x-questions are commonly referred to … as 

wh- questions” (Lyons 1977, p. 757). According to Lyons, both x-questions and yes-no 

questions “can be treated as functions that contain a variable” (p. 757). When we ask 

someone a question, what we are actually doing is “inviting him to supply a value for this 

variable” (Lyons 1977, p. 757). A yes-no question contains a ‘two-valued’ variable. Lyons 

exemplifies this with the question “Is the door open?”,  which can be appropriately 

answered ‘yes’, implying the proposition “The door is open”, or ‘no’, implying the 

proposition “The door is not open” (1977, p.757). On the other hand, an x-question [or wh-

question] is a ‘many-valued function’. It “presupposes the disjunction of a set of 

propositions … each member of the set differing from the others in that it supplies a 

different value for the variable” (Lyons 1977, pp. 757-758). Lyons gives the example of an 

x-question: “Who left the door open?” which presupposes the proposition expressed by the 

statement: “Someone left the door open”, whereby the pronoun ‘someone’ is “a variable 

whose range of possible values depends upon the universe-of-discourse” (p. 758). 

 

Dillon (1990) categorizes questions from the functional perspective. He states that different 

types of questions serve different functions in different contexts and questioners manipulate 

them accordingly whether they are in schools, courtrooms, hospitals etc. Similarly, Hargie 
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et al. (1981) and Bull (1994) define questions functionally as requests for information. 

Hargie et al. acknowledge that there are many types of questions, “all of which can be of 

value in different contexts” (1981, p. 65). Such questions play important roles in various 

‘occupational settings’. Their classification includes ‘recall/process questions’, 

‘closed/open questions’, ‘affective questions’, ‘leading questions’,  ‘probing questions’, 

‘rhetorical questions’ and ‘multiple questions’ (Hargie et al 1981, pp. 80 –83). Some of 

these types of questions, which are relevant to this study, are discussed at greater length 

below. 

 

The sequential approach takes the view that what is or is not a question cannot be 

determined by its internal structure but by its “sequential placement” within an interaction. 

According to Schegloff (1984), if one were to look at questions as part of social actions, it 

would not do to look at them solely as linguistic forms. Questions are part of a sequence 

and thus, the “sequential organization is critical” (Schegloff 1984, p. 50). The sequential 

pattern in Question Time interactions is pre-established, unlike in a normal conversation. 

Therefore, this study views questions both structurally and functionally. In order to 

establish the criteria for what is considered an evasion, a question needs to be identified 

according to its question type, and this identification is carried out based on its structural 

form (explained later in this chapter). As mentioned above, questions are also viewed 

according to their functions. Opposition questions appeared to serve a different function 

compared to those asked by Government MPs (also discussed later in this chapter).  

 

 

3.2.3 Factors that affect both questions and responses 

 

There are a number of factors that could influence the questions and therefore the types and 

nature of responses given. In the straightforward case of a simple request for information 

such as, “What is the time?”; the answer can be given fairly quickly and directly. However, 

this is a study of parliamentary Question Time, with accountability at stake, and adversarial 

discourse is part of its nature. Question Time is very seldom a straightforward simple 

question and answer scenario. Other factors that could influence the nature of the questions 

asked and therefore the kind of responses given are also in play.  
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3.2.3.1 Implicatures 

 

Sometimes questions and responses carry implied meanings in them, so what is intended or 

implied is not what appears on the surface. Meaning is derived from the language used and 

a tremendous amount of background knowledge (Chilton 2004). For example, if someone 

says: “I’d like a glass of water” to a waiter in a restaurant (Chierchia and McConnell-Ginet, 

1990), it could be taken literally to mean that that person wants a glass of water (literal 

meaning). However, he/she is also asking the waiter to bring him/her a glass of water 

(implied meaning). The same utterance to a hiking companion as they ascend up a long trail 

would carry a different interpretation; perhaps simply reporting his/her desires (Chierchia 

and McConnell-Ginet, 1990). Bhatia (2006, p. 200) notes that contributions by 

“participants in press conferences” can be considered “loaded statements” in the sense that 

they have “one value on the surface, and quite the opposite implied”. In an adversarial 

context such as Question Time, where rules and regulations restrict the contents and 

structures of both questions and responses, quite often both questioner (especially 

Opposition MPs) and respondents (Ministers) resort to ‘implicatures’ (Grice 1975) or 

inferring some message/information without actually saying it. Below is a brief discussion 

of implicatures, from three related perspectives (Grice’s, Sperber and Wilson’s, and 

Searle’s), and their links to Grice’s Cooperative Principle, also known as the “first 

framework for a theory of utterances in context” (Downes 1998, p. 385). 

 

Grice’s (1975) notion of implicatures is closely linked to his work on the ‘Cooperative 

Principle’. According to Grice (1975), our ‘talk exchanges’ are cooperative efforts, with 

each participant recognizing in the exchanges; a common goal. In order to do this, one has 

to make one’s “conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it 

occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange” in which one is engaged. 

This is known as the ‘Cooperative Principle’ (Grice 1975, p. 45). Grice’s cooperative 

principle consists of four sub-principles or ‘maxims’. These include the maxims of 

quantity, quality, relation and manner as the basis of cooperation in communication. The 

maxim of quantity says the speaker should be as informative as required in any given 

context, neither giving out too much nor too little information. The maxim of quality 
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requires the speaker to be truthful and sincere by not giving out information that is believed 

to be false or which lacks adequate evidence. The maxim of relation requires the speaker to 

say something that is relevant and the maxim of manner states that the speaker should be 

brief, orderly and avoid ambiguity (Grice, 1975). 

 

According to Grice, all speakers and hearers are assumed to adhere to this basic principle in 

their interactions. Sometimes hearers have to draw inferences based on what has been 

uttered about the speaker’s implied meaning or intention. He calls this a ‘conversational 

implicature’. He gives the following exchange as an example:  

 

[A is standing beside an immobilized car and is approached by B] 
A: I am out of petrol. 
B: There is a garage round the corner. 

     (Grice 1975, p. 51) 

 

In the above exchange, B implies that the garage is open and thus has petrol to sell, “so he 

implicates that the garage is, or at least may be open” (Grice 1975, p. 51). If there is an 

apparent violation of one of Grice’s maxims, explained below, the hearer has to make 

assumptions to overcome it. According to Carston (2001), the distinction Grice makes 

between what is said and what is implied is perhaps the best known example of the implicit 

and explicit distinction.   

 
Grice’s work on conversational implicatures has been the basis for further theorizing about 

implicatures such as Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance Theory (1995, 2002). Sperber and 

Wilson (1995) hold the view that the ‘principle of relevance’ guides the recovery of 

implicatures. They define an implicature as “a contextual assumption or implication which 

a speaker, intending her utterance to be manifestly relevant, manifestly intended to make 

manifest to the hearer” (Sperber and Wilson 1995, pp. 194-195). They illustrate their view 

with the following example: 
 

Peter: Would you drive a Mercedes?  

    Mary:  I wouldn’t drive ANY expensive car. 

(Sperber and Wilson 1995, p. 194) 

 



 41

According to Sperber and Wilson, although Mary’s response is not a direct answer to the 

question, it gives Peter immediate access to his encyclopaedic information about expensive 

cars, which includes the information that “A Mercedes is an expensive car” and this in turn 

would yield the contextual implication: “Mary wouldn’t drive a Mercedes” (Sperber and 

Wilson 1995, p. 194). Thus, although Mary had not directly or explicitly answered Peter’s 

question, the answer was intentionally implied and therefore it was an implicature. In the 

above example, the speaker, Mary expects her utterance to be relevant to the hearer as “the 

search for relevance is a basic feature of human cognition” (Sperber and Wilson 2002, p. 

251). 

 

According to Sperber and Wilson, an input is intuitively relevant to a hearer “when it 

connects with background information he has available to yield conclusions that matter to 

him”, for example by answering a question he/she had in mind. This means that the 

processing of the input yields a “positive cognitive effect” in line with Relevance Theory, 

which states that an input is relevant to a hearer when its processing produces positive 

cognitive effects. Like The Cooperative Principle, this process is questionable in the 

context of Question Time. There have been a few occasions when responses were 

considered irrelevant by Opposition MPs but not by the Speaker. 

 

Sperber and Wilson (2002) argue that the most important type of cognitive effect is 

“contextual implication”. They explain how a contextual implication is deduced in the 

following exchange: 

 
Peter: What do you think of Martin’s latest novel? 

Mary: It puts me to sleep. 

    (Sperber and Wilson, 2002, p. 268) 

 

In processing Mary’s utterance, Peter expects the answer to his question to be available in 

what she says. He accordingly makes the contextual assumption on the basis of her 

comment that the book is boring and thus Peter has obtained an answer to his question. 

Sperber and Wilson’s views of how inferences are made based on contextual clues is 

similar to Searle’s 1975 contribution on the use of contextually shared background 

knowledge in the making of inferences.   
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According to Searle, one of the two philosophers who developed the Speech Act Theory, a 

basic reason for the study of speech acts was that “all linguistic communication involves 

linguistic acts” (Searle 1969, p. 16). In this view, utterances are seen as types of action and 

language is used to ‘do’ things. According to Speech Act Theory, utterances are said to 

perform three types of acts; a ‘locutionary act’, an ‘illocutionary act’, and a ‘perlocutionary 

act’. The locutionary act refers to the surface meaning of an utterance, i.e. its literal 

meaning. The illocutionary act is the non-verbal act performed in uttering the words and the 

perlocutionary act is the effect produced on the listener. As Nunan (1993, p. 65) explains, 

“the functional intention of the speaker is known as the ‘illocutionary force’ of the 

utterance”.  

 

However, Searle (1969) states there are several dimensions of illocutionary force in that 

one utterance can perform a number of different illocutionary acts. Unlike the simplest 

case, where the meaning of an utterance is what is literally said, there are cases in which 

“the speaker utters a sentence, means what he says, but also means something more” 

(Searle 1975, p. 59). For example; “Can you reach the salt” is not merely a question but 

also a request to pass the salt. This is known as an indirect speech act, which Searle (1975, 

p. 60) states is a case “in which one illocutionary act is performed indirectly by way of 

performing another”.  

 

Many have found that there are problems in identifying the precise nature of speech acts in 

utterances involving indirect illocutionary acts (Mey 1994, Downes 1998). As Searle 

himself puts it, “since meaning consists in part in the intention to produce understanding in 

the hearer, a large part of that problem is that of how it is possible for the hearer to 

understand the indirect speech act when the sentence he hears and understands means 

something else” (Searle 1975, p. 60). However, he adds that in most cases, the problem is 

not as acute as it might seem. Searle (1975) explains that the speaker relies on mutually 

shared background knowledge, both verbal and non-verbal, to communicate while the 

hearer uses his or her general powers of rationality and inference to make sense of an 

utterance in the context of that shared background. Although the rules and regulations of 

Question Time do not allow for the making of inferences, they are often breached for 

various reasons. Chilton and Schaffner (2002, p. 12) claim that implicatures are quite often 
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used by politicians because “implied, not explicitly verbalized meanings, can be easily 

disavowed”. Cheng (2002, p. 310) considers implicatures an “important communication 

tool for politicians” as it allows them “to avoid communicating directly while talking about 

potentially face-threatening acts or politically risky topics”. Thus, Cheng links the use of 

implicatures to the avoidance of FTAs (as mentioned in the last chapter). 

 

All the works on implicatures discussed above, i.e. Searle, Grice, and Sperber and Wilson, 

have a common thread, namely the use of background knowledge and contextual clues 

leading to the discovery of the implicatures behind an utterance. This is of relevance to the 

current study because, as mentioned above, quite often MPs and Ministers ask/give 

indirect, or implicit, questions and responses during Question Time. The recipients, 

including both parliamentarians and the overhearing audience, make use of contextual and 

background knowledge to draw the necessary inferences. 

 

The above is a brief discussion of implicatures from three related perspectives, i.e. Grice’s, 

Sperber and Wilson’s, and Searle’s, and their links to Grice’s Cooperative Principle. The 

discussion below focuses on another aspect of questions, one that has an effect on the type 

of responses given. 

 

 

3.2.3.2 Presuppositions 

 

According to Green (1989, p. 71), the term ‘presupposition’ refers to “propositions whose 

truth is taken for granted in the utterance of a linguistic expression”. She exemplifies this 

with the utterance: “It’s too bad that Carter lost the election” which presupposes that 

“Carter lost the election” as opposed to the utterance “It’s believed Carter lost the election” 

which does not have the same presupposition (Green 1989, p. 71). Greco (2003, p. 230) 

views presuppositions as “essential components” of communicative acts. 

 

When they appear in questions, presuppositions can create difficulties for the respondents, 

especially if the presuppositions are not true or are believed not to be true. This difficulty is 

best explained through the linguistically ‘troublesome’ question: “Have you stopped 

beating your wife?” (Belnap and Steel 1976, p. 5). Such a question presupposes that the 
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respondent used to beat his wife and it poses a problem for the respondent because if the 

presupposition is not true, there can be no direct answer (‘yes’ or ‘no’) to the question. A 

question like this can be validly answered only if its presuppositions are true. Otherwise, it 

“cannot be truly answered, because an answer affirms the presupposition of the question” 

(Dillon 1990, p. 132). As Belnap and Steel (1976, p. 5) put it: “A question, Q, presupposes 

a statement, A, if and only if, the truth of A is a logically necessary condition for there being 

some true answer to Q”. 

 

In the field of politics, Wilson (1990) argues that some yes/no questions have propositional 

contents that make them difficult to be answered directly with ‘yes’ or ‘no’, since such 

answers would “indicate acceptance of many of the propositions attached to the question” 

(Wilson 1990, p. 151). The following example by Harris (1986, p. 74) is a political 

interview question with a presupposition embedded in it: “Whereas Arthur Scargill is 

blamed for helping you to lose the Brecon by-election – the Notts miners are staunch 

traditional Labor supporters – why don’t you hold out a helping hand to them?” According 

to Harris (1986), the presupposition contained in the question is that the respondent is not 

helping the miners for some “missing” reason. Wilson argues that Harris’ example shows 

how difficult it is for politicians to answer such questions.  

 
If politicians attend to the propositions contained in these pre/post statements they may be 
seen as trying to avoid the question. On the other hand, if politicians fail to attend to such 
propositions they may be seen as accepting certain controversial claims as matters of fact.  

   
(Wilson 1990, p. 137) 

 

Similar views have been expressed by Clayman and Heritage (2002a), who state that 

interviewers’ questions often contain presuppositions and/or propositions which the 

respondent confirms or disconfirms in response. It is not an easy task since, according to 

Chilton (2004, p. 64), it requires “effort to retrieve, formulate and challenge a 

presupposition”. Levinson (1983, p. 167) views presupposition as a “kind of pragmatic 

inference”. He notes there is some confusion between the everyday notion of 

presupposition, which basically relates to any kind of background assumption with which 

an utterance makes sense, and its meaning in the technical sense. The latter restricts 

presuppositions to “certain pragmatic inferences or assumptions that seem at least to be 

built into linguistic expressions and which can be isolated using specific linguistic tests” 
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(Levinson 1983, p. 168). Levinson describes three linguistic tests for identifying 

presuppositions, the most common of which is that they “survive under negation”. He 

suggests that this is best explained through the following example (Levinson 1983, p. 178): 

 

(1) John managed to stop in time 

 

From this we can infer that: 

 

(2) John stopped in time 

(3) John tried to stop in time 

 

According to Levinson, if negation of the sentence occurs, i.e. the negation of the main 

verb, it becomes: 

 

(4) John didn’t manage to stop in time 

 

In (4), we cannot infer (2) but we can still infer (3). Thus (3) survives the negation test 

since it is a presupposition of both (1) and (4). Levinson (1983, p. 178) concludes that 

negation “leaves the presuppositions untouched” and thus, there is “constancy under 

negation”. He adds that certain words, such as ‘tried’ in the above example, are known to 

generate presuppositions. These words, or linguistic items, are known as ‘presupposition-

triggers’ (Levinson 1983, p. 179). For the purposes of this study, the presupposition(s) of a 

question is/are the proposition(s) “that the respondent becomes committed to in giving any 

direct answer to the question” (Walton 1991, p. 338). 

 

The above factors, including presuppositions and implicatures, affect the nature of the 

questions and therefore the type of responses given. Besides those factors, there are other 

elements, mainly linked to the structure of the question itself, which can have an effect on 

the type of responses given. These are discussed below. 
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3.2.3.3 Nature of Questions  

 

Open questions 

Besides being classified according to their structural forms, questions can also be 

categorized according to the type of responses they seek.  According to Hargie et al. (1981), 

there are two broad categories of such questions; ‘open questions’ and ‘closed questions’. 

Open questions allow the respondent a “higher degree of freedom” since he/she can answer 

the question in many different ways (Hargie et. al. 1981, p. 74). Open questions also give 

respondents greater control over the interaction. Such questions usually require general 

information and often result in respondents deviating from the question agenda with ‘time-

consuming’ or ‘irrelevant’ responses (Hargie et. al. 1981, 1994). For example, the 

following would be considered an open question in the parliamentary Question Time 

context: “Would the Minister inform the House of the humanitarian aid […]?” 

 

Closed questions 

Closed questions are more restrictive in nature since the responses required are more 

limited in scope and the questioner has a tighter control over the interaction compared to 

open questions (Hargie et. al. 1981, 1994). The following is an example of a closed 

question in the parliamentary Question Time context: “Is the Minister aware of the latest 

report from the UN […]?” Such questions, requiring a direct ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer, are 

discussed in greater length later in this chapter. 

 

Leading questions 

Besides mostly being open questions, many questions asked by Government MP also 

appear to be ‘leading’ questions. Leading questions, according to Hargie et al (1994), are 

questions that have the expected answers inferred within the questions themselves. The 

respondent is thus led towards that anticipated response. The following is one such example 

of a leading question: “Would the Minister inform the House of the reports in Secretary 

Colin Powell's address to the Security Council overnight that Saddam Hussein, in 

developing his arsenal of chemical weapons, conducted experiments on humans?” (House 

Hansard 06 February 2003, p. 11133). 
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Rhetorical Questions 

According to Hargie et al. (1994, p.114), a rhetorical question “does not expect an answer, 

either because the speaker intends to answer the question, or because the question is 

equivalent to a statement”, as in the example: “Who would not wish their children well?” 

They state that when rhetorical questions are used, the audiences become more attentive 

and are better able to retain information. According to them, such questions are often 

employed by “lecturers, politicians and other individuals” because in a large audience, few 

will have the chance to answer questions (Hargie et al. 1994, p. 115). Ilie (1994, p. 224) 

states that in political speeches; rhetorical questions (which act as statements expressed in 

the form of questions) are used, amongst others, to manipulate opinion and ensure 

“optimum reception of the message”. The existence of such ‘argumentative’ non-standard 

questions (Ilie 1999) shows that it is not always easy to distinctly categorise questions and 

responses as separate entities. In the Australian Question Time context, it has been noted 

that Opposition questions are generally not used for seeking information but rather for 

making rhetorical points (Canberra Times 2004) and as with negative interrogatives, such 

rhetorical ‘questions’ invite rebuttals. 

 

Negative Interrogatives 

Leading and/or rhetorical questions sometimes appear in the form of negative 

interrogatives. According to Heritage (2002, p. 1428), questions that begin with structures 

such as ‘Isn’t it’, ‘Don’t you’ and ‘Shouldn’t you’ (negative interrogatives) should be 

considered more as assertions “expressing a position or point of view” rather than 

questions. Those responding to negative interrogatives do so “in ways that deny their status 

as questions” (Heritage 2002, p. 1432). In his example, Former US President Clinton’s 

response to a question with a negative interrogative form (“… didn’t you put the Vice 

President … and all the others … in a vulnerable position …”) was “I disagree with that 

…”. By formulating his response as a ‘disagreement’, Clinton had addressed the question 

as “a statement of opinion, rather than as a question in search for information” (Heritage 

2002, p. 1432). Furthermore Heritage (2002, p. 1433) adds that interrogative questions with 

the modal ‘should’ as in “… shouldn’t you be preaching unity now instead of this class 

warfare …” should be considered “transparently argumentative” and are “designed for an 

affirmative response in which the interviewee acknowledges the criticism” that he/she 
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ought to preach unity. He states that such negative interrogatives are “argumentative or 

challenging” and they thus “ultimately invite rebuttal” (Heritage 2002, p. 1439).  

 

 

 

3.2.3.4 Question Types  

 

Before we can study evasion, we first need to identify what is considered an evasive 

response. In turn, this cannot be done without establishing the criteria for what is 

considered an evasion. This entails looking at the question, identifying the question type 

and then establishing what is considered an answer for such a question type. Having 

discussed the many ways of defining questions, as mentioned above, Wilson (1990) 

chooses to take what he calls the “common sense approach” which is basically similar to 

the structural approach used by both Lyons (1977) and Stubbs (1983). Like them, he 

identifies two main types of questions based on their structural forms. The first type uses 

interrogative forms such as who, what, where, when and how (the ‘wh-questions’). The 

second has forms using particular “grammatical movement rules” that change “subject 

auxiliary positions” (Wilson 1990, p. 145), thus producing questions such as “Is Mary X”  

or “Are they Y” etc. (the ‘yes/no questions’). Included in the second type are those using 

modals such as can, could, should, will, etc. Bull (1994, 2003) also uses the structural 

approach for classifying questions mainly drawing on the works of Quirk et al. (1985). 

Three of the categories; ‘yes/no questions’, ‘wh-questions’ (as explained above) and 

‘disjunctive questions’ (which requires an answer selected from two or more alternatives) 

apply to the present study since they are used in Australia’s Question Time. Another 

category, ‘declarative questions’ and Bull’s (1994, 2003) two added categories; ‘indirect 

questions’ and ‘moodless questions’ are not included since they are not in interrogative 

forms. A similar categorization of questions was also used by Harris (1986, 1991) in her 

work on evasive responses in political interviews.   
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3.2.4 Criteria for Identifying ‘Answers’ and ‘Intermediate Responses’ 

 

Responses, like questions, can be categorized in a number of ways. For example, Blum-

Kulka (1983)’s study of 20 Israeli political interviews in the early 1980s, had interviewers 

rating political responses as either being either ‘supportive’ or ‘non-supportive’. Supportive 

responses were those involving topical shifts or those asking for clarification. Non-

supportive responses, however, challenged the reformulations of the opening question. 

Blum-Kulka’s (1983, p. 144-145) analysis revealed that non-supportive responses failed to 

adhere to a number of criteria for discourse coherence namely, ‘cohesiveness’, ‘topical 

coherence’, ‘presuppositional coherence’ and ‘illocutionary coherence’. However, Blum-

Kulka’s categorization and Bull and Mayer’s (1993, p. 655) categorization of responses as 

‘reply’, ‘non-reply’ and ‘answer by implication’ did not have clear criteria for their 

identification as such. Bull’s later work (1994, 2003), which had a similar category of 

responses, however, provided more useful criteria for categorising responses. These are 

discussed below. 

 

 

3.2.4.1 Answers (direct and indirect) 

 

Direct Answers 

Answers, according to Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003, p. 387), “can be defined as the production 

of information directed at replying to the question itself”. However, theirs is a rather vague 

definition unlike Wilson (1990), who gives a structural account of what he considers 

answers to his ‘common-sense’ category of questions. As he discussed earlier, some yes/no 

questions have propositional contents that make them difficult to answer directly with a 

‘yes’ or ‘no’ since such an answer suggests acceptance of many of the question’s 

propositions. To overcome this problem, he looks to Stubbs’ work for an explanation of 

what is considered an answer to such questions. Stubbs (1983) suggested a choice from a 

slot in a continuum, whereby ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers are selected from a continuum which 

ranges between ‘yes’ and ‘no’ and ‘positive certainty’ and ‘negative certainty’. For 

example, an answer such as “I don’t think so”, according to Stubbs (1983, p. 106), has 

selected both ‘no’ and ‘negative certainty’. It is, thus, on a scale which lies closer to the 
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‘no’ than to the ‘yes’ end of the continuum. Thus, any response to a yes/no question that 

provides information to the questioner, which helps him/her locate the answer within a slot 

in the yes/no continuum, is considered an answer. However, if the response does not fit the 

slot, then the person would be regarded as not having answered the question. This, 

according to Wilson, is the reason why yes/no questions are popular in the oral question 

and answer sessions of the British Parliament. Parliamentarians are aware of this constraint 

and they, and the audience, “are free to interpret any response as locating the minister at a 

specific point on a yes/no continuum” (Wilson 1990, p. 151).  

 

Harris (1991) and Bull (1994, 2003) hold similar views on what constitutes an answer to a 

yes/no question (discussed in the next chapter). However, Harris makes a distinction 

between direct and indirect answers. She considers direct answers for yes/no questions and 

disjunctive questions, “responses containing explicitly expressed ‘yes’ or ‘no’, ‘of course’, 

‘right’, etc, or ‘copy’ type answers involving deletion in response to question requesting 

polarity choice or the selection of  one disjunct” (Harris 1991, p. 83-84). Harris’ criteria of 

what constitutes an answer, similar to Wilson’s continuum, is used in the present study 

since respondents are rarely expected to give direct ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers during 

parliamentary Question Time. 

 

As for wh-questions, Wilson (1990, p. 146) describes an appropriate answer in this context 

as presupposing “an unknown variable which requires a value … selected from any one of 

a number of complex sets”. For instance, according to Stubbs (1983), a ‘where’ question 

“must normally be followed by a place” and a ‘when’ question “by a time adverbial” (p. 

107). Thus, a ‘when’ question presupposes an answer from a set of ‘time’ notions whereas 

a ‘where’ question requires an answer that “must select a value from a set of places”. Harris 

(1991) and Bull (1994, 2004) both hold similar views, describing a direct answer for a wh-

question as a response which supplies a value for the missing variable. 

 

Indirect Answers 

In a conversation, a relevant answer to a question is a signal that the participant who 

answers “has understood the question and drawn the necessary inferences from it” (van 

Dijk 1985b, p. 3). Van Dijk was obviously referring to the implicatures of a question. As 

mentioned earlier, responses could also contain implicatures, or that which is inferred. 
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Harris (1991) made a distinction between direct and indirect answers. Responses 

considered indirect answers, according to Harris (1991, p. 84), contain the same 

information as for direct answers except that it is provided implicitly and not directly. 

Though Harris identifies such responses as indirect answers, Bull (1994) categorizes them 

as ‘intermediate replies’. Harris (1991) also identifies another sub-category of indirect 

answers. These are responses “which maintain cohesion, topic coherence, presuppositional 

framework and illocutionary coherence” (Harris 1991, p. 85). Such responses, and Harris’s 

next category of answers, ‘challenges’ (i.e. responses that challenge the presuppositions of 

questions and responses that challenge the ‘illocutionary force’ of questions) are mainly 

considered ‘intermediate responses’ in this study.   

 

 

3.2.4.2 Intermediate Responses 

 

Although Bull and Mayer (1993) had earlier categorized responses as ‘replies’, ‘non-

replies’ and ‘answer by implication’, Bull’s later (1994, 2003) categories were slightly 

different. Bull (1994, 2003) argued that responses in news interviews should not be 

classified only as ‘replies’ and ‘non-replies’ but should also include a third category, 

‘intermediate replies’, which are seen as responses occupying a position in between replies 

and non-replies, as on a continuum.  

 

Bull’s (1994, 2003) category of intermediate replies consists of three sub-categories. One 

sub-category, as mentioned above, is the same as Harris’s ‘indirect answers’; i.e. answers 

which are implied. Another sub-category is the ‘incomplete reply’, which consists of 

‘partial replies’, ‘half-answers’ and ‘fractional replies’, and the third is the ‘interrupted 

reply’. The latter category is used for occasions when it is not possible to say if a politician 

would have replied if the interviewer had not interrupted him. Though the term 

‘intermediate responses’, used in this study, is derived from Bull’s term: ‘intermediate 

replies’, the study’s criteria for responses considered intermediate responses are different 

from those of Bull’s, as will be explained in the next chapter. The following is a discussion 

on responses which are considered neither answers nor intermediate responses. 
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3.3 Evasion 

 

According to Dillon (1990), it is well-known that politicians and public figures often give 

evasive answers to media representatives. He views evasion as a “routine strategy for 

responding to a question without answering it” (Dillon 1990, p. 154). Many others have 

also commented that there is a widely-held view that politicians equivocate or evade 

answering questions (Wilson 1990; Harris 1991; Bull 1994, 2000, 2003; Chilton 2004; 

McKenzie 2005). Studies of British political interviews conducted by Harris (1991) and 

Bull and Mayer (1993) provide empirical evidence to justify this view. Considering the fact 

that most of the studies on evasion have so far been in the area of broadcast interviews, it is 

natural for Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003, p. 387) to comment that evasion is one of the most 

“analysed aspects in the social-psychological literature on political interviews”. Evasion 

also occurs in the related field of political press conferences (Clayman 1993; Bhatia 2006).  

 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, Wilson (1990) and Harris (1991) provided criteria of 

what is considered an answer for yes/no questions and wh-questions. Based on his 

continuum for yes/no questions, Wilson stated: 

 
What this means is that where any answer to a yes/no question cannot be located on a 
positive/negative scale then we have an example of evasion. In this case, however, we have a 
structural account of what we mean by evasiveness. 

(Wilson 1990, p. 151) 
 
 
Wilson (1990), Harris (1991) and later Bull (1994, 2003) had effectively given a structural 

account of what is meant by evasiveness in both yes/no and wh-questions. Thus, their work 

is useful to any study that seeks to distinguish between answers and evasions. Gruber 

(1993, p. 375) states that Wilson’s scale “is an interesting approach in view of the rather 

intuitive approach employed in investigations of questions in political language”. This is 

true, if one compares Wilson’s, Harris’ and Bull’s contributions to the identification of an 

evasive response to works by others such as Bavelas et al. (1990), Bull and Mayer (1993), 

Bennet (1997) and Clayman (2001).  
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An in-depth analysis of evasive responses, which is the focus of this study, involves 

looking at each evasive response in terms of its level of evasion (which could range from 

no response at all to a subtle shift in responding), whether there were overt or covert 

practices involved, and what shifts of topic ( or agenda shifts) took place, if any. 

 

 

3.3.1 Levels of Evasion 

 

As mentioned earlier, very little research is available on in-depth analysis of evasive 

responses. The following is a discussion of works on evasion by Clayman (2001), Clayman 

and Heritage (2002a) and Greatbatch (1986), which contribute to a basis for the analytical 

framework for the present study. In the following section, though terms such as “negative” 

and “positive dimensions of resistance” are used, such manoeuvres could be viewed as 

different levels of evasion, as explained in the next chapter. 

 

Clayman’s categorization of negative and positive dimensions of resistance 

According to Clayman (2001) and Clayman and Heritage (2002a), the term ‘negative 

dimension of resistance’ applies to such responses as “refusal to provide any information” 

or “partial or incomplete answers” (Clayman & Heritage, 2002a, pp. 250-251). However, 

such responses are considered evasions in the present study when no explanations are given 

as to why those questions were not answered. Ignoring a question or part of a question 

could be a means by which politicians evade answering the question. 

 

As for the term ‘positive dimension of resistance’, Clayman (2001) and Clayman and 

Heritage (2002a) categorize various attempts by interviewees to depart or move away from 

the parameters of the question by “saying and doing things that were not specifically called 

for” as a positive dimension of resistance (Clayman 2001, p. 413 - 414) although such 

‘departures’ might also be viewed as attempts to evade answering the question. There are 

various degrees of departure from the agenda of the question. At its most extreme, the 

response could involve a significant change of topic. In such instances, the interviewee 

moves away from the topic of the question to an entirely different topic or area of 

discussion.  The next type of departure from the agenda could be an interviewee whose 

response is within the parameters of the topic but performs a task entirely different from 
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that required by the question. This evasive manoeuvre has the respondent “simply directing 

his talk along a different, though related, topical track” (Greatbatch 1986, p. 451). The 

following question and answer pair is an example:  

 
Interviewer: Talking about money, what about Paul Volcker, whose term is up next year? 

Would you like to see him reappointed to the Fed? 
          
Interviewee:  I, I think he’s been very effective. 
 
Interviewer: Well, would you like to see him reappointed? 

     
    (Modified from Donaldson 1987 cited in Clayman 2001, p. 414) 
 

[Slight modifications above - acronym ‘IR’ has been modified to ‘Interviewer’ and the initials of 
the interviewee ‘BD’ have been modified to ‘Interviewee’] 

 
Clayman (2001) claims that although the response is ‘about’ the topic of the question (Paul 

Volcker), it is regarded as a departure from the question’s agenda because it performs a 

task different from that required by the question. However, this view is open to challenge 

since some might consider that an implicit affirmative has been provided (Paul Volcker has 

been very effective and should therefore be reappointed) and thus the question answered.  

 

Bhatia (2006) provides an example in which a politician, Jiang Zemin, evades answering a 

question during a press conference by performing a different task from that required by the 

question. When asked whether he agreed with President Bush that “there should be a 

regime change in Iraq”, Jiang Zemin replied that “Iraq is not as near” but that peace was 

“the important thing” which should be “valued most”. According to Bhatia (2006, p. 191), 

Jiang Zemin’s use of the expression “Iraq not being near” was probably in reference to 

“time or priority” so as to “avoid answering the question, since he does not agree with the 

US going to war with Iraq”.  

 

The next type of departure is subtle in that it changes the terms of the questions so slightly 

that it appears that the interviewee is answering the question. In an example provided by 

Clayman and Heritage (2002a, p. 254), the interviewer asks the politician “to either 

confirm or deny reports that US troops were exposed to chemical weapons during the Gulf 

War” to which the politician replies that the troops were not exposed to “widespread use” 

of chemical weapons. There is thus a subtle shift in the reply from the terms used in the 

question. The final type of departure does address the question’s agenda but includes extra 
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‘turn components’ that shift away from the focus of the agenda. In the latter case, the 

politician does answer the question asked and then proceeds to another topic of discussion. 

 

According to Clayman, all the above manoeuvres, whether to change the whole topic of the 

question, the tasks required or even some terms in the question, are considered efforts to 

“shift the agenda” of the question as set by the interviewers. They can be seen as different 

levels of evasion (further discussed in Chapter Four). Clayman also discusses a variety of 

practices employed by interviewees to minimize the risks involved in evading answering a 

question. These practices, which also contribute to the basis of a framework for this 

research’s study of evasion, are elaborated on below. 

 

 

3.3.2 Overt/Covert Practices 

 

As mentioned above, politicians try to minimize any damage caused by resisting the 

answering of questions. Since there appear to be no other in-depth studies on this topic, the 

views of Clayman (2001) and Clayman and Heritage (2002a) are discussed here. Their 

views are based on a study by Greatbatch (1986; p.442) on “agenda-shifting procedures” 

used by interviewees to “subvert the normative question-answer format”. Greatbatch (1986, 

1988) said the interviewees could either shift the agenda before or after they had answered 

the interviewer’s question. Greatbatch (1986) referred to the former as “pre-answer agenda 

shifting” and the latter as “post-answer agenda shifting”. He noted that the latter could 

either be carried out overtly or covertly. Similarly, Clayman (2001) identified two basic 

ways in which politicians try to minimize damage caused by their resistance to the 

answering of questions. Politicians can be “up-front” and “explicit” about resisting the 

question, using “overt practices”, or they can do it subtly using “covert practices”. These 

are discussed below.  

 

Overt practices 

There are advantages and disadvantages in overtly resisting a question. An interviewee who 

overtly resists can obviously be seen as evading the question. However, by being up-front 

about it, he/she can then take steps to minimize any damage caused by the evasion. The fact 

that such attempts are made to minimize damages proves that the respondents are aware 
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that they are being evasive and thereby violating Grice’s maxims (refer to discussions 

above). Clayman (2001) states that there are three forms of “damage control” used by 

interviewees to minimize damage while evading or shifting away from the agenda of the 

question.  

 

The first form, based on works by Greatbatch (1988), is “deference to the interviewer”. 

This ‘deference’ comes in two forms. The interviewee could either openly request 

permission from the interviewer before shifting the question’s agenda, or he/she could 

make “a token request for permission” (Greatbatch 1988; Clayman 2001). In relation to the 

first strategy, Clayman gives the example of the interviewee saying: “I would like to make 

two very quick points” and waiting for the permission to be granted before proceeding 

(Clayman 2001, p. 417). In the latter case (token request), Clayman’s example has the 

interviewee making a token request to shift the question agenda and then proceeding with 

what he/she has to say without waiting for the interviewer to grant the permission. In this 

instance, the interviewee says: “And can I also point out …” (Clayman 2001, p. 418), 

before proceeding with what he/she had to say. This form of damage control (deference to 

the interviewer) openly acknowledges the fact that an evasion or agenda shift is about to 

take place by showing deference or respect to the interviewer who is thus acknowledged as 

being in charge of the interview. In this way, any “interpersonal damage” caused by the 

shift is reduced. 

 

The second form of damage control is “minimizing the divergence”. This downplays or 

gives the perception of minimizing the departure from the question agenda by the 

interviewee. It includes ‘temporal’ and ‘numerical’ minimiser comments such as “a very 

quick one” and “just one” (Clayman 2001, pp. 418 - 419). 

 

The third form of damage control has the interviewee ‘justifying the shift’. In this instance, 

the interviewee justifies or explains his/her evasion or shift from the agenda of the question. 

Generally speaking, interviewees justify their departure from question agendas on two 

grounds: firstly, in the interest of fairness that they be given a chance to rebut any 

accusations or negative comments directed towards them, and secondly, on the basis that 

the shift is relevant to the topic under discussion. 
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Though Clayman uses terms and phrases such as ‘divergence’, ‘shifts’ and ‘departure from 

question agendas’, it is obvious that all these are overt strategies used by politicians to 

evade answering questions. However, covert strategies have also been used by politicians in 

order to avoid being seen as evasive. These means, again contributing to the framework for 

this study, are discussed below. 

 

Covert practices 

Positive resistance also involves both overt and covert practices. In covert practices, the 

interviewee tries to conceal the fact that he/she is being evasive, thus avoiding any open 

acknowledgement of the move and perhaps “getting away” with it. However, the 

manoeuvre has its drawback. If it is noticed either by the interviewer or the audience, the 

interviewee risks being “seen as devious and manipulative” (Clayman 2001, p. 425). 

 

Greatbatch (1986)’s covert post-answer agenda shift involves the interviewer shifting away 

from the question’s topical agenda after having answered it. According to Clayman (2001), 

the interviewee can employ two basic subversive practices to covertly evade answering the 

question. Firstly, he/she could make use of “subversive word repeats and anaphoric 

pronouns” and secondly, he/she could ‘operate’ on the question. These are explained 

below. 

 

Clayman (2001) explains that the use of lexical repetitions and anaphoric pronouns is part 

of the process involved in doing ‘answering’. Such practices are used to give the 

appearance of answering questions, while covertly evading them. Clayman gives the 

example of a politician repeating a word used in the question whilst shifting its meaning to 

something other than what was originally intended. For example, a politician is asked to 

explain the difference between ‘his’ communism and that of someone else’s. The politician 

repeats the term ‘difference’ in his response but veers away from the agenda to counter the 

press’s presupposition that he is a Marxist. He answers: “The difference is that it’s the press 

that constantly call me Marxist when I do not, and never have given that description of 

myself ...” (Clayman 2001, p. 425). By repeating the word ‘difference’, the politician 

appears to be answering the question but has actually evaded it. 
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Similarly, anaphoric (‘back referencing’) pronouns work in the same way. In Clayman’s 

(2001, p. 426) example, a politician starts his response by saying: “Let’s talk about this …” 

implying through the use of the pronoun ‘this’ that he/she is sticking to the question agenda 

though he/she subsequently shifts away from its direction, thus evading answering the 

question.   

 

The other subversive practice, described by Clayman, is “operating on the question”. Here 

the interviewee modifies the question before responding to it by reformulating it in some 

way, for example, paraphrasing the question. Heritage (1985, p. 100) explains the process 

of reformulation as “summarizing, glossing, or developing the gist” of what had been said 

earlier. Clayman (1993, p. 163) uses the term ‘reformulating the question’ to describe this 

covert evasive manoeuvre, whereby the interviewee “refers to the preceding question or 

some aspect of it, and paraphrases or re-presents what was said”. According to Clayman 

(2001), this reformulation of the question aids and conceals the interviewee’s attempt to 

evade. Thus, the interviewee makes adjustments to the surface form of the question in order 

to fit it with the response that he/she actually wants to give. In the following example, an 

American Presidential candidate (interviewee) reformulated a question, broadening its 

agenda to fit the answer he wanted to give:  

 
Interviewer: Did you have an affair with Miss Rice? 
 
Interviewee: […] if the question is: in the twenty nine years of my marriage, including two 

public separations have I been absolutely and totally faithful to my wife … I regret 
to say the answer is no … 

      
     (Modified from Clayman 2001, p. 428) 

 
Clayman admits that the above example is comparatively overt in nature since the 

interviewee acknowledges that he is reformulating the question by saying “if the question is 

[…]” but there are also instances of substantial reformulations of questions, in more covert 

ways. One such instance occurred during the 1988 Vice Presidential debate in the US in 

which Dan Quayle was asked why he had not made “a more substantial impression” on his 

own party colleagues who were critical of him. Quayle’s reply started with: “The question 

goes to whether I’m qualified to be vice president …” and then he went on to explain that 

age alone is not a factor for such qualifications when age was not mentioned in the question 

(Clayman 2001, p. 429). By transforming the question, Quayle managed to change its 
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negative presupposition to a more neutral one. The reformulation helped him to change the 

question to suit his answer and thereby made it appear as though he was answering the 

question, when he had actually evaded it. The question reformulation thus achieved the 

objective of “shifting the topical agenda”, thereby evading answering the question 

(Clayman 1993, p. 165). 

 

Clayman (1993, 2001) adds that interviewees do not always operate on the whole question; 

they might operate on a certain component of the question, for instance a particular phrase 

or one part of a multi-part question. He backs this with an example of a politician changing 

a negative term like ‘mishandling’ in the question to the positive term ‘handling’ while 

responding, thereby subversively reformulating the question. Using this example, Clayman 

(2001) shows that it is not easy to spot that a form of evasion is taking place, though it may 

be clear in retrospect.  

 

The above is a summary of Clayman (2001)’s and Clayman and Heritage (2002a)’s 

categories of a number of overt and covert evasive manoeuvres used by politicians in 

dealing with difficult questions in news broadcasts. Clayman supports his schematization 

with a variety of real-life examples of politicians evading answering questions, often by 

manipulating the questions to fit the responses they want to give. In the absence of other 

similar works on overt and practices of evasion, the above was used as a basis for an in-

depth analysis of evasive responses in this study (further discussed in Chapter Four).  

 

Though Clayman did discuss a number of ways politicians avoided answering questions, 

specifically changing the tasks or topics of discussion, he did not elaborate on what the 

common agenda shifts, or shifts in topics, were. Bull and Mayer (1993), however, did 

conduct studies on such agenda shifts in political news interviews, though they referred to 

the shifts as a ‘typology of non-replies’. These agenda shifts have been included in the 

framework for evasion responses of the present study. The following is a discussion of Bull 

and Mayer’s 1993 typology of non-replies. 
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3.3.3 Agenda Shifts 

 

The term ‘agenda shifts’ as used in this study is derived from the phrase ‘agenda-shifting 

procedures’ coined by Greatbatch (1986). Greatbatch studied interviewees’ attempts to shift 

the topic from that set by the question’s agenda either before or after responding to the 

question. Clayman (2001), as also mentioned earlier, similarly refers to such manoeuvres as 

trying to shift away from the question’s agenda. Although Greatbatch (1986), Clayman 

(2001) and Clayman and Heritage (2002a) discussed the various evasive strategies used by 

respondents in shifting away from the question’s agenda, they did not explore exactly what 

these shifts were. This aspect, shifts in evasive responses, referred to as ‘agenda shifts’ in 

this study, are mainly derived from Bull and Mayer (1993)’s typology of non-replies. 

 

Bull and Mayer’s (1993) Typology of non-replies 

In 1993, Bull and Mayer analysed eight televised political interviews videorecorded during 

the 1987 British election campaign. The interviewees were Margaret Thatcher, the then 

Prime Minister, and Neil Kinnock, the then Opposition leader. Based on the distinctions 

Bull and Mayer drew between replies (“in which the information requested was given”), 

non-replies (“in which either a part or none of the information requested is given”) and 

answers by implication (“in which the politician makes his or her views clear without 

explicitly stating them”), a typology of non-replies was developed (Bull and Mayer 1993, p. 

655). It is noteworthy that Bull and Mayer’s (1993) typology of non-replies, later referred 

to by Bull (2003) as a ‘typology of equivocation’, can be seen as a typology of evasive 

responses or agenda shifts. 

 

Bull and Mayer’s (1993) study concluded that both Kinnock and Thatcher failed to answer 

the majority of the questions asked. Thatcher did not reply to 56% of the questions asked 

while Kinnock failed to reply to 59% of them. Based on both the politicians’ non-replies, 

Bull and Mayer’s typology consisted of 11 ‘superordinate categories’ of non-replies which 

were further subdivided into 30 subordinate categories. Bull and Mayer’s (1993) typology 

of non-replies is as follows: 

 
1. Ignores the question 
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2. Acknowledges the question without answering it 
 
3. Questions the question 

a. Request for clarification 
b. Reflects the question back to the interviewer 

     
4. Attacks the question 

a. The question fails to tackle the important issue 
b. The question is hypothetical or speculative 
c. The question is based on a false premise 
d. The question is factually inaccurate 
e. The question includes a misquotation 
f. The question includes a quotation taken out of context 
g. The question is objectionable 
h. The question is based on a false alternative 

 
5. Attacks the interviewer 

 
6. Declines to answer 

a. Refusal on grounds of inability 
b. Unwillingness to answer 

 
7. Makes political points 

a. External attack – attacks opposition or other rival groups 
b. Presents policy 
c. Justifies policy 
d. Gives reassurance 
e. Appeals to nationalism 
f. Offers political analysis 
g. Self-justification 
h. Talks up one’s own side 
 

8. Incomplete answer 
a. Partial answer  
b. Half-answer  
c. Starts to answer but doesn’t finish 
d. Negative answer (The politician states what will not happen instead of what will 

happen) 
 

9. Repeats answer to previous question 
 

10. States or implies that the question has already been answered 
 

11. Apologizes 
 

(Bull and Mayer 1993, pp. 656-661) 
 
 
The following is a discussion of Bull and Mayer’s 1993 typology. Punctuation used in the 

following quotations is as it appears in Bull and Mayer’s work. The first of Bull and 

Mayer’s superordinate categories of non-replies refers to politicians who simply ignore the 

question, making no attempt to answer it or even acknowledge that it was asked. The 

second category is acknowledgement of the question but not answering it. The third is to 
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“question the question”. There are two ways of questioning the question. The interviewee 

either requests clarification, i.e. asks for additional information about the question, or 

reflects the question back to the interviewer. In the latter case, Bull and Mayer’s (1993, p. 

657) example has the interviewee stating “well you tell me” to a question by the 

interviewer. The fourth of their superordinate categories is to attack the question and this is 

divided into eight subcategories. Bull and Mayer’s next category of non-replies is to attack 

the interviewer as opposed to attacking the question. The sixth category is to decline to 

answer and Bull and Mayer have identified two subcategories: one is to refuse to answer on 

the grounds of inability to provide the answer required, their example being the interviewer 

asking Margaret Thatcher whether inflation would be brought down to zero if she was re-

elected, to which part of her reply is: “I wish I could promise it would be brought down to 

zero [but] I can’t” (p. 658). The second subcategory is unwillingness to answer. Here 

Margaret Thatcher is asked about a hypothesis the interviewer had proposed, to which she 

responds that she is not going to prophesy.  

 

Bull and Mayer’s seventh superordinate category of non-replies deals with the making of 

political points and is subdivided into eight subcategories, including “external attack” 

(attack Opposition or other rival groups), “presents policy”, “justifies policy”, “gives 

reassurance”, “appeals to nationalism”, “offers political analysis”, “self-justification” and 

“talks up one’s own side” (Bull and Mayer 1993, p. 659). Whilst Bull and Mayer categorize 

the superordinate ‘makes political points’ to include “external attack”, such as attacks on 

the Opposition and other rival groups, and “talks up one’s own side”, van Dijk (2005) uses 

the phrase ‘negative other-presentation’ and ‘positive self-presentation’ for the same 

purposes. Like Bull and Mayer, van Dijk (2005) refers to positive self-presentation as the 

tendency of a speaker to present himself/herself in a positive light whilst negative other-

presentation, especially when combined with positive self-presentation, leads to “the well-

known … ingroup-outgroup polarization” (van Dijk 2005, p. 80). Van Dijk was referring to 

the political rhetoric of the Spanish Prime Minister in a 2003 parliamentary debate in 

support of US-led military action in Iraq, whereby the US and its allies were presented in a 

positive light whereas Iraq, especially Saddam Hussein, was portrayed as the “West’s 

preferred villain” (van Dijk 2005, p. 80).   
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Bull and Mayer’s next superordinate category of non-replies is the incomplete answer 

which has four subcategories. As mentioned by Harris (2001), sometimes an MP’s single 

turn during Question Time might consist of more than one question or two or more 

coordinated interrogative clauses (as discussed earlier in this chapter). Two of Bull and 

Mayer’s subcategories of ‘incomplete answer’, i.e. “partial answer” and “half-answer”, 

occur when only part of a question or one out of two questions is answered. The other two 

subcategories are “starts to answer but doesn’t finish” and “negative answer” in which the 

“politician states what will not happen instead of what will happen” (Bull and Mayer 1993, 

p. 660).  

 

The ninth superordinate category is “repeats [the] answer to [the] previous question” while 

the tenth category is “states or implies that the question has already been answered”. Bull 

and Mayer give the following example of the tenth category: 
 

Neil Kinnock:  … as far as secondary picketing is concerned er in pursuit er of a trade dispute in 
connection with that trade dispute the same kind of right that workers enjoyed 
for 70 years in this country is a right that should be enjoyed in order to be able to 
do that and the reason why it was awarded … 

Jonathan Dimbleby [Interviewer]: [interrupts] that means you do approve of secondary picketing 
being restored or not? 

Neil Kinnock:  to well I think I made that pretty clear 

                                                                         (Bull and Mayer 1993, p. 661)  
 
 

Bull and Mayer’s categorization of the above response as a non-reply is open to debate 

since the response could also be viewed as an ‘answer’ by implication. Perhaps more 

detailed transcripts of the above exchange would clarify the matter. The final superordinate 

is to ‘apologize’ and the example given has the interviewer asking Margaret Thatcher if her 

“way of governing and talking about government” is unpopular and therefore causing 

difficulties for her party to which she replies: “well I’m sorry if it does it’s not intended to 

I’m very sorry if it does” (Bull and Mayer 1993, p. 661).  

 

Although Bull and Mayer (1993) supported their schematization (typology) with real-life 

examples taken from political interviews, there is no clear demarcation between the 

categories and sub-categories and some of them seemingly overlap. For instance, as 

referred to above, one of Bull and Mayer’s subcategories for the sixth category of declining 
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to answer is “unwillingness to answer”. In the example provided, Margaret Thatcher is 

asked about a hypothesis the interviewer had proposed, to which she responds that she is 

“not going to prophesy what will happen …” (p. 658). However, because the example 

given for this subcategory could also be included in the subcategory “the question is 

hypothetical or speculative” of the fourth superordinate (‘attacks the question’), there 

appears to be some overlap of categories and sub-categories.  

 

In addition, Bull and Mayer’s seventh superordinate category of non-replies dealing with 

the making of political points, which is sub-divided into eight subcategories, has some 

subcategories which are not clearly explained or exemplified. For example, for ‘justifying 

policy’, they provide the following example: 

 
Jonathan Dimbleby [interviewer]: well what sense of negotiations is that then? 
 
Neil Kinnock: … Cruise weapons have never enjoyed the majority support of the British 
people they don’t enhance our security they’re weapons of first use 

 
        (Bull and Mayer 1993, p. 659) 
 

It is unclear that the above exemplifies the category of ‘making political points’ or how it 

‘justifies policy’. Perhaps more of the interview excerpts should have been given or 

explanation provided following their example. Bull and Mayer (1993, p. 665) concede that 

their study should only be seen as “an introduction to the analysis of equivocation in 

political interviews” since there are many other areas requiring further exploration. 

However, it does provide a good start and many other analysts (eg. Clayman 2001; Bennet 

1997) have referred to Bull and Mayer’s scheme in their studies on political evasion. Bull 

and Mayer (1993)’s typology is also useful for the present study. If Ministers do evade 

answering questions, and instead make ‘political points’ (as mentioned earlier, an 

observation of many political commentators on Australia’s Question Time), the typology 

may prove useful in determining if such shifts also occur in the Australian Question Time 

context (further discussed in Chapter Four).  

 

According to Bull and Mayer (1993)’s study, the most frequent forms of non-reply given 

by Thatcher and Kinnock in this study were making political points followed by attacking 

the question. Similar findings were reported by Bennett (1997) based on her study of 15 

broadcast interviews of Australian politicians in 1995. She confirmed Bull and Mayer’s 
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findings that politicians do evade answering questions in 50% or more of their responses 

and that their main evasive strategy is “making political points” and “attacking the 

question” (Bennett 1997, p. 33). 

 

However, in their study, Bull and Mayer (1993) found stylistic differences unique to each 

politician. Of Thatcher’s non-replies, 13% attacked the interviewer, whereas Kinnock did 

not use this category at all. His preferred categories were negative answers (7.0%), stating 

or implying that he had already answered the question (7.0%) and reflecting the question 

(3.5%). None of these categories were employed by Thatcher (pp. 662-663). Bull and 

Mayer state that Thatcher’s “aggressive tactics” of attacking the interviewers succeeded in 

deterring further questions on the same topic whereas Kinnock’s “defensive tactics” 

encouraged interviewers to reformulate or repeat the question.  

 

Despite some of the inconsistencies discussed above, Bull and Mayer’s 1993 typology 

provides a useful basis for the development of a framework for this study (discussed further 

in the next chapter). Their typology of non-replies, later renamed the ‘typology of 

equivocation’ by Bull (as mentioned above) included a few amendments. Besides the two 

subordinates mentioned by Bull and Mayer (1993) for their sixth superordinate ‘declines to 

answer’, Bull (2003, p. 118) added three more subordinates: “I can’t speak for someone 

else”; “deferred answer” (“It is not possible to answer for the time being”); and “pleads 

ignorance”. He also added a twelfth superordinate, ‘literalism’. He explains that literalism 

occurs when the “literal aspect of a question which was not intended to be taken literally is 

answered” (Bull 2003, p. 121). However, Bull’s 2003 typology is not used for the present 

study since his amendments are either not applicable in the context of Question Time or 

they are not considered evasions.  

 

On the basis of the above discussions of works by Wilson (1990), Harris (1991), Bull and 

Mayer (1993), Bull (1994) and Clayman (2001), an analytical framework has been 

developed for this study. This framework is discussed below. 

 

The present study defines direct answers to yes/no questions and wh-questions as those that 

fulfil the criteria set out by Wilson (1990), Harris (1991) and Bull (1994). Similarly, in this 

study ‘indirect answers’ include answers that implicitly fulfil the given criteria of what is 
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considered an acceptable answer to a question. However, due to the fact that Harris does 

not mention questions that are ignored or not answered at all, and the fact that some of her 

categories and examples of indirect answers and challenges do not show clear 

demarcations, it was decided that for the purpose of this study, Harris’ third category of 

answers (challenges) would be classified as ‘intermediate responses’.  

 

Intermediate responses in this study include most of Bull (1994)’s categorization of 

‘intermediate replies’. However, unlike Bull’s classification of intermediate replies, the 

study categorizes intermediate responses to include, among others, responses that are 

directed towards the question’s presupposition(s), for example, responses that correct an 

inaccurate presupposition, or those that challenge a question’s illocutionary force (as 

suggested by Harris above). The reason why such responses are classified as intermediate 

answers is that it is unfair to expect a politician to respond to a question with a 

straightforward, direct answer if the presupposition(s) of the question itself is/are incorrect 

or believed to be incorrect. Thus, intermediate responses in this study include Harris’s third 

category, challenges. Intermediate responses also include refusal to answer on grounds of 

inability or because of confidentiality issues. Consequently, a Minister openly stating that 

he/she cannot answer a question because he/she does not have the information at hand, but 

will provide it later, is considered as having provided an intermediate response to the 

question. Similarly, those who refuse to answer on the grounds that certain information 

cannot be revealed because it is classified or confidential are regarded as having provided 

an intermediate response and not Bull and Mayer’s non-reply. Responses neither 

categorized as answers (direct or indirect) nor intermediate responses are classified as 

‘evasions’. Evasive responses are then analysed according to Clayman (2001)’s ‘positive 

dimension of resistance’ and his overt and covert practices. Analysis of agenda shifts that 

have taken place in such evasive responses are then carried out based on Bull and Mayer’s 

(1993) typology.  

 

The literature on evasion discussed above provides a basis for the framework developed for 

this study. The next chapter focuses on an in-depth discussion of the methodology used in 

this study. However, it should again be noted that when evasion occurs during Question 

Time, the accountability of the Government is at stake. A crucial issue, accountability and 

two related factors, the Speaker and Dorothy Dixers, are discussed below.  
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3.4 Accountability 

 

In any society it is fundamental that there be a system of accountability that “is supposed to 

ensure that any government acts in a way broadly approved by the community” (Hughes, 

1998, p. 294). Every person cannot directly participate in Government and so 

representatives are chosen or voted in. The representatives, in turn, “delegate the majority 

of their authorities to a cabinet of ministers” and in parliamentary systems; Ministers “must 

render political account to parliament” (Bovens 2006, p. 16). According to Hughes (1998, 

p. 295), accountability means that “someone in the organization can accept the blame or 

praise for a decision or action” and thus, “from the lowest levels of the public service to the 

highest, each member of staff is accountable to a superior”.  

 

Within democracies, a very important type of public accountability is ‘political 

accountability’ (Bovens 2006). Political accountability refers to politicians being held 

accountable for their actions by the voters, mainly during elections (Hughes, 1998, Bovens 

2006). In the context of Australian politics, Hughes (1998, p. 295) wonders whether the 

system of government is “seen as truly accountable to the citizens”. However, he adds that 

perhaps “the only real accountability is if the citizenry is reasonably happy with the system 

– but this could occur without genuine accountability existing” (Hughes, 1998, p. 295). 

That makes the present study all the more relevant. Parliamentary Question Time is the 

most visible means of holding the Government of the day accountable for its actions and 

since questions are considered important in the pursuit of this critical function (Coghill & 

Hunt 1998), the occurrence of evasion is of crucial significance. 

 

 

 

3.4.1 Does Question Time fulfil its role of ensuring accountability? 

 

Although ensuring accountability of the Government to the Parliament is one of the main 

functions of Question Time, in reality this is not easily achieved. In theory, according to 

Rodan (1983, p. 134), Question Time “provides a visible means by which ministers are 
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accountable to the House”, with members questioning “ministers about matters for which 

they are ministerially responsible”. However, with the publicity and interest typically 

focussed on Question Time in the media, its functions have moved away from what was 

originally intended. There are severe constraints on its viability as a mechanism for 

ensuring Government accountability. 

 

One of the major constraints is the Standing Orders of the House, i.e. the rules under which 

the House operates. Amongst others, the Standing Orders prohibit questions asking for 

opinions, seeking statements on Government policy, seeking legal opinions or containing 

arguments or inferences (Rodan 1983; Jaensch 1986; Singleton et al. 1996). This 

effectively constrains the types of questions that can be asked. Furthermore, Ministers are 

not under any obligation to answer (Rodan 1983; Singleton et al. 1996; Coghill & Hunt 

1998). Coghill and Hunt (1998, p. 40) add that 90 years of rulings that Ministers do not 

have to answer any question, supplemented later by rulings that Ministers may answer 

questions in any way they see fit,  “have opened the way for the present abuse” of Question 

Time. 

 

Furthermore, if the presiding officer (the Speaker), who is in charge of deciding “how the 

standing orders are interpreted and applied”, is not effective in disciplining “ministers 

whose answers are irrelevant” (Rodan 1983, p. 134), the effectiveness of Question Time is 

diminished. The Standing Orders (rules and regulations) “tend to favour the government 

rather than the opposition” (Rodan 1983, p. 138) and thus the Speaker, elected with the 

support of the governing party, has often been accused of making rulings favourable to the 

Government. There is further discussion on the Speaker and his/her role later in this 

chapter. 

 

Thus, the Executive Government decides how Question Time is to be conducted, which 

Ministers shall answer, how they answer, whether they answer at all, and if any questions 

will even be allowed. Ultimately, “with its superior numbers, the government of the day 

can utilise the standing orders to effectively silence the opposition whenever it wishes” 

(Rodan 1983, p. 138); for example, through the use of the ‘gag’ (motion that further 

questions be placed on notice) to end Question Time. However, the Government cannot be 

“too dictatorial” or there will be “total non-co-operation” from the Opposition, which could 
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“effectively bring the House to a standstill”, further diminishing “public esteem for the 

institution of parliament” (Rodan 1983, p. 138). 

 

Another constraint on Question Time’s ability to ensure accountability is party politics. 

According to Snell and Upcher (2002, p. 38), the “power of parliament is now subordinate 

to the power of party politics” and thus “parliament has subsequently declined as a forum 

of accountability” (Snell & Upcher 2002, p. 38; Freedom of Information Review pp. 34-

41). Furthermore, party politics restricts Opposition backbenchers from asking questions of 

their choosing because their party usually wishes to focus on a particular issue in order to 

gain political mileage over the Government. It is also difficult for MPs who wish to pursue 

issues relevant to their own electorates (Singleton et al 1996) or personal interests since 

they “rarely initiate their own questions” (Coghill & Hunt 1998, p. 37). A Commonwealth 

workshop report on “accountability, scrutiny and oversight” (Commonwealth Secretariat 

2001, p.8) states that participants felt “too often, political loyalties are paramount, 

polarizing the legislature and making it difficult for parliamentarians to act on their own 

views” because they are forced by party whips to act along party lines. 

 

Another constraint on the viability of pursuing accountability through the forum is the 

practice of allowing questions alternatively from Government to Opposition, effectively 

preventing the asking of consecutive supplementary questions. Singleton et al. (1996), state 

that without regular supplementary questions in the House of Representatives, the 

Opposition faces difficulties in coordinating efforts to exploit any Government weaknesses, 

if it wants to do so. In contrast, they add that the Senate allows such supplementary 

questions, thereby providing more scope for the non-Government members to probe any 

perceived weaknesses. 

 

A further constraint is the time allowed for Question Time and for answers to individual 

questions. It is so limited that, on average, a member gets to ask only one question every 

three weeks when Parliament is in session. Over time there have also been fewer questions 

per sitting. During the 1970s, an average of 16 questions were asked but this declined to 12 

in the years prior to 1996 (ed. Barlin, 1997). One reason for the decline may be the increase 

in verbose responses, used mainly as an evasive strategy, to avoid more Opposition 

questions within the limited time allocated for Question Time.  
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Such ‘talking out’ devices (Coghill & Hunt 1998; Coghill 2002) include the use of 

‘Dorothy Dixer’ questions to make announcements such as “Ministerial Statements”, thus 

interrupting “the flow of Question Time” (Coghill & Hunt 1998, p. 44). Dorothy Dixers, as 

will be explained later in this chapter, are prearranged questions, asked by Government 

backbenchers, used mainly as a means of attacking the Opposition and highlighting 

Government achievements. The use of prepared, ministerial statements (as responses) 

defeat “the whole purpose of Question Time which is to put ministers under some pressure 

from the House through exposing them to questions without notice” (Emy & Hughes 1991, 

p. 361). Such ‘friendly’ questions thus contribute nothing to Government accountability. 

 

Besides the use of talking out strategies, it is a popularly held belief that Ministers evade 

answering questions during parliamentary Question Time (Summers 1980; Singleton et al. 

1996; Coghill & Hunt 1998; Coghill 2002; Snell & Upcher 2002). Answers to Opposition 

questions are frequently characterised by personal attacks and supposedly witty but 

irrelevant remarks that trivialise the question or belittle the questioner. For example, 

Coghill (2002) observes that it is seen as clever for a Minister to evade answering a 

question and instead attack the questioner and ridicule the opponents. Thus, it is reasonable 

to ask whether Question Time serves its intended functions. 

 

Ministers can also evade accountability by letting their staff take the responsibility for 

certain actions. Russell (2002, p. 17) states that although the executive Government has to 

account for its actions in parliamentary Question Time, the Prime Minister and his 

Ministers “have staff who can act on their behalf, who can be disowned if necessary and 

who are not accountable to the Parliament”. 

 

Furthermore the forum “remains a difficult and hostile arena for access of information, 

because the executive no longer sees itself accountable to parliament” (Snell & Upcher 

2002, p. 39). It has thus been difficult for the Opposition party “to examine the conduct of 

public administration through Question Time” (Uhr, 1982a, p. 63). However, criticisms 

have also been levied at Opposition MPs accused of asking “an orchestrated series of 

questions prepared by and on behalf of their party or coalition with the aim of maximum 

media impact, often with little more than a pretence of seeking information or pressing for 



 71

action” (Coghill & Hunt 1998, p. 37). They ask “long and loaded” questions; do not show 

much regard for the rules and regulations of Question Time, and “invite hostile responses” 

(Coghill 2002; Coghill & Hunt 1998).  

 

Both sides of the House are, in one way or another, responsible for the ‘misuse’ of Question 

Time. Presently, this forum provides opportunities for the Opposition to raise matters that 

might embarrass the Government, such as revealing weaknesses in Ministers’ 

performances, while the Government members use it to either portray the Government in a 

favourable light or to attempt to embarrass and attack the Opposition. Both the Government 

and Opposition parties are guilty of such ‘point scoring’ exercises (Snedden 1980; 

Henderson 1981; Jaensch 1984, 1986, 1992; Solomon 1986; Snell & Upcher 2002; Uhr 

2002; House of Representatives infosheet 2002) and this places further constraints on the 

effectiveness of Question Time in functioning as it is intended to.  

 

Question Time also functions as a testing ground for leaders and potential leaders (Rodan 

1983, Kelly & Harris 2001), as mentioned earlier. According to Rodan (1983, p. 136), 

backbenchers “who impress the House can find themselves rewarded with ministerial 

office”. Unfortunately, the performance criteria in these cases do not appear to relate to 

either relevance or accountability.  

 

It is thus common for political observers (Henderson 1981; Smith 1994; Singleton et al. 

1996; Coghill & Hunt 1998; Hughes 1998; Coghill 2002) to question the effectiveness of 

Australia’s Question Time as a forum for holding the Government accountable for its 

actions. The general view is negative (please refer to ‘Parliamentary Discourse’; discussed 

earlier in this chapter). If evasion does occur during Question Time, it imposes limitations 

on the forum’s potential effectiveness in ensuring the Government is accountable to the 

people. This possibility also highlights the need for the present study, i.e. to provide 

empirical evidence as to the truth of claims that evasion does occur during Question Time.  

 

There have been various calls for reforms to Question Time, including those by Uhr (2002). 

However, he emphasizes the importance of “political will within Parliament” for the 

reforms to take place. Unfortunately reforms are difficult to achieve as whichever party is 

in power generally does not want changes to take place in Question Time, although the 
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same party may have advocated this in Opposition (Rodan 1983; Jaensch 1986; Hughes 

1998). However, if the above views are correct, it would seem that changes are needed. 

 

Uhr (2002, p. 2-3) notes that “our task as a political community of citizens and 

commentators is to help clarify the appropriate standards expected of Parliament and its 

members, and then do all we can to encourage Parliament to rise to its responsibilities”. He 

adds that the “poor performance of Parliament” should not be entirely blamed on the 

politicians since “we have to acknowledge that as citizens we have special responsibility 

for making Parliament the institution it is” (Uhr 2002, p. 3). This highlights the importance 

of the present study which seeks to raise awareness of the activities of Question Time, and 

perhaps, indirectly, promote the need for its reform.  

 

Despite its considerable shortcomings, Question Time remains the highlight of a 

parliamentary session since it provides “the ‘cut and thrust’ of parliament” (Rodan 1983, p. 

135). It provides “an effective – or at least potentially effective – opportunity for 

parliamentarians to hold ministers accountable for their administration in a highly exposed 

fashion” (Sinclair 1982, p. 70-71). Rasiah (2006) notes that all the publicity that Question 

Time receives does have its advantage and accountability could be a by-product of this 

forum because the media highlights some of the proceedings and the Government is kept 

aware that its actions are being scrutinized by the public. As Uhr (2005, p. 9) states, “one 

has to acknowledge the raw power of Question Time to put the fear of (if not God) public 

scorn into a government”.  

 

 

3.4.2 Role of the Speaker 

 

The Speaker presides over Question Time. He or she is in charge of deciding whether there 

are breaches of the rules regarding the form or content of questions and whether answers 

are relevant. At times, this task poses a great difficulty for the Speaker especially when 

members raise a ‘point of order’, i.e. inform the Speaker that a rule has been breached, 

whereupon the Speaker has to immediately decide if there indeed has been such a breach. 

Quite often this brings about “a degree of disorder in the House” (House of Representatives 

infosheet 2002, p. 3). For example, the rule regarding the relevancy of an answer is open to 
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interpretation and thus, according to a former Speaker, “almost incapable of enforcement” 

(House of Representatives Standing Committee on Procedures 1986, p. 38). Uhr (1982a, 

1982b) is of a similar opinion stating that it is difficult for a Speaker to decide whether or 

not an answer is totally irrelevant since relevance is evidently a matter of degree. The 

problem is compounded by the use of ‘lame’ Opposition questions (Canberra Times 2004) 

which are not really seeking information, as mentioned earlier. Apart from trying to enforce 

the rules of the House, the Speaker has to maintain appropriate standards of behaviour and 

language among MPs while allowing them to use their “political skills to best effect” 

(House of Representatives infosheet 2002, p. 3). Thus, the ‘dignity’ of the House is 

dependent on the Speaker, who is expected to carry out his/her duties impartially (Singleton 

et al. 1996).  

 

Although the House of Representatives infosheet (2004) states that the Speaker seeks to 

maintain the independence of the House from the executive Government, many political 

commentators do not share this view, some claiming that the Speaker “has hastened, or at 

least facilitated the degeneration of Question Time” (Coghill & Hunt 1998, p. 39), one of 

the main reasons being the partisan nature of the Speakership in Australia (Roden 1983; 

Singleton et al. 1996). Party politics affects the position of Speaker since he/she is chosen 

from the ruling party and loses his/her office when there is a change of Government 

(Singleton et al. 1996). Thus, the Speaker continues his/her involvement in party matters.  

 

This is not the case with the Speakership in the UK’s equivalent House of Commons. The 

UK Speaker “severs party connections and is immune from electoral challenge, thus 

enhancing his effectiveness as an impartial chairman” (Rodan 1983, p. 136). In Australia, 

however, besides being a party post, “the position of Speaker is one of the ‘spoils of office’, 

eagerly sought by a number of government MPs” (Rodan 1983, p. 136). This has given rise 

to a situation whereby rulings are usually favourable to the Government of the day 

(Snedden 1980; Uhr 1982a; Rodan 1983; Singleton et al. 1996; Coghill 2005). Ironically, 

albeit theoretically, the Speaker is the “defender of the rights and privileges of the House” 

(Rodan 1983, p. 136). In reality, the perception is that he/she is not impartial although, as 

explained earlier, he/she tries to display a certain amount of neutrality “essential if the 

opposition is to co-operate” (Rodan 1983, p. 137-138). 
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Furthermore, experience has shown “that candidates for Speaker are not always chosen 

solely because they possess all (or any) of the qualities needed” (Rodan 1983, p. 138). It is 

therefore unsurprising that there have been calls for reforms “to limit questions that do not 

pursue accountability and require ministers to properly and fully answer questions” 

(Coghill 2005, p. 4). 

 

Although most political commentators are critical of the Speaker in Australia’s Parliament, 

including Coghill (2005, p. 14) who would like to see a “parliamentary culture” whereby 

the Speaker is “held in the highest regard”, Uhr (2002) holds a different view. According to 

Uhr (2002, p. 10), “heated arguments about the partiality of speakers miss the point” since 

the “real problem … is the misplaced impartiality of alternating questions between 

opposition and government members”. Though it appears the practice reflects a division 

between the executive and ordinary MPs, the real division, according to Uhr (2002), is 

between the Government and Opposition parties. Thus, Uhr suggests bringing about 

reforms such as only allowing questions from the non-Government parties during questions 

without notice. Another factor that may affect the pursuit of accountability during Question 

Time is the existence of Dorothy Dixers. 

 

 

3.4.3 Dorothy Dixers  

 

One of the ways in which the Government seeks to portray itself in a favourable light is by 

raising questions known as ‘Dorothy Dixers’. 

  
Dorothy Dix was the pen name of American journalist Elizabeth Meriwether Gilmer, one of 
America’s highest paid and best read columnists. Gilmer, who lived from 1870-1951, was the 
original agony aunt, writing an advice column for those with love life and marriage problems. 
[…] it was widely thought that she wrote the best letters herself, setting herself up for the best 
answers. 

 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 6 February 2004) 

 

 

According to the Macquarie Dictionary (1997), a Dorothy Dixer is a colloquial Australian 

term for “a question asked in parliament specifically to allow a propagandist reply by a 

minister”. A Dixer, according to Chalmers and Hutchinson (1971), is a question raised by a 
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compliant Government backbencher to which the reply is both predictable and 

“heartwarming”. These “friendly” (Summers 1980), “pre-arranged” questions (Snedden 

1980; Rodan 1983; Jaensch 1986; Emy & Hughes 1991; Coghill 2002; House of 

Representatives infosheet 2002), hardly function as questions without notice. Ministers 

respond with “well-rehearsed” responses (Solomon 1986; Uhr 2002), including Ministerial 

statements. Since there are no rules to restrict a Minister’s answer, other than relevancy, 

such questions often result in lengthy and verbose responses mainly highlighting 

Government achievements or attacking the Opposition. Two decades ago, Rodan (1983, p. 

134) argued that Dorothy Dixers were “a waste of time” and should, therefore, “not be 

allowed”. His argument remains relevant today since such questions defeat a focal purpose 

of Question Time, which is to exert pressure on Ministers by exposing them to questions 

without notice (Emy & Hughes 1991; Rasiah 2006). If the use of Dorothy Dixers is 

prevalent during Question Time, the Government has effectively managed to evade 

answering Opposition questions, the only questions that are likely to pursue Government 

accountability.  

 

 

3.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has discussed parliamentary discourse, specifically the discourse of Question 

Time, its rules and regulations and its key characteristics. It has discussed differences 

between the Australian Question Time context and that of its origins in the UK and 

Question Time’s core activity, questions and responses. Questions in the specific field of 

politics, different approaches to questions, and various factors that affect both questions and 

responses were also discussed.  The different criteria for the identification of responses as 

answers or intermediate responses, and responses classified as neither of those two 

categories (i.e. evasions), have been discussed. The chapter included an in-depth discussion 

on evasive responses, including the different levels of evasion, whether these were overt or 

covert in nature and whether agenda shifts were involved. The different types of agenda 

shifts were also discussed. 

 

The chapter concluded with a discussion of the crucial function of parliamentary Question 

Time: accountability, which is compromised if evasion occurs. Two related issues that can 
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affect accountability, the role of the Speaker and the use of Dorothy Dixers, were also 

discussed.  

 

As highlighted in the discussions above, the most visible means of holding the Executive 

Government accountable for its actions in Australia is parliamentary Question Time, and if 

evasion occurs during Question Time, Government accountability is effectively reduced. 

Although, evasion (equivocation) has been identified as a matter of concern in political 

interviews, no systematic study has been undertaken in the context of parliamentary 

discourse, notably Question Time, anywhere in the world. While various scholars (Wilson 

1990; Harris 1991; Bull and Mayer 1993; Bull 1994; Clayman 2001) have developed useful 

procedures for the analysis of ‘evasion’, ‘equivocation’ or ‘agenda shifts’ in political 

interviews, these approaches have shortcomings when applied to the analysis of Question 

Time as a communicative event. In the next chapter, a more comprehensive, unified 

framework for the analysis of evasion is described, a decision flow-chart for the framework 

is provided, and an illustrative example of the applied framework is given based on 

Australia’s Federal House of Representatives Question Time. The chapter also discusses 

procedures for the discourse analytical observations of two related factors that can also 

have an effect on accountability during Question Time, the Speaker and Dorothy Dixers.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
Methodology 

 
 
 
4.0 Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses and explains a framework for the analysis of evasion in 

parliamentary Question Time. No such framework is currently available, even for studies of 

evasion in political news interviews or press conferences. The framework is applied to 

determine how frequently evasion occurs and the nature of its occurrence in the distinct 

institutional setting of Parliament and one of its activities, Question Time. The framework 

combines and modifies various works in the study of evasion or equivocation in political 

interviews (for which there have only been limited studies conducted so far) and applies 

this to another form of political communication, Question Time. Works by Wilson (1990), 

Harris (1991), Bull and Mayer (1993), Bull (1994) and Clayman (2001) provide useful 

procedural methodologies for the analysis of evasion but each has shortcomings in the 

context of parliamentary discourse, specifically Question Time. For instance, while Wilson, 

Harris and Bull provide valuable discussion of criteria for the identification of answers, 

intermediate answers and evasions, they do not offer procedural methods for the in-depth 

analysis of evasive responses. These are provided by Clayman who discusses various 

procedures for analysing evasive responses, including different ways in which agenda shifts 

take place as well as identifying the overt and covert practices involved in such shifts. On 

the other hand, Clayman does not discuss criteria for identifying responses as answers, 

intermediate responses or evasions, nor does he state what types of agenda shifts take place 

in evasive responses. The types of agenda shifts identified in this study are mainly based on 

Bull and Mayer’s typology of non-replies. This study involves two types of analysis; one 

quantitative (question type and the identification of responses as answers, intermediate 

responses and evasions) and the other qualitative (the different aspects of questions and 

responses, the role and effectiveness of the Speaker, and the use of Dorothy Dixers). These 

methods are discussed in greater detail below. 
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4.1 Data 

 

The data consists of question-answer pairs in Question Time transcripts as they appear in 

Hansard for the House of Representatives in the Australian Parliament in February and 

March 2003. These transcripts are freely available online in both PDF and HTML formats. 

Only the HTML files of the House of Representatives Hansard (House Hansard) were used 

in this study and thus the page numbers referred to reflect the content of those files. All deal 

with the topic of ‘Iraq’. The data includes only Questions without Notice. Additional 

answers for questions without notice were not included in the analysis because they do not 

have the spontaneity of the regular question - answer format.  

 

For two major reasons, only questions and answers dealing with the topic of Iraq were 

chosen as the data for this study. Firstly, it was simpler to analyse question-answer pairs 

dealing with just one topic rather than a number of different, unrelated topics. Furthermore, 

the issue of Iraq was a particularly contentious one in Australia at the time, especially since 

Australia went to war in Iraq in early 2003. The issue remains of interest to Australians 

with considerable news coverage currently devoted to it (as mentioned in Chapter One). 

Secondly, the topic of Iraq was the focus of a large number of questions in 2003’s Question 

Time. In February and March 2003, the overwhelming majority of questions asked during 

Question Time were on the topic of Iraq. A look at the distribution of questions for the 

whole of 2003 shows that nearly 73% of the total number of questions on Iraq were asked 

in the months of  February and March ( i.e. 87 out of a total of 120 questions on Iraq). 

There were a total of 48 Opposition questions and 39 Government questions. Two points 

should be noted here. Firstly, the corpus of data used in this study might be considered 

small by some but is adequate for a simple descriptive study. This limitation is discussed 

further in Chapter Nine (Conclusion). Secondly, a question (House Hansard 20 March 

2003, p. 13155) by Government MP, Julie Bishop, was excluded from the data because the 

question was not completed before Abbott, a senior Government Minister, moved that an 

interjector be suspended from the House and a vote was taken. After the vote, Prime 

Minister Howard ended the Question Time session by asking that further questions be put 
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on notice. Some of these questions, discussed below, consisted of single questions and 

others, more than one sub-question.  

 

 

4.2 Analytical Framework 

 

Each distinct question actually asked within each MP’s ‘turn’ in the questioning process 

was identified. Frequently, one turn consisted of two or three sub-questions, especially 

those of Opposition MPs. For example, the following Opposition question consisted of five 

sub-questions:  

 
Crean:  The Treasurer has finally caught up with Iraq. He has finally ventured into the 

debate. He has been silent for months and he has finally caught up. My question is 
to the Minister representing the Minister for Defence. Can the minister confirm 
that there are currently 40 or more ADF personnel in the Australian headquarters 
in the Gulf? Weren't these personnel already deployed to the region in October of 
last year? Can the minister confirm that they are now co-located with the US 
command of General Tommy Franks? Isn't the role of these personnel to liaise 
closely with the US on its plans for a war with Iraq? At a military level, isn't it true 
that Australian troops have been factored into those US war plans?  

 
          (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11135) 

 
Each of the five sub-questions in the example above was given a weighting of 0.2, since 

each turn was given a weighting of 1.0, in the classification of responses as ‘answers’, 

‘intermediate answers’ or ‘evasions’. Thus, if one sub-question was ‘evaded’ and two were 

given ‘intermediate responses’ and the other two ‘answers’, the weighting was 0.2 for 

‘evasion’, 0.4 for ‘intermediate responses’ and 0.4 for ‘answers’.  

 

Some sub-questions have a number of parts to them and are thus, multi-part sub-questions. 

For example, the following second sub-question contained a number of parts:  

 

Crean:  My question is again to the Prime Minister. Is the Prime Minister aware of comments by the 
US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, concerning the postwar administration of Iraq in which 
he said: 

We didn't take on this huge burden with our coalition partners not to be able to have a 
significant dominating control over how it unfolds in the future. 
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Prime Minister, has the US discussed this proposal with you; do you agree with it; and how 
long do you now assess this interim US protectorate, involving a dominating control by 
them, will last?  

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13802) 

Since the second sub-question was given a weighting of 0.5 (based on the procedures 

discussed earlier), each of its three parts received a weighting of 0.17 [0.5 divided by 3] in 

the categorization of its responses. 

 

It was also observed that several Opposition questions were made up of what appear to be 

background sub-questions leading to a core sub-question. In the example below, an 

Opposition MP, Kevin Rudd, asked the Minister two supporting or background questions 

before proceeding to the core question:   

 
Rudd:  I refer to the Minister for Foreign Affairs's answer to the House just then. Minister, 

is it a fact that the Blair government has declared that humanitarian considerations 
will govern its targeting and military strategy as it relates to Iraq? Is it further the 
case, in the case of Basra, that the Blair government has also declared that it has 
decided to dedicate that city as a military objective? The question for you, 
Minister, is: in the view of your government, how are these two objectives 
reconcilable with one another?  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13566) 

 
Although the two earlier sub-questions could be considered as background sub-questions 

leading to the main sub-question, each of them was given an equal weighting of 0.33 for the 

purposes of this study to maintain uniformity. Furthermore, not all questions necessarily 

consisted of background sub-questions leading to core questions. 

 

The framework, involving a number of interrelated topics, consisted of two basic analytical 

stages. Since the study focused on how Ministers evade answering questions, the first stage 

involved the analysis of questions and responses. The questions themselves affect the kind 

of responses given. The procedure included analysing the different characteristics of 

Government and Opposition questions and the different types of responses received, with 

examples provided. Stage two involved identifying evasive responses and then analysing 

these in terms of the level of evasion, whether overt or covert practices were involved and 

the agenda shifts that occurred. Thus, there were two sets of interrelated analytical stages, 

each of which is described below. 
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4.2.1 Analytical Method (Analysis of Questions and Responses)  

 

The framework analysed some of the basic differences between Opposition and 

Government questions. It described typical question structures in terms of how frequently 

they occurred in Opposition and Government questions. In addition, the process described 

the nature of questions, in terms of whether they were open, closed, leading, or rhetorical, 

with examples of their use provided. Observations were also made regarding the use of 

presuppositions and negative interrogatives in parliamentary questions with examples 

provided. The next step was to provide a table showing the major differences between the 

Government and Opposition questions. Responses were then analysed. Examples of 

responses classified as answers, both direct and indirect, were provided. (The classification 

process is described below.) The next step was to classify intermediate responses according 

to their sub-categories. The sub-categories, illustrated with examples, referred to the 

different types of reasons Ministers gave for not being able to answer questions. The final 

step involved analysing the different kinds of ‘interactive interjections’ based on the data, 

again illustrated with examples.  

 

 

4.2.2 Analytical Method (Analysis of Evasive Responses) 

 

In order to analyse evasion in parliamentary Question Time, it is necessary to first 

determine what is considered to be an evasive response but this cannot be determined until 

it is decided what constitutes an answer to a question. In turn, this cannot be done without 

first identifying types of question and establishing criteria for deciding whether a particular 

type was answered. Thus, the two broad categories of analysis in this study were questions 

and responses. Question types were categorised according to their structures (as explained 

later). Responses were categorised as ‘direct answers’, ‘indirect answers’, ‘intermediate 

responses’ and ‘evasions’. Responses considered evasions were further analysed in terms 

of: levels of evasion, whether the evasion was covert or overt in nature and the agenda 
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shifts that occurred, if any. The framework for the systematic analysis of evasion in the 

form of a flowchart is shown in Figure 1. An in-depth analysis of one evasive response 

drawn from Australia’s Federal House of Representatives Question Time illustrates the use 

of this framework (discussed later in this chapter). 

 

 



Question Type 

Wh-Question Disjunctive 
Question

Intermediate Response 
EvasionAnswer 

Direct Indirect 
Full Evasion    

Substantial Evasion 
Medium-level 

Evasion (Performs 
different task) 

Subtle 
Evasion

Overt/Covert/Both Practices

What Agenda Shift? 

Figure 1: Analytical Framework for the Study of Evasion 

Y/N Question
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The following paragraphs describe the procedures involved based on the analytical 

framework in Figure 1.  

 

 

4.3 Question types 

 

The first step in the analytical process was to identify the type of question or sub-question 

asked – whether it was a yes/no question, a wh-question or a disjunctive question. Only 

these three categories of question-types were found in the data. Yes/no questions require 

‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers; wh-questions are questions which begin with words like ‘who’, 

‘what’, ‘where’, ‘when’, ‘why’ and ‘how’; and ‘disjunctive’ questions require a choice 

between two or more alternatives (Quirk et. al 1985). Questions were so classified in order 

to establish the criteria by which responses might be considered answers or otherwise (refer 

to works by Wilson 1990, Harris 1991, Bull 1994 in Chapter Three).  

 

 

4.4 Responses  

 

After classifying each question according to the categories discussed above, responses were 

analysed. Each response was first analysed and then classified as an answer, intermediate 

response or evasion. These classifications are described below.   

 

 

4.4.1 Answers 

 

4.4.1.1 Direct Answers 

For yes/no questions, responses that explicitly contained words or phrases such as “yes”, 

“no”, “of course” and “right” (Harris 199, p. 83) were regarded as direct answers. For 

disjunctive questions, a direct answer requires the selection of one disjunct. For wh-

questions, an answer “requires a value … selected from any one of a number of complex 

sets” (Wilson 1990, p. 146). Thus, a ‘When’ question presupposes an answer from a set of 
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‘time’ whereas a ‘Where’ question would require an answer from a set of ‘places’. Most 

instances of direct answers observed in this study were in response to questions from 

Government MPs. One example is the response to the following question, classified as a 

wh-question, (as discussed in Chapter Eight): “Would the Prime Minister report to the 

House on the latest evidence of Iraq's noncompliance with United Nations resolutions as 

outlined overnight by United States Secretary of State Colin Powell?” (House Hansard 6 

February 2003, p. 11127). Prime Minister Howard gave a lengthy reply giving the required 

evidence. It was classified as a direct answer. 

 

  

4.4.1.2 Indirect Answers 

 

Indirect answers are responses which involve drawing inferences. As mentioned in Chapter 

Three, these inferences or implicatures are made based on contextual and background 

knowledge.  For a  yes/no question, an indirect answer involves a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ being 

implicit in the response (Harris 1991). Similarly, for a wh-question, the required ‘value’ can 

be inferred from the response. Thus, in this study ‘indirect answers’ included answers that 

implicitly met the given criteria for providing a direct answer to a question. The following, 

although not part of the data analysed, is an example of an indirect answer. In the exchange 

below, when Australia’s Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer, was asked by an Opposition 

MP whether he recalled making some specific statements earlier, his reply was an implicit 

‘yes’. 
 

Rudd:  […] do you recall saying […]? 
 
Downer:  I appreciate the honourable member quoting what I said in my answer last week 

[…] 
        

(House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13297)  
 
Besides direct and indirect answers, Harris (1991) also identified another category of 

responses: ‘challenges’. Harris’s challenges consisted of two sub-categories, i.e. responses 

that challenge the presupposition(s) of questions and responses that challenge the 

‘illocutionary force’ of questions. In this study such responses were considered as 

‘intermediate responses’.   
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4.4.2 Intermediate responses 

 

Although the term ‘intermediate responses’ was taken from Bull (1994)’s work on 

‘intermediate replies’, this study used a system different from Bull’s for classifying 

responses as intermediate responses. His category of intermediate replies consists of three 

sub-categories. One sub-category is the same as Harris’s ‘indirect answers’; i.e. answers 

which are implied (also classified ‘indirect answers’ in this study). Another sub-category is 

the ‘incomplete reply’ which consists of ‘partial replies’, ‘half-answers’ and ‘fractional 

replies’. The latter sub-category would not apply to the present study on Question Time 

since question turns containing sub-questions, have had each sub-question analysed 

separately. The third of Bull’s sub-categories is the ‘interrupted reply’. The category is used 

for occasions when it is not possible to say if a politician would have replied if the 

interviewer had not interrupted him. Bull’s ‘interrupted reply’ was not applicable to this 

study since, unlike a news interview, there would be seemingly no such interruptions in 

Question Time. Even if other forms of interruptions take place in Question Time, the 

Speaker will normally take charge to ensure that the politician (Minister) proceeds with 

his/her reply.  

 

Unlike Bull’s classification of intermediate replies, this study included as intermediate 

responses those that were directed towards the question’s presupposition(s), for example, 

responses that corrected an inaccurate presupposition or those that challenged a question’s 

illocutionary force (as suggested by Harris above). Such responses were classified as 

intermediate answers because it was considered unreasonable to expect a politician to 

respond to a question with a straightforward, direct answer if the presupposition(s) of the 

question itself was/were incorrect.  

 

In addition to Harris’s third category, challenges, intermediate responses in this study 

included refusals to answer on grounds of inability or because of confidentiality issues. A 

Minister who openly stated that he/she could not answer a question because he/she did not 

have the information at hand but would provide it later was considered as providing an 

intermediate response to the question. It also applied to those who refused to answer on the 
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grounds that certain information was considered classified. For example, when the then 

Opposition Leader, Crean, asked Prime Minister Howard whether he could inform the 

public about the “activities and welfare” of Australian troops in the Gulf, the PM replied 

that he could not give specific details for “operational and security reasons” (House 

Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144). This was categorized as an intermediate response. 

Those responses considered neither answers (direct or indirect) nor intermediate responses 

were classified as evasions or evasive responses.  

 

 

4.4.3 Evasion (Evasive Responses) 

 

The in-depth analysis of evasive responses in this study involved the identification of 

different levels of evasion, whether the evasion was overt or covert, and the types of agenda 

shifts that occurred.  

 

 

4.4.3.1 Levels of Evasion (based on Clayman’s Negative and Positive Dimensions of 

Resistance) 

 

Each evasive response was first analysed according to its ‘level of evasion’, a term created 

for the purpose of this study. These levels of evasion, which range from a total non-

response to a subtle shift in terms used in the question, were based on Clayman’s (2001) 

categorization of positive and negative dimensions of resistance. Whilst Clayman uses the 

term ‘negative dimension of resistance’ for responses such as refusing to provide any 

information, this study considered such responses a higher level of evasion when no 

explanations were given as to why questions were not answered. Thus, in instances where 

questions were not answered or were ignored by Ministers without explanations, they were 

considered ‘full evasions’. 

  

The other levels of evasion drew on Clayman’s category of ‘positive dimension of 

resistance’. In his works, Clayman categorizes various attempts by respondents to ‘depart’ 

or move away from the parameters of the question by “saying and doing things that were 

not specifically called for” as positive dimensions of resistance (Clayman 2001, p. 413 - 
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414), although such ‘departures’ could be viewed as attempts to evade answering the 

question. 

 

There are various degrees of departure from the agenda of a question. This study considers 

such departures as ‘levels of evasion’, explained below. At its most extreme, the response 

could involve a significant change of topic. In these cases, the respondent moves away from 

the topic of the question to an entirely different topic or area of discussion. The present 

study classifies this level of evasion as ‘substantial evasion’. No such examples were found 

in the present study. Another type of departure from a question’s agenda is a response that 

is within the parameters of the topic but which performs a task entirely different from that 

required by the question, classified as a ‘medium level of evasion’ in this study. The 

following question and answer pair is such an example:   

 
Crean:  When PM Howard meets President Bush later today in Washington, will he be 

telling the President that there will be no Australian military participation in any 
action against Iraq without a second UN resolution? 

 
Anderson:  The Prime Minister will be taking this opportunity to express Australia's strong 

preference for a new Security Council resolution […]  
  

(House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11242)  
 
The exchange above had Acting Prime Minister Anderson shifting from the question task, 

which required him to state whether the Prime Minister would be telling President Bush 

there would be no Australian military participation without a second UN resolution, to 

expressing what Australia strongly preferred. Since Anderson performed a task different 

from that required by the question, it was classified as a ‘medium-level evasion’. 

 

The next type of departure is quite subtle in that it changes the terms of a question so 

slightly that it appears the respondent is answering the question. This type of departure was 

classified as ‘subtle evasion’ in this study. There were no such instances found in this study 

although subtle changes to terms used in questions were noted in evasive responses such as 

when Prime Minister Howard subtly changed the phrase “possible war in Iraq” in the 

question to “in preparation for any military action” (refer to Sample Analysis later in this 

chapter). Clayman’s final type of departure, i.e. where the question’s agenda is addressed 

but the response includes extra ‘turn components’ that shift away from the focus of the 
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agenda, was not included in this study’s ‘levels of evasion’ because it was not considered 

an evasion but an ‘answer’. 

 

All of the above departures, whether to change the whole topic of the question, the tasks 

required, or even some terms in the question, are considered efforts to “shift the agenda”, 

according to Clayman, although he does not use the term ‘levels’. Based on Clayman’s 

work, this study classified levels of evasion as:  

1. full evasion (ignoring or refusing to respond with no explanation given) 

2. substantial evasion (substantial change of topic)  

3. medium-level evasion (performing a different task) 

4. subtle evasion (slight changes in the term(s) of question) 

 

(Modified from Clayman, 2001)  

 

After each evasive response had been categorized according to its level of evasion, it was 

determined whether there were overt and/or covert practices involved in the evasion. This 

determination was based largely on Clayman (2001)’s overt and covert practices of 

resisting a question.  

 

 

4.4.3.2 Clayman’s Overt and Covert Practices 

 

Sometimes politicians are open and ‘explicit’ about resisting a question and use ‘overt 

practices’. Three forms of overt practice (‘damage control’) are identified by Clayman and 

all three were noted in the present study. One is ‘deference to the interviewer’ in the form 

of a ‘token request for permission’. However, because the context of this study is Question 

Time, whilst Clayman’s is political interviews, this form of damage control has been 

adapted. Instead of ‘deference to the interviewer’, the term ‘deference to the Speaker’ was 

used and this includes token permissions from the Speaker to make agenda shifts. This 

‘overt’ form of agenda shift takes place when the respondent appears to ask for permission 

to shift the topic but does not wait for permission to be granted or denied before proceeding 

with his/her response. An example of a token request for permission was Foreign Minister 

Downer’s request to shift the question agenda: “Let me remind the House of what Tony 
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Blair has said on that matter […]” (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832) and his 

continuation with what he had to say.   

 

The second form of overt practice is ‘minimizing the divergence’, whereby the respondent 

tries to downplay his/her departure from the question’s agenda. There was only one 

example of its use in the data analysed, when Downer stated in a response: “There is no 

question of that, and I take a moment to say this […]” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 

13561). His use of the phrase ‘take a moment to say this’ is a temporal minimizer, an overt 

means of shifting the agenda (explained in greater detail in Chapter Six). 

 

Another form of overt practice, ‘justifying the shift’, has the respondent ‘justifying the 

shift’ by justifying or explaining his/her move away from the agenda of the question. For 

example, Howard stated: “But I take this opportunity because it goes to the heart of the 

issue raised by the Leader of the Opposition […]” (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 

10942). Each of these forms of ‘damage control’ is an open acknowledgement that an 

agenda shift is about to take place. 

 

Apart from overt practices, politicians sometimes use ‘covert practices’ to avoid answering 

the question. Here, the respondent attempts to conceal the fact that he/she is shifting away 

from the question agenda so as to avoid any open acknowledgement of the move and 

perhaps ‘get away with it’. Clayman identifies two basic subversive practices a respondent 

employs to covertly resist the question agenda. Firstly, he/she can make use of ‘subversive 

word repeats and anaphoric pronouns’ and secondly, he/she can ‘operate’ on the question.  

 

‘Lexical repetitions’ and anaphoric pronouns are used by respondents to give the 

appearance of answering questions, while covertly resisting the question agenda. Lexical 

repetitions or word repeats were found in the sample detailed analysis of Prime Minister 

Howard’s evasive response (discussed later in this chapter). By repeating the word used in 

the question Howard appeared to be answering the question. Anaphoric (‘back 

referencing’) reference works in the same way. For example, Prime Minister Howard 

responded to Opposition Leader Crean’s question with: “[…] I make no bones about the 

fact that we have addressed this issue in a very direct fashion”, implying through the use of 
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the term ‘this’ that he was sticking to the question agenda though he subsequently shifted 

away from this agenda (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132).  

 

The other subversive practice is ‘operating on the question’. Here the respondent ‘operates’ 

on or modifies the question before answering, by referring to or paraphrasing it. This 

reformulation of the question aids and conceals the respondent’s attempt to shift the 

agenda. The respondent makes adjustments to the surface form of the question in order to 

fit it with the response that he/she actually wants to give. The following is an example:  

 
Crean:  Prime Minister, what credibility can your explanation have when the official 

record of conversation cleared by the minister's office shows that the discussion 
that he was having was specifically about the issue of UN support for, and I quote, 
`action in Iraq'? Prime Minister, if your foreign minister was talking about war, 
then weren't his comments about the impossibility of withdrawing our ships and 
other presence expressly made in the context of war? 

 
Howard:  […] the heart of the issue raised by the Leader of the Opposition - that is, whether 

a final decision has been taken by this government to involve itself in military 
action against Iraq. The answer to that question is that no such final decision has 
been taken.  

 
(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10942)  

  
In the above example; Howard reformulated Crean’s question, broadening its agenda to fit 

the answer he wanted to give “that no final decision had been taken”, although this did not 

answer Crean’s question. 

 

The respondent does not always operate on the whole question; he/she might operate on a 

certain component of the question, for instance a particular phrase. In the following 

example, Acting Prime Minister Anderson reformulated the meaning of the phrase 

‘coalition of the willing’ to suit the response he wanted to give. He was responding to the 

Opposition Leader’s question as to whether he could confirm that “the coalition of the 

willing” consisted of countries involved in the move to militarily disarm Iraq with or 

without UN’s second resolution. Anderson replied “I can confirm that the coalition of the 

willing comprises those who are willing to see Saddam Hussein stripped of his weapons of 

mass destruction” (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412). 

 

It should be noted that frequently both overt and covert practices occurred within a single 

evasive response (refer to sample analysis). Although Clayman’s work is useful in 
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explaining the various levels of evasion and whether there were overt or covert practices 

involved, it does not describe exactly what these agenda shifts are, i.e. what topics 

politicians shift to in evading answering questions. However, Bull and Mayer’s (1993) 

‘typology of non-replies’ does describe these shifts, as discussed below.  

 

 

4.4.3.3 Agenda shifts 

 

The notion of an ‘agenda shift’, a category of evasion in this study, was largely based on 

Bull and Mayer’s typology of non-replies, consisting of 11 ‘superordinate categories’ of 

non-replies which were further subdivided into 30 subordinate categories (discussed in 

Chapter Three). However, because their typology of non-replies is based on those particular 

participants and news interviews, whereas the present study examines agenda shifts during 

Question Time, i.e. what ‘shifts of topics’ occur, the typology had to be adapted for the 

purposes of this study. Thus, not all of their superordinates (refer to Bull and Mayer’s 1993 

typology in Chapter Three) apply to the present study for the reasons explained below. 

 

The first and second superordinate categories in their typology (‘ignores the question’ and 

‘acknowledges the question without answering it’) were not included in this study because 

they are not agenda shifts (or shifts in topics). The third superordinate, ‘questions the 

question’, often observed in political interview contexts, was not included since it is not the 

practice of Ministers in parliamentary Question Time to question the question, although the 

Speaker may have a limited capacity to do so.  

 

None of the subordinates of Bull and Mayer’s fourth superordinate category of non-replies, 

‘attacks the question’, were considered agenda shifts in this study. These subordinates – 

such as ‘the question is factually incorrect’, ‘the question is based on a false alternative’ 

and ‘the question is based on a false premise’ - were referred to as ‘intermediate responses’ 

for the purpose of this study (as explained earlier). Other subordinate categories such as 

‘the question fails to tackle the important issue’ were regarded as overt evasive practices 

(i.e. justifying the shift). 
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The fifth superordinate ‘attacks the interviewer’ was modified to ‘attacks the questioner’ to 

suit the Question Time context. As discussed earlier, ‘declines to answer’ (the sixth 

superordinate category in Bull and Mayer’s typology of non-replies), on grounds of 

inability or confidentiality, was considered an ‘intermediate response’ in this study and not 

a ‘non-reply’. Similarly, ‘incomplete answer’, their eight superordinate, and ‘apologizes’, 

their final superordinate, are not agenda shifts. 

 

Thus, the superordinates relevant to this study, as agenda shifts, were Bull and Mayer’s 

seventh (‘makes political points’), ninth (‘repeats answer to previous question’) and tenth  

(‘states or implies that the question has already been answered’). However, Bull and 

Mayer’s seventh category ‘makes political points’ also included van Dijk’s (2005) category 

‘positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation’ as one of its subordinate 

categories. The present study, dealing with questions and responses on the issue of Iraq, 

expected and observed such agenda shifts, where the Government portrayed itself and its 

allies in a positive light (positive self-presentation) compared to Iraq, especially Saddam 

Hussein (negative other-presentation). Consequently, the agenda shifts in this study include 

the following categories and sub-categories:  

1. Attacks the questioner 
 

2. Makes political points 
a. External attack – attacks opposition or other rival groups 
b. Presents policy 
c. Justifies policy 
d. Gives reassurance 
e. Appeals to nationalism 
f. Offers political analysis 
g. Self-justification 
h. Talks up one’s own side 
i. Positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation 
 

3. Repeats answer to previous question 
 

4. States or implies that the question has already been answered 
 
    (Modified from Bull and Mayer’s typology of non-replies 1993, p. 656-661) 
 

Although most of Bull and Mayer’s typology of non-replies was modified or adapted for 

the purposes of this study, it nonetheless was the basis for the above categorization of 

agenda shifts. The following is a detailed analysis of an evasive response using all of the 
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above procedures/categories, i.e. the level of evasion that occurred, whether overt and/or 

covert practices were involved, and what agenda shifts took place, if any.  

 

 

4.5 Sample Analysis: Analysis of Howard’s Evasive Reply  

(Refer to Appendix A for the full transcript of this exchange) 

 

4.5.1 Response 

 

Howard evaded answering the question which asked for the ‘precise’ date when the 

Government had ordered the refit of HMAS Kanimbla “in preparation for its forward 

deployment to a possible war in Iraq” (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11129). Howard 

could not evade answering the question by giving an intermediate response (such as, that he 

did not have the required information) since, as pointed out by Crean, he had had 24 hours 

to check on the information required (lines 1-3). A similar question had been asked 24 

hours earlier (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10947), thus verifying Crean’s point. 

 

 

4.5.2 Level of Evasion  

 

The degree of departure from the question’s agenda was the performance of a task different 

from that required by the question. It was a medium-level of evasion. The question task was 

to give a precise date when the Kanimbla was ordered to be refitted for deployment to Iraq 

but the response performed a different task: it stated a sequence of events related to the 

Kanimbla. There was also a subtle shift from the use of the word ‘war’ (discussed below). 

The agenda shifts were both overt and covert in nature.  

 

 

4.5.3 Overt/Covert Practices 

Howard evaded answering the question both overtly and covertly 
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4.5.3.1 Overt Practices 

 

Howard’s shift began overtly (token permission) when he stated “Let me take him through 

the sequence of events” (line 4) and thus from the outset, he had stated what his response 

would contain. However, in his long response of dates and sequences of events, none of the 

information provided an answer to the question asked.  

 

Another overt practice (token permission) took place when Howard said “Let me inform 

the House that HMAS Kanimbla conducts joint amphibious training with the Army on a 

routine basis” (lines 48-49). However, other than the above two instances of overt practices, 

most of the agenda shifts were carried out covertly.  

 

 

4.5.3.2 Covert Practices 

The covert practices that took place are discussed below. 

 

Use of Similar words 

Clayman does not mention this category (i.e. ‘Use of similar words’) in his work on covert 

practices. However, in this study it was observed that words similar to those in the question 

appeared to be used by Howard to covertly give the impression that he had answered the 

question. When answering the question which asked for the date on which the Government 

‘ordered’ the refit of the Kanimbla, Howard used words similar to the word ‘order’ when he 

stated; ‘‘I announced’ (line 5 & line 29), ‘I mentioned in parliament’ (line 12), ‘I again said 

that’ (line 15), ‘I repeated that’ (line 19), ‘I indicated’ (line 20) and ‘Following my 10 

January 2003 announcement’ (line 42). These words could be viewed as part of the same 

lexical set and thus, the use of such words gave the impression that he was answering the 

question. 

 

A somewhat similar covert attempt was made by Howard when he gave a number of 

different ‘dates’ in responding to the above question. Those dates were: 
 
‘10 January’ (line 5), ’19 August 2002’ (line 12), ‘5 September’ (line 14), ’24 September’ (line 15), ‘4 
October’ (line 15), ’20 November 2002’ (line 18), ‘since the middle of 2001’ (line 29), ’17 October 
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2001’ (line 29), ‘2 September 2002’ (line 32), ‘from December 2001 to March 2002’ (line 36), ‘mid-
2002’ (line 37), ‘between 14 and 31  October 2002’ (lines 38-39), ‘March 2003’ (line 39), ‘3 and 9 
November 2002’ (lines 40-41), ‘23 January 2003’ (line 42), ’10 January 2003 (line 42), ’13 January’ 
(line 43), ‘20 January 2003’ (line 44), ‘March 2003 to January 2003’ (line 45), ‘23 January 2003’ (line 
47), ‘16 to 27 September 2002’ (lines 49-50) 

 

However, none of those dates were required by the question’s task i.e. the date on which 

the Government ordered the refit of the Kanimbla, yet it appeared as if Howard was 

answering the question. 

 

Subversive word repeats/Word repetitions 

Another covert practice, as mentioned by Clayman, is to repeat a word used in the question 

to give the impression that the question is being answered. Howard used word repeats a 

number of times, as explained below: 

 

i. ‘HMAS Kanimbla’ was mentioned 16 times 

 

ii.  ‘deployment’ in question:  

Response: ‘forward deployed’ (line 6), ‘previously deployed’ (line 35), ‘planned deployment of 

HMAS Kanimbla’ (line 57), ‘prepared to deploy’ (line 39), ‘HMAS Kanimbla’s deployment’ (line 44)  
 

  iii.  ‘in preparation’ in question:  
Response: ‘in preparation’ (line 7), ‘be prepared’ (line 33), ‘specific preparations’ (line 38), ‘to be 
prepared’ (line 39) 

 
 
 
Operating on the question (phrase level) 

Howard reformulated a certain phrase from the question in his response, subtly shifting its 

negative presupposition to a positive one. The question phrase “possible war in Iraq” was 

reformulated by Howard in the following ways: 

 
a. in preparation for any military action (line 7) 
b. possible military action against Iraq (line 10) 
c. war against terrorism (line 14) 
d. possibility of an involvement in military operations (line 22) 
e. war against terrorism (line 32) 
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4.5.4 Agenda Shifts 
 
Howard made a number of agenda shifts while responding. These shifts, all of which come 

under Bull and Mayer’s category ‘Makes political points’, include: ‘attacking the 

Opposition’, ‘stressing one’s honesty’ and ‘explaining Government policy’. 

 

 

4.5.4.1 Makes political points 
 
 
External attack – attacks Opposition 

The following were Howard’s attacks on the Opposition: 

  
a. It does puzzle me, and I think it will puzzle members on this side of the House, that the opposition 

thinks there is something wrong with the idea of getting our military ready in case they are asked to 
undertake duties. (lines 23-25) 

 
b. HMAS Kanimbla, as the Leader of the Opposition will know because he was there, departed Fleet 

Base East on 23 January 2003. (lines 45-47) 
 
 

 Talks up one’s own side (Stressing his own/his Government’s honesty) 

Howard tried to show that he was honest and had nothing to hide but this could perhaps be 

considered a covert attempt to evade. 

 
a. I had made it clear […] (line 8) 
b. I have been saying this for quite a number of weeks; indeed, months. (lines 10-11) 
c. I make no bones about that and I have never sought to disguise it. (lines 25-26) 

 
 

 

4.5.4.2 Explains Government policy: ‘Contingency Planning’ 
 

Howard shifted the agenda from the question’s “refit” of HMAS Kanimbla “in preparation” 

for “forward deployment” for a “possible war” to “contingency planning”. This could be 

viewed as a shift from a negative to a positive presupposition. The following are some of 

his statements in relation to “contingency planning”:  

 
a. […] some forces would be forward deployed to the Gulf in preparation for any military action that 

the government might decide to commit Australian forces to. (lines 6-8) 
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b. […] the Australian Defence Force military planners were aware of and had engaged in prudent 

contingency planning with their US counterparts for possible military action against Iraq. (lines 8-
10) 

 
 
c. […] contingency discussions had taken place between Australian and US military planners (lines 16-

17) 
 
d.  […] Australian military personnel had engaged in contingency discussions with the United States 

(lines 19-20) 
 

 
e. […] the Australian Defence Force, as the public would expect, had undertaken contingency 

arrangements against the possibility of an involvement in military operations. (lines 21-22) 
 
f. […] getting our military ready in case they are asked to undertake duties. (lines 24-25) 

 
 
The above was a detailed analysis of a single evasive response. Howard evaded answering 

the question using various overt and covert practices whilst making a number of agenda 

shifts.  

 

In summary, the analytical procedure and framework for the study of evasion in 

parliamentary discourse, specifically Question Time, was derived from the synthesis, 

modification and adaptation of works by various researchers drawn from a variety of fields 

involving the analysis of evasion, equivocation, and the resistance to answering questions 

in political interviews. The next section describes the procedural analysis of two factors 

that, as explained in Chapter Three, can have an effect on evasion and/or Government 

accountability during Question Time. 

 

 

 

4.6 Analytical Method (Analysis of the Speaker and Dorothy Dixers) 

 

In the absence of any framework for the study/analysis of the Speaker and Dorothy Dixers 

and their impact on evasion in general, this study made discourse analytical observations of 

the Speaker and Dorothy Dixers, for the two months of Question Time transcripts on the 

issue of Iraq (refer to 4.1), as discussed below. 
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4.6.1 The Speaker 

 

Political commentators have observed that the Speaker is not impartial and remains a 

member of the ruling party which selected him/her for the post, thereby favouring the 

Government in his/her rulings. This study provides evidence of specific instances when the 

performance of the Speaker was questionable, both in terms of his effectiveness in 

commanding control of the House and in his showing of impartiality in rulings. Partiality 

and the inability to take control of the House do have an impact on the occurrences of 

evasion as a whole, whether it is evasion in the provision of information or evasion of 

Government accountability. Thus, this study’s discourse analytical observation of the 

Speaker identified the partiality of the Speaker, including how he responded to the 

following: 

 
i.   occurrences of evasion 
ii.  irrelevant responses 
iii. the use of the pronoun ‘you’ 
iv. disruptions 
 
Also provided is a detailed analysis of two occasions on which the Speaker failed to take 

control of the House. 

 

 

4.6.2 Dorothy Dixers 

 

As in the case of the Speaker, the only literature available on Dorothy Dixers consists of 

views held by most political commentators that these are friendly, prearranged Government 

questions which are used to highlight Government achievements and attack the Opposition. 

This study provides empirical evidence that such is the case. Included in the study are 

discourse analytical observations of the main characteristics of Dorothy Dixers – including 

their linguistic features and the purposes for which they appear to be used. The analysis 

also identifies and categorises the agenda shifts in responses to Dorothy Dixers. Friendly, 

prearranged questions contribute to evasion as a whole, by wasting time such that less is 

available for the Opposition to pursue accountability from the Government.  
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4.7 Conclusion 

 

The chapter has summarised an analytical framework for the study of evasion (Figure 1) 

and provided a detailed explanation of the method to analyse evasive responses including 

criteria for determining levels of evasion, whether overt or covert practices were used and 

the types of agenda shifts that took place. It provides a full analysis of one such evasive 

response by the Prime Minister using the analytical framework discussed. The procedure 

extends to the analysis of various other factors that can affect evasion in parliamentary 

Question Time including the nature and types of questions and responses, the Speaker and 

how he/she performs his/her role, and the use of Dorothy Dixers. The following chapters 

discuss the present study’s findings based on this analytical method.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 
Questions and Responses 

 
 
 

5.0 Introduction 

 

As explained in Chapter Four, no study on evasion would be complete without a discussion 

of questions and responses since the type and nature of questions asked do have an impact 

on the type and nature of responses given. This chapter discusses questions and responses. 

It begins with a discussion of some basic differences between questions asked by 

Opposition MPs and those asked by Government backbenchers, as revealed by the data. It 

also discusses the findings of the three categories of questions identified in this study: 

‘yes/no questions’, ‘wh-questions’ and ‘disjunctive questions’; followed by findings 

regarding the responses, i.e. answers (direct and indirect) and intermediate responses (refer 

to 4.4).  

 

 

5.1 Questions 

 

5.1.1 Differences between Opposition and Government Questions  

 

There were some fundamental differences between questions asked by Government 

members and those asked by Opposition members, as discussed below.  

 

 

5.1.1.1 Number of Questions/Sub-questions 

 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, some MPs use their questioning turns to ask two or more 

questions. Whilst Government backbenchers generally ask single questions during their 
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questioning turns, Opposition MPs generally ask more than one question (or sub-question) 

at a time, as Table 1 shows.   

 

 

Question Turns Government questions Opposition questions 
Single Question       33(33) 19 (19) 
2 sub-questions    4(8) 14 (28) 
3 sub-questions     2(6) 12 (36) 
4 sub-questions 0 1 (4) 
5 sub-questions 0 2 (10) 

Total       39(47) 48 (97) 
 

Table 1: Total number of Government and Opposition question turns on Iraq 
for February and March 2003 showing single questions and questions containing 
two sub-questions or more (multi-sub-questions) 
Note: numbers in brackets are total numbers of single and multi-sub-questions within a single 
questioning turn. 

 
 

For February and March 2003 taken together, 60% of Opposition question turns consisted 

of two or more sub-questions compared to only 15% for Government question turns. When 

there are too many sub-questions asked, it could be difficult for the average respondent to 

recall, let alone respond to, all of these (refer to example in 4.2). Some sub-questions were 

themselves lengthy and complex. One example is a sub-question containing a number of 

presuppositions that made it difficult to respond to with a direct answer (refer to 5.1.1.3).  

 
 
5.1.1.2 Typical Structure 

 

As mentioned, only three categories of Opposition questions were identified in this study 

(‘wh-questions’, ‘yes/no questions’ and ‘disjunctive questions’). The majority (about two-

thirds) of the Opposition questions were yes/no questions. Out of a total of 97 Opposition 

questions and sub-questions in the months of February and March 2003 dealing with the 

topic of Iraq, 60 were yes/no questions. Of these, the majority started with the words ‘Can’ 

and ‘Is’ and the most common structures used (for Opposition questions) were: “Can the 

[…] confirm that […]” and “Is the […] aware of/that [...]” as in the following instances: 

 
a. Can the Prime Minister confirm that 60 per cent of Iraqi households are dependent on the 
UN food for oil program for all basic food needs? (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13403) 
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b. Is the minister aware of reports that the UK military command on Tuesday classified 
Basra, a city of over one million people, as a military target? (House Hansard 26 March 
2003, p. 13561) 

 
Such yes/no questions, as explained later in this chapter, are difficult to evade and perhaps 

this explains their popular use by Opposition questioners. The next major type of question 

asked was the wh-questions, followed by disjunctive questions, of which there were only 

two. An example of the latter was the following sub-question by Opposition MP Rudd to 

Foreign Minister Downer: 

 
Minister, will you or will you not now insert an Iraq-specific global security alert for all 
Australians abroad?  

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13151)  

 

It was immediately followed by another sub-question: “Yes or no?” which was a yes/no 

question. Rudd may have asked the above sub-questions to ‘corner’ the Minister concerned 

and make it difficult for him to evade answering the question. If the Minister did try to 

evade the question, the evasion would have been obvious to the listeners, including the 

overhearing audience.  

 

Government questions were generally structured in a different way. The overwhelming 

majority of Government questions were single questions (refer to Table 1) which began 

with the structure: “Would the [Prime Minister/Acting Prime Minister/Minister] inform the 

House […]?” Such structures show deference to the respondent, unlike the more ‘hostile’ 

Opposition questions (discussed in Chapter Eight). It is not surprising, considering the 

adversarial nature of party politics, that none of the Opposition questions used the above 

structure.  

 

 

5.1.1.3 Nature of Questions 

 

i. Hostile Opposition Questions 

Apart from the preferred structures of Opposition questions, another aspect, as discussed in 

Chapter Three, was the ‘hostile questioning’ (Clayman and Heritage 2002a) techniques 
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frequently employed by Opposition questioners. These included the use of closed 

questions, negative interrogatives and rhetorical questions. 

 

 

Closed Questions 

Closed questions are restrictive since the required responses are relatively limited in scope. 

The questioner, thus, has tighter control over the interaction compared to open questions. 

This is probably the reason why Opposition questioners preferred to ask closed questions. 

Evasion of a closed question is more noticeable (refer to discussions in Chapter Three and 

Four). In this study, the Opposition generally asked closed questions on contentious Iraq-

related issues, many of which were either evaded or provided with intermediate responses. 

For example: 

  
a. Prime Minister, on what precise date […] (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10947) 
 
b. Prime Minister, now that you have had 24 hours to check on the information, on what 

precise date […] (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11129) 
 
c. […] I thank him […] but the one question […] he did not answer […]. Prime Minister, on 

what date […] (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11130) 
 
d. Prime Minister, on what precise date did the government first hold discussions with the 

US […] (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132) 
 
e. […] I ask him: on what precise date were our troops […] (House Hansard 6 February 

2003, p. 11133) 
 

All of these questions asking for a ‘precise date’ (in bold) were directed to Howard by 

Crean. Two of the questions (b & c) were evaded and the other three (a, d & e) were given 

intermediate responses. Since all questions were on a related topic and all were evaded or 

given an intermediate response, it can be surmised that Howard did not want to answer 

questions requiring a precise date on that particular topic. Questions (a) to (e) asked for 

specific information. There were other questions, however, whose main purpose was solely 

to ‘attack’ the Government. These are discussed below.  

 

Negative Interrogatives 

Questions that use structures such as ‘isn’t it’, ‘don’t you’ and ‘shouldn’t you’ (negative 

interrogatives) may often be examples of hostile questions in the context of Question Time. 
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As stated by Heritage (2002), such questions are used more as assertions expressing a 

particular point of view than as questions (refer to 3.2.3.3). Examples of questions using 

negative interrogatives (in bold) include the following: 
 

a. Prime Minister, isn't it true that in October last year there were […] (House Hansard 6 
February 2003, p. 11127) 

 
b. Weren't these personnel already deployed to the region in October of last year? (House 

Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11135) 
 

c. Given that we heard earlier […], doesn't this mean that once these troops […] they will be 
on warlike service? (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11137) 

 
d. Doesn't this statement make it clear that the government's participation […] commits 

Australia […] (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) 
 
 
Some questions contained more than one negative interrogative. For example, the following 

question turn consisted of two sub-questions with such structures (in bold): 

Crean:  My question is to the Prime Minister. Prime Minister, when you farewelled the 
refitted Kanimbla last month, didn't you tell the crew, the Navy clearance divers 
and the other members of our defence forces who sailed with her—and their 
families—that they were going to the Gulf to join the Multinational Interception 
Force? Isn't this the same interception force which, according to the leaked 
memo, will not be withdrawn from the Gulf in the event of a US war with Iraq? 
Prime Minister, if your government can tell a foreign diplomat that the Kanimbla 
will not be withdrawn, why won't you tell our troops who sail with her?  

(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10948)  

In his lengthy response, Howard attacked the Opposition by referring to the question’s 

implicature and also negated the questions’ ‘incorrect’ presuppositions. Part of his response 

is as follows:  
 
[…] The gravamen of the attack by the opposition is that the foreign minister was prepared to 
disclose some deep, dark secret to the New Zealand High Commissioner which the government is 
now not willing to do, and the deep, dark secret is that on 24 October, apparently, we had already 
decided to commit ourselves to a military operation against Iraq. Stripped of all the permutations, 
what the Leader of the Opposition is asking the House to believe is that, effectively, on 24 October 
last year the foreign minister told the New Zealand High Commissioner that we had already 
decided to commit ourselves to a military operation against Iraq. That is absolutely absurd [..]. 

(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10948)  

 

As mentioned in Chapter Three, questions containing negative interrogatives are usually 

considered argumentative and/or challenging and are thus usually rebutted. The findings of 
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the study tend to confirm this view. Similarly, other hostile questions were structured as 

questions but were obviously intended to accuse the Government of some failing, thereby 

perhaps encouraging evasive responses. These rhetorical questions are discussed below. 

 

 

Rhetorical Questions 

Though structured as questions, rhetorical questions do not expect answers. As Ilie (1999) 

noted (refer to 3.2.3.3), such questions are considered argumentative non-standard 

questions. The following are some examples of rhetorical questions: 

 
a. Prime Minister, what credibility can your explanation have […] (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 

10942)  
 
b. How can you expect the Australian people to believe that response […] (House Hansard 5 February 

2003, p. 10945)  
 

 
c. […] in the light of his last answer; do you seriously expect the Australian people to believe you 

when you say that Australia is not counted […] (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11245)  
 
d. Acting Prime Minister, when will you tell this parliament the truth about your commitment? (House 

Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11413)  
 

e. Acting Prime Minister, why is it that President George Bush has said in Washington what Australia's 
PM has not been prepared to say here on the floor of the parliament to the Australian people? (House 
Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11417)  

 
f. Acting Prime Minister, are you seriously suggesting, given that Australia is now part of the US led 

coalition of the willing, that the government does not have […] (House Hansard 13 February 2003, 
p. 11832)  

 

These examples support the view that in many cases Opposition questions are not used for 

seeking information but rather for making rhetorical points. Such questions, like negative 

interrogatives, also invited rebuttals (Rasiah 2007). The data revealed that the Opposition 

MPs’ use of such hostile questions was almost always responded to with ‘counter-attacks’ 

by the responding Minister or the Prime Minister. It is, therefore, no wonder that Question 

Time is often viewed negatively by most political analysts and commentators who blame 

both the Opposition and the Government for its deterioration (refer to discussions in 

Chapter Three). 
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Presuppositions 

Many of the hostile questions also contained negative presuppositions. As mentioned in 

Chapter Three, this study defines the presupposition of a question as “a proposition that the 

respondent becomes committed to in giving any direct answer to the question” (Walton 

1991, p. 338). Some questions were complex, particularly in their use of presuppositions, 

and were therefore difficult to respond to (refer to 3.2.3.2). An example is the following:  
 
Crean:  Has the Prime Minister seen reports today of the growing concerns of the Secretary-

General of the United Nations at the humanitarian casualties of the US-led war in Iraq 
and his observation that the belligerents are responsible for the welfare of the civilian 
population?  

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13799) 

 

The question contained a number of presuppositions, the main one being the existence of 

such reports; in other words: 

1. There are reports today that the Secretary-General is increasingly concerned about 

the humanitarian casualties in Iraq; 

2. There are reports today that the Secretary-General has made the observation that the 

belligerents are responsible for the welfare of the civilians. 

 

In addition, there was a set of embedded presuppositions: 

3. There is a present individual who is Secretary-general of the UN; 

4. There are growing concerns, such that these concerns are those of the Secretary-

General; 

5. There are humanitarian casualties in Iraq; 

6. There is a US-led war in Iraq; 

7. The Secretary-General has made an observation; 

8. There are individuals who are belligerent 

 

Due to the number of presuppositions in the question, in particular those embedded in the 

main presuppositions that such reports existed in the first place, it is especially complicated 

for the respondent to cancel any part he/she considers to be false. The complex strings of 

presuppositions in this single question meant that if the respondent did not want to accept 

one or more of them, he/she had no choice but to evade answering the question. A direct 

'yes' or 'no' answer would have meant that the respondent accepted immediately that the 
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reports existed and accepted all of the question’s presuppositions.  It is understandable that 

evasion might be inevitable in these cases, given the nature of the questions (refer to 

discussions in 2.2.2). 

 

As mentioned earlier, the majority of Opposition questions were yes/no questions. Such 

questions frequently included propositions that made them difficult to be given a direct 

‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer, because to do so would indicate that the respondent had accepted the 

propositions attached to the question. For the same reason, it seems likely that Opposition 

MPs tended to ask more yes/no questions. Perhaps they intended to force or trap 

respondents into either accepting the propositions contained in the questions with a direct 

answer or make it difficult for the respondent to give either a direct ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer 

and thereby be seen as evasive. Although Standing Orders do not allow the asking of 

questions containing, amongst other things, inferences, the Speaker did not enforce the 

rules strictly. Opposition questioners tended to ask yes/no questions so as to include 

negatively inclined presuppositions or inferences. In a way, such questions could be 

considered ‘leading’ questions (explained below). The study shows that the many 

Opposition questions containing embedded presuppositions or implicatures may be difficult 

or impossible to answer, thereby leading to evasive responses. Consequently, such 

questions diminished the Opposition’s own prospects of holding the Government 

accountable to the Parliament. 

 

Furthermore, only a few Opposition MPs were involved in the questioning process. In 

February 2003, all questions on Iraq were asked by Opposition Leader, Crean, and in 

March 2003, he asked the most questions. Perhaps the questioning style reflected his 

individual preference. The majority of the Opposition’s rhetorical questions and those 

containing negative interrogatives were asked by Crean.  

 

ii. Friendly Government Questions 

While few Opposition members asked questions, a greater number of different Government 

backbenchers asked Dorothy Dixers during the same period. A generalization could be 

made that all Government questions were friendlier than (the generally hostile) Opposition 

questions. They were mainly open and/or leading questions. As discussed in Chapter Three, 

open questions usually require general information and often result in respondents 
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deviating from the questions’ agendas, while leading questions have the expected answers 

inferred within the questions themselves. Findings on open, leading Government questions 

are discussed in greater depth in Chapter Eight.  

 

In summary, the data revealed some differences between questions asked by Government 

and Opposition MPs. Opposition questions were structured differently from Government 

questions. They were frequently hostile in nature, were mainly closed questions, and many 

contained negatively-inclined presuppositions. Some were rhetorical questions and/or 

contained negative interrogatives. Government questions, on the other hand, were 

overwhelmingly made up of single questions structured politely: “Would the [Minister] 

inform the House […]”. They were mainly open, leading questions and thus, friendlier than 

Opposition questions. Observed differences between Government and Opposition questions 

(as revealed by the data) are shown in the following table: 

 
 
 

Government Questions Opposition Questions 
Open questions Closed questions 
Single questions Single, or having 2 or 3 sub-questions 

Friendly (open, leading questions) Hostile (negative presuppositions; negative 
interrogatives) 

Mainly Structured “Would the […] 
inform/update the House […]” 

Typically Structured “Can the […] confirm that 
[…]” or “Is the […] aware that […]” 

 
Table 2: Observed Tendencies in Government and Opposition questions 

 
 

With this information, it is quite easy to identify a question as being a Government or an 

Opposition question without needing to be told the identity of the questioner or his/her 

party. A more detailed analysis of Government questions (Dorothy Dixers) is provided in 

Chapter Eight. The type and nature of questions asked affect the type and nature of 

responses given, as discussed below. 
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5.2 Responses 

 

Table 3 below provides a breakdown of responses to question turns by Government and 

Opposition MPs on the topic of Iraq during Question Time in February and March 2003. It 

shows the number of questions (based on individual turns) that were answered, provided 

with intermediate responses, or evaded.  

 
Response Type Government Opposition Total 

Answer 39 8 47 
Intermediate Response 0 21 21 

Evasion 0 19 19 
Total 39 48 87 

 
Table 3: Questions answered, given intermediate responses or evaded 

 
 
Analysis of the data revealed that of the 87 question turns on the topic of Iraq in February 

and March 2003’s Question Time, all 39 of the Government MPs’ question turns were 

answered compared to only eight of the 48 Opposition question turns. The majority of 

Opposition question turns were either given intermediate responses (21) or evaded (19). 

Table 3 summarises the empirical evidence to show that evasion does occur during 

parliamentary Question Time. Findings on two types of responses – answers and 

intermediate responses – are discussed below. 

 

 

5.2.1 Answers 

 

Table 3 shows that every Government question turn was answered compared to only eight 

of the Opposition question turns. Responses classified as answers were further sub-

classified as direct or indirect answers (discussed in Chapter Three).  
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5.2.1.1 Direct Answer 

 

While the majority of the Government questions were considered to have been answered 

directly (because these questions were open and leading), rarely was a direct answer given 

to an Opposition question. The following is a rare instance of an Opposition question being 

given a direct answer: 
 

Crean:  […] Has the Prime Minister communicated his government's view to President Bush 
and Prime Minister Blair? 

 
Howard:  […] I have communicated the government's view on a number of occasions to both 

President Bush and Mr Blair.  
 

(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13560) 
 
Though Howard did not give a direct ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer, the response above was 

considered a direct answer since it was a ‘copy’ type answer (refer to 3.2.4.1). 

 

 

5.2.1.2 Indirect Answer 

 

Indirect answers are answers which are inferred from the response. Such inferences, or 

implicatures, are derived from contextual and background knowledge (refer to discussions 

in Chapter Three). The following is an instance of an indirect answer to an Opposition sub-

question: 

 
Jenkins:  […] Is the Prime Minister aware of reports that UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, 

will launch a new flash appeal to donors for more than $A3 billion to address the 
humanitarian crisis in Iraq? 

 
Howard:  I understand the appeal is being formally launched tomorrow, 28 March. […] 
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13807) 
 
It was a yes/no question and the response was an indirect ‘yes’ answer implied in the given 

response. 
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5.2.2 Intermediate Responses 

 

As discussed in Chapter Three, sometimes there are questions which cannot be answered 

due to factors such as lack of knowledge (regarding the subject matter under question), 

wrong information or incorrect presupposition(s) contained in the question (elaborated 

below), or the inability to give out ‘classified’ information. Such responses were not 

considered evasions but ‘intermediate responses’ in this study. They may, however, have 

been used as a means to evade answering questions. The following are some of the different 

types of intermediate response as revealed by the data.  

 

 

5.2.2.1 Presupposition(s) in the Question 

 

In response to Opposition MP Rudd’s question on whether the Government had been 

informed of detailed plans for a “US military administration of Iraq”, Howard replied that 

the full details were “yet to be settled”, as follows: 
 
 

Rudd:  Has the Prime Minister been informed by the government of the United States of its 
detailed plans for a US military administration of Iraq […] 

 
Howard:  The full detail of the arrangements post conflict in Iraq have yet to be settled. They 

have been the subject of some discussion already […]. They will be the subject of 
discussion […]  

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13803) 
 
 

Rudd’s question contained the presupposition that the US had detailed plans and Howard 

responded that details had not been finalised thereby cancelling Rudd’s presupposition. In 

another instance, in response to Crean’s question as to why he had not told the public what 

a “leaked memo” showed, Howard pointed out the incorrect information contained in the 

question (in bold). The exchange is as follows: 
 
 

Crean:  My question is addressed to the Prime Minister. Prime Minister, why haven't you 
told the Australian public what the leaked Downer memo shows: that Australian 
forces in the Gulf will not be withdrawn if the United Nations process breaks down 
and the US goes to war with Iraq? 

 
Howard:  The leaked memo does not show that. The leaked memo, as confirmed by the 

interlocutor of the foreign minister, does not show that. You know that. You know 
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that that discussion between the foreign minister and the High Commissioner 
concerned comments that the foreign minister made about the Multinational 
Interception Force. The foreign minister has explained that in some detail - and, I 
think, very convincingly - today, and so has the New Zealand High Commissioner. 

 
(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10941) 

 

Crean’s question contained the negative interrogative “why haven’t you told […]” 

regarding the leaked memo, which in turn contained the main presupposition that such a 

memo existed and embedded presuppositions within that memo. In response, Howard 

cancelled the embedded presuppositions by pointing out twice that the information was 

incorrect. However, as the exchange shows, Crean ‘challenged’ his response. 

 

 

5.2.2.2 Implicature(s) in the Question 

 

Sometimes a respondent responds to the question’s implicature, i.e. that which is inferred 

by the questioner. For example, in one exchange, Howard responded to the question’s 

implicature (that he lacked credibility) by using terms such as “Quite clearly”, “Self-

evidently” and “I frankly” (in bold). The relevant parts of the exchange, exactly as they 

appear in Hansard, are as follows: 
 

Crean:  My question is again addressed to the Prime Minister, and it refers to the answer he 
gave to my first question. Prime Minister, what credibility can your explanation have 
when the official record of conversation cleared by the minister's office shows that 
the discussion that he was having was specifically about the issue of UN support for, 
and I quote, `action in Iraq'? […] 

 
Howard:  […] I would like to point out to the Leader of the Opposition that it is possible, in a 

conversation lasting three-quarters of an hour, to canvass a lot of subjects. Quite 
clearly, one of the things that came up in that discussion was the continued defiance 
by Iraq of the proper demands of the United Nations. Both the foreign minister and 
the New Zealand High Commissioner have put into context that discussion. The 
foreign minister was referring to the Multinational Interception Force. I know that it 
suits the political purposes of the Leader of the Opposition to try and represent things 
otherwise, but I remind the House that this conversation took place on 24 October 
2002; the decision taken by the Australian government to deploy forces to the Gulf 
occurred on 10 January 2003. Self-evidently, the discussion between the high 
commissioner and the foreign minister could not be put in the context of the 
deployment of those forces.  
The foreign minister has already explained at great length the nature of that 
discussion, and I frankly do not have anything to add to what he has already said. 
[…]  

 
(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10942) 
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The above question by Crean could also be viewed as a rhetorical question, again accusing 

the Government of dishonesty since it used the phrase “what credibility can your 

explanation have” and pointed out contradictions between the Prime Minister’s earlier 

response and official records of the conversation. On the other hand, though it was not a 

question seeking information, Crean’s line of questioning could also be viewed as an 

attempt to hold the Government accountable for its actions since hostility appears to be a 

means of pursuing accountability during Question Time. The issue of accountability is 

further discussed in Chapter Nine.  

 

Similarly, to a rhetorical sub-question by Crean (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 

11417) accusing the Government of not being honest about Australia being a member of 

the coalition of the willing, Acting Prime Minister Anderson seemingly responded to the 

question’s implicature (discussed below). The relevant parts of the exchange are as follows: 

 
 
 

Crean:  […] Acting Prime Minister, why is it that President George Bush has said in 
Washington what Australia's Prime Minister has not been prepared to say here on the 
floor of the parliament to the Australian people: that Australia is a member of the US 
coalition of the willing? 

 
Anderson:  I think I have made it quite plain that, in terms of our willingness to support the UN 

in its objectives of disarming Iraq and stripping it of its weapons of mass destruction, 
we do not hide at all the fact that we have been part of the coalition of the willing—
part of that coalition of nations prepared to tackle this issue and try to take it forward. 
It has also been made adequately plain that that does not mean that we have 
committed to military action. I, again, quote the US President in the press conference 
that followed the leader to leader meeting—that is, after all, the most high level and 
most recent of these discussions and could not possibly more accurately reflect the 
situation. When asked whether he counted Australia as part of the coalition of the 
willing, the President said: 

 
Yes I do. You know, what that means is up to John to decide. 

 
That is a clear acknowledgment. It may not suit you, […] 
 

(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11417) 
 
 

In the above exchange, Crean was accusing the Government of not being honest (refer to 

discussions on Speech Acts in 3.2.3.1). Anderson was clearly responding to the question’s 

implicature, that the Government had not been honest to its people and was trying to ‘hide’ 

something, by emphasizing that he and the Government were honest. Anderson’s response 
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included the following: “we do not hide at all” and “made adequately plain” (above, in 

bold). On he other hand, perhaps reiterating one’s honesty is a covert means of disguising 

one’s dishonesty. 

 

The following is a unique example of an exchange in which a respondent attributes an 

implicature to a question and then addresses it specifically. Foreign Minister Downer was 

responding to a sub-question by Opposition MP, George, on reports that the “UK military 

command on Tuesday classified Basra […] as a military target”. The relevant parts of the 

exchange are as follows:  
 
George:  […] Can the minister advise what this will mean for the civilian population of that 

city? […] 
 
Downer:  […] The implication of the way the question was put was that the Blair 

government would have no concern for civilian casualties. That is absolutely wrong. 
[…] 

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13561)  

 
 

Though Downer used the term ‘implication’ (in bold), he may have been attributing an 

implicature (the questioner was implying that the British Government did not care about 

civilian deaths), and responding to it. The implicature of the Opposition questioner was 

most likely that, if Basra was to be a military target, there would be civilian deaths. The 

response was classified as ‘intermediate’ because it was a response to an apparent 

implicature. However, it could also have been classified as an ‘evasion’, with Downer 

performing a different task from that required by the question. Perhaps Downer’s attempt to 

attribute an implicature was a covert means of evasion. 

 

 

5.2.2.3   Hypothetical Question 

 

In one instance, Crean asked a lengthy question regarding the “threat assessment to 

Australians in South-East Asia” due to Australia’s involvement in military action in Iraq 

without a UN mandate. Anderson responded that the question was hypothetical (in bold). 

The whole of the exchange is as follows: 
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Crean:  My question is to the Acting Prime Minister. Acting Prime Minister, can you inform 

the House as to the government's assessment of any changes to the threat assessment 
to Australians in South-East Asia arising from Australian military participation in 
Iraq in the absence of a UN Security Council mandate? 

 
Anderson: At this point in time that is plainly hypothetical. Those threat assessments are 

constantly upgraded, constantly reviewed by ASIO and the relevant Australian 
authorities. They provide that assessment and their advice to the government, and the 
government responds accordingly and in due course. 

 
Crean:  The Prime Minister didn't say that the other day. 
 
Speaker:  Leader of the Opposition! Standing order 55. 
 

(House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11831) 
 

Anderson’s response that the question was hypothetical (since the war had not begun) was 

then challenged by Crean (through an interjection) and he was subsequently reprimanded 

by the Speaker.  

 

 

5.2.2.4 Lack of Required Information 

 

When Crean asked Howard a closed, specific question requesting the ‘precise date’ when 

the Government ordered the refit of a particular ship, Howard gave a short, intermediate 

response that he did not know the date (in bold). The whole of the exchange is as follows: 

 
Crean:  My question is to the Prime Minister. Prime Minister, on what precise date did the 

government order the refit of the HMAS Kanimbla in preparation for its forward 
deployment to a possible war against Iraq? 

 
Howard:  I do not know that date. I will find out and let the House know. 
 

(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10947) 
 
 

 

5.2.2.5 Inability to Recall the Information Required 

 

A similar response was given to a question, related to the one above, asked a day later. 

Howard’s response included an intermediate reply that he could not recall the date (in 

bold). Parts of the exchange are as follows:  
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Crean:  My question is to the Prime Minister. Prime Minister, on what precise date did the 

government first hold discussions with the US about the role of Australia in the 
event of a US led military strike against Iraq which does not have the backing of 
the United Nations? 

 
Howard: […] I certainly do not carry in my mind the precise date, and I will undertake to 

see if I can further enlighten the Leader of the Opposition. […] If there is anything 
further I can provide to the Leader of the Opposition on that matter, I will. […] 

 
(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132) 

 
 

The above question, like the previous one, asked for a ‘precise date’. It should be noted that 

such specific, closed questions are difficult to evade without the evasion being obvious. 

Perhaps that could be the reason why the questions were given intermediate responses 

instead of being evaded outright. 

 

 

5.2.2.6 Security Reasons 

 

In response to a question by Crean about the welfare and activities of Australian troops in 

the Gulf, Howard stated that he could not provide the information required for security 

reasons (in bold). The whole of the exchange is as follows: 

 
Crean:  My question is to the Prime Minister. Prime Minister, now that the bombing has 

started and given that every Australian is now concerned about the welfare of our 
men and women in the defence forces, can you, subject to operational security 
constraints, inform Australians about the activities and welfare of our troops in the 
gulf now and in the days ahead? 

 
Howard:  For operational and security reasons, which I ask the House and the public to 

accept and understand, I cannot give any specific details. But I can inform the 
House and the Australian public in general that forces have commenced combat and 
combat support operations.  

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 

 
 

 

5.3 Interactive Interjections (Responses within responses) 

 

Frequently the interactions between questioners and respondents during Question Time 

were interrupted by interjections. Instead of the formal process involved (i.e. the questioner 

asking the question and the Minister responding to it within a single turn) such 
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interruptions often resulted in exchanges between the respondent and interjector(s). Given 

the nature of the questions asked, as described earlier, and the frequent agenda shifts by 

respondents, this nearly always involves Opposition MPs interjecting during Government 

‘speeches’. Interactive interjections are unique, in that they consist of interactions within 

interactions; one formal, and the other, informal.  

 

 

5.3.1 Commenting on Interjections 

 

In a number of cases respondents attacked Opposition interjectors by attacking their party. 

An example was in Downer’s response to a request by Government MP, Panopoulus, for 

information regarding “the appalling treatment of Iraqi women by Saddam Hussein's 

regime” (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416). Downer noted the interjections and 

remarked: “There are an enormous number of interjections […] as though Saddam Hussein 

does not matter”. Ironically, the interjections were most probably prompted (as evidenced 

in the exchange below) by his shifting from the question’s agenda. The following are the 

relevant parts of Downer’s response: 

 
Downer:  […] We cannot remind ourselves often enough why the international community—

and I think this is an absolutely fundamental question—should deny somebody who 
behaves in this way, who treats women and his population generally in such an 
appalling way— 

 
http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=1

2077Speaker:  The member for Sydney is warned! 
 
Downer:  The consequences of somebody like that having chemical and biological weapons 

and perhaps even nuclear weapons is not a minor issue. There are an enormous 
number of interjections, I find, whenever you talk about these issues, as though 
Saddam Hussein does not matter. But I do think this obviously is a difference 
between the two sides of the House. We on this side of the House feel very strongly 
about this; it is a profoundly important issue. For those on that side of the House it is, 
apparently, a matter for almost constant chatter. 

 
(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) 

 
Downer had deviated from the question’s agenda (for information regarding the treatment 

of women) but the Speaker reprimanded the interjector. Downer then proceeded to attack 

the Opposition by comparing the views of both sides of the House on Saddam, adding that 

to those “on that side of the House it is, apparently, a matter for almost constant chatter” 

(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416). He was, thus, making comments in reference 

http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=12077
http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=12077
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to the interjections. However, there were other occasions when Downer interacted directly 

with the interjector(s), as discussed below. 

 

 

5.3.2 Responding to the Interjector 

 

While responding to an Opposition questioner, George, Downer was interrupted and 

proceeded to interact directly with the interjector (Leader of the Opposition, Crean). This 

occurred twice, as follows: 
 
 

George:  My question is to the Minister for Foreign Affairs. Does the minister stand by his 
comments last night that taking a longer time in terms of the military conflict in Iraq 
was the price to pay for avoiding the targeting of civilian targets and further: 

 
That is a price that we would absolutely be prepared to pay. 

 
Is the minister aware of reports that the UK military command on Tuesday classified 
Basra, a city of over one million people, as a military target? Can the minister 
confirm the accuracy of these reports? Can the minister advise what this will mean 
for the civilian population of that city? Can the minister further advise whether the 
UK position announced last night is consistent with his statements last night? 

 
Downer:  […] We have stories now—and I said in response to an interjection from the 

Leader of the Opposition that we are waiting for final confirmation of this—that 
these are people who apparently, according to media reports, have been using 
mortars against civilians in Basra. […] 

 
Downer:  [...] If the Leader of the Opposition is suggesting that the administration of Tony 

Blair is a flagrant human rights abuser and is determined to level civilian targets in 
Basra, let me say that that is utterly untrue. I will defend very strongly Tony Blair's 
absolute determination—Tony Blair has been very strong on this—to make sure that, 
as best as is humanly possible, civilians will be protected in Iraq.  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13561) 

 
 

Though the interjections were not recorded in Hansard, they must have occurred since, as 

the above exchange shows, Downer acknowledged Crean’s interjection by referring to it (in 

bold) and later responding to his (Crean’s) implicature (underlined). In another instance, 

Minister Ruddock, in responding to a Dorothy Dixer by Jull, a Government MP, twice 

‘counter-attacked’ the interjector, Gillard. On both those occasions Gillard was 

reprimanded by the Speaker. The exchange is as follows: 
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Ruddock:  I thank the member for Fadden for his question. I notice that there have been some 

questions to me that have endeavoured to diminish the view of Australia in terms of 
its humanitarian response, particularly the situation in relation to Iraq. There was a 
question to me yesterday that asked about the level of support to the UNHCR, and I 
took the opportunity of outlining then the nature of Australia's contribution. Let me 
just say that, in relation to our financial contribution, Australia has contributed 
something of the order of $15.3 million to the UNHCR for the year 2003, and that is 
not a reduction. 

 
Gillard:  What about the core funding? 
 
Deputy Speaker: The member for Lalor! 
 
Ruddock:  If the member for Lalor had wanted answers to those questions she would have 

addressed them to the minister responsible, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, 
yesterday. She did not even know which minister they should be addressed to. I 
am familiar with the issue. The decision that was announced in the budget was that 
the core funding would be halved— 

 
Gillard:  Exactly! 
 
Deputy Speaker: The member for Lalor! 
 
Ruddock:  and the money that was taken from the core contribution would be doubled by way 

of a contribution that the UNHCR and other organisations could bid for. As a result 
of that bidding, the UNHCR has more money than it would have received if we had 
provided its core funding on the same basis as last year. So it did better. But that is 
not a question that should have come to me; it is a question that, if you had any 
knowledge about where the responsibilities lie, should have gone to the Minister 
for Foreign Affairs. 

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13811) 

 
 

In the above exchange, although the formal question was asked by Jull, Ruddock had 

clearly responded to the interjector twice, ‘attacking’ her for lack of knowledge (in bold). 

 

 

5.3.3 Multiple Interactive Interactions within a Single Turn 

 

Sometimes there was more than one interjection within a single question turn and the 

respondent directed their response to each interjector separately. For example, in response 

to a question by Crean (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11836) as to whether he was 

aware that “US Secretary of Defense Mr Rumsfeld again acknowledged that Australia was 

a member of the coalition of the willing” a day earlier, Anderson recognized the 

“imputation” (implicature) behind the question and responded to it. The following are the 

interactions between him, Crean and Swan, another Opposition MP: 
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Anderson:  Plainly the imputation behind the Leader of the Opposition’s question is this: that we 

have signed up to something called the coalition of the willing and that our 
membership of the coalition of the willing commits us, whatever the UN might 
decide, to military action in the Middle East. That is right? 

 
Crean:  That is right. 
 
Anderson:  Terrific. So the question then becomes: what is the coalition of the willing?  
 
Swan:  It’s what George Bush says it is. 
 

(House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11836) 
 

 

Later, Anderson proceeded to quote part of Bush’s interview while attacking the 

Opposition party members. He said “Come on! Get excited. Act like you always do”. 

Although the Speaker did not reprimand anyone involved, such interactive interjections are 

not what is expected in a formal parliamentary setting. However, they are an interesting 

aspect of Question Time and can be viewed as informal interactions within a formal 

interaction. 

 

 

5.4 Questions, Responses and Grice’s Cooperative Principle 

 

The findings agree with Grice’s Conversational Principle which states that sometimes 

hearers have to draw inferences (implicatures) from the speaker’s meaning or intention 

based on what has been uttered, views similar to those held by Searle (1975) and Sperber 

and Wilson (1995). Though agreeing with Grice (1975)’s Conversational Principle with 

regards to the drawing of implicatures, there could be contradictory views regarding the 

relationship between parliamentary discourse and Grice’s Cooperative Principle. On the 

surface, it appears that exchanges that occur during parliamentary Question Time, 

specifically between Opposition MPs and the respondents, contravene Grice’s Cooperative 

Principle (1975) which states that our talk exchanges are cooperative efforts. It also appears 

to contravene all four of the principle’s maxims, i.e., the maxims of quantity, quality, 

relation and manner.  
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However, a contrary view is that cooperation does exist between Question Time’s 

participants. Both Opposition questioners and their respondents cooperate in participating 

in adversarial communication, in line with the opposing roles (Opposition v/s Government 

MPs) they play. There is a sort of cooperation in that adversarial and point-scoring 

exercises are expected and therefore, as noted by Harris (2001), they do not lead to a 

breakdown in communication. As members of a ‘community of practice’ whereby new 

members go through a process of ‘situated learning’ before becoming experienced 

members of Parliament (Harris, 2001), over time the opposing parliamentarians learn to 

cooperate by participating in adversarial communication. As for Grice’s maxims, 

respondents are frequently forced to make compromises in the interest of saving face. For 

instance, MPs cannot lie in Parliament but do not want lose face by telling the truth, and 

thus they evade answering questions. In such circumstances, they may respect the maxim of 

quality (by not lying) but violate the maxim of quantity (by not telling exactly as much as 

they know).  A similar view is held by Bull (1998, 2000, 2003) who explains that 

politicians equivocate in order to save face.  

 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

 

The study revealed differences between the questions asked by Government and those 

asked by Opposition MPs, specifically in terms of question structures and whether 

questions were friendly or hostile in nature. Given a set of questions, one can easily 

differentiate those asked by Government MPs from those asked by the Opposition 

questioners, without knowing the identity or party affiliation of the questioners concerned.  

 

Though rules and regulations stipulate the types and content of questions permitted during 

Question Time – for example, questions should not contain information or inferences, etc. – 

the reality, as shown by the data, was often different. Questions, specifically those asked by 

Opposition MPs, were often ‘loaded’ and contained presuppositions and implicatures that 

were negatively inclined. A number of these Opposition questions appeared, on the surface, 

to be structured like questions, but were clearly not seeking information. Rhetorical 

questions and questions containing negative interrogatives were, more often than not, used 

as a means to accuse the Government of, amongst other things, being incompetent or 
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dishonest. Such hostile questions could, nevertheless, be viewed positively as Opposition 

attempts to hold the Government accountable for its actions. Ironically, some Government 

questioners also contravened Standing Orders, by asking leading questions which contained 

information. Question Time exchanges, though appearing to contravene all four of Grice’s 

maxims, show that some form of cooperation exists, even among adversaries, in that 

members of both sides of the House carry out their respective adversarial roles.   

 

The study (refer to Table 3) shows that only 8 of the Opposition question turns were 

answered compared to all 39 of the Government question turns. Since only Opposition 

questions could reasonably be construed as pursuing Government accountability, the fact 

that 40 out of the total 87 question turns were not answered and instead were either evaded 

or given an intermediate response diminished the effectiveness of Question Time in making 

the Government accountable by approximately 50%.  

 

The fact that evasion does occur, along with other factors such as the use of leading 

Government questions, hostile Opposition questions, and the numerous interactive 

interjections that occur during Question Time, could raise doubts as to whether Question 

Time is taken seriously by its participants. It is not difficult to understand why many 

political analysts and commentators view the forum so negatively (refer to 3.1.3).  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Evasion 
 
 
 
6.0 Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses the main focus of the study – evasion. Chapter Five answered the 

questions: ‘Does evasion occur in Australia’s Parliamentary Question Time and if so, 

how often does it occur?’ It also provided empirical evidence that evasion does occur 

during Question Time. This chapter explores the question: ‘How does evasion occur?’ 

in greater detail. It discusses issues related to evasion such as: at what level evasion 

occurs, whether there are overt or covert practices involved, and agenda shifts in 

evasive responses. It is somewhat ironic, as discussed later in this chapter, that agenda 

shifts occurred even in responses to Government questions (Dorothy Dixers), all of 

which the study classified as having been answered. Agenda shifts generally contribute 

to evasion as a whole since they waste time, thereby leaving fewer opportunities for 

more Opposition questions to be asked, i.e. questions that can pursue Government 

accountability. 

 

 

6.1 Levels of Evasion 

 

Based on the analytical framework, each evasive response was first analysed according 

to its level of evasion, i.e. whether there was full evasion (whereby no response was 

given for the question asked); whether there was a substantial shift in agenda (whereby 

instead of answering the question asked, the respondent deviated to a substantially 

different topic); whether there was a medium-level evasion (whereby the respondent 

performed a different task from that required by the question’s agenda); or whether 

there was a subtle shift in response from the terms used in the question. (Details of these 

various levels of evasion were discussed in Chapters Three and Four). 
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6.1.1 Full Evasion 

 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, full evasion occurs when a question is neither answered 

nor acknowledged. For instance, when referring to the UN “food for oil program”, 

Opposition Leader Crean asked Prime Minister Howard the following sub-question: 

“Can the Prime Minister also confirm that this program was suspended last week?” 

(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13403). Howard neither answered nor 

acknowledged the above sub-question, and this non-response was therefore considered a 

‘full evasion’. Similarly, no response was given to the opening sub-question to Foreign 

Minister Downer by Opposition MP Rudd, below:  

 
Is the minister aware of the statement by the British government overnight issuing a global 
security alert to its citizens—inserted in all 214 of its travel advisories—which states: `The 
risk of indiscriminate terrorist attacks in public places, including tourist sites, will be 
especially high during military action in Iraq.' […]  
 

      (House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13151) 
 
Although Downer’s opening response was that he had “partially answered this question 

earlier”, he had not; he then responded to Rudd’s subsequent sub-question which asked 

why there had been no “parallel upgrading in warnings” by the Australian Government. 

The first sub-question was thus considered a full evasion. 

 

 

6.1.2 Substantial Shift 

 

The above responses were considered full evasions. However, there were other 

responses which, though evasive, were not full evasions. Such responses involved 

various degrees of departure from the agenda of the question (as discussed in 4.4.3.1; 

Chapter Four). The most dramatic is a ‘substantial shift’ in agenda. However, there were 

no clear cases of this ‘level’ of evasion observed in this study. Attempts at substantial 

shifts would have been apparent (as evasive) to listeners, including the Speaker, fellow 

parliamentarians, and the overhearing audience. 
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6.1.3 Medium Level of Evasion 

 

The next type of departure occurs when a response is within the parameters of the topic 

but performs a task different from that required by the question. Thus, the respondent 

directs his/her talk towards a different but related topic to that of the question’s agenda 

(refer to 4.4.3.1). In the present study, this was the most frequent means by which a 

respondent deviated from the question’s agenda. Various examples of its occurrence are 

described below. 

 

The first was in a response to a sub-question by Crean as to whether there were plans to 

send more personnel to the Gulf. The sub-question was prefaced by two presuppositions 

(that a number of analysts are predicting that the war will last six to eight weeks and 

that our armed personnel have already been in the gulf for nearly two months). In 

response, Howard referred in part to the presuppositions as a means to justify the shift 

and then proceeded to perform a different task. The sub-question and relevant parts of 

the response are as follows: 
 

Crean:  […] Given that a number of analysts are predicting that the war will last six to 
eight weeks at a minimum and that many of our personnel have already been 
in the gulf for almost two months, can the Prime Minister now tell the public 
whether there are any plans to send more personnel to the gulf to relieve 
existing forces? 

 
Howard:  […] In relation to the deployment which the Leader of the Opposition referred 

to and to his reference to the period of time that they have been deployed, I 
take the opportunity to point out that I am so very pleased, for their sake, that 
they were deployed so early, because it has enabled them to get ready and it 
has enabled them to make a more effective contribution. I believe it has 
contributed to their relative safety. So far from it being a mistake to have 
predeployed them, it was a positive contribution to their ultimate commitment 
and a positive contribution to their own safety.  

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13805) 

 
 
Howard said that the deployment was not a mistake, but instead contributed positively 

to the safety of the troops, which was not the question’s task. Howard skilfully evaded 

by not only shifting the agenda but also shifting the negative tone of the question to a 

positive one. By referring to the presuppositions in Crean’s question, and shifting the 

tone, Howard made it appear as if he was ‘answering’ the question though he did not. 

He failed to state whether there were any plans to send in more troops.  
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Similarly, in another instance a respondent not only performed a different task but also 

changed the negative tone of the question to a positive one. This occurred when 

Opposition MP, Hoare, asked Anthony, Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, 

whether he could confirm “that no additional resources or assistance has been provided 

to the telephone counselling services” which he had “directed parents and children 

distressed about the war to contact”. Part of Anthony’s response was: “If there is a 

meaningful request that comes through from an organisation, of course the government 

will look seriously at that” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13558). Instead of giving 

a direct answer, the Minister performed a task different from that required by the 

question’s agenda. In responding, the Minister had also changed the negative tone of 

the question (that the Government did not provide additional assistance) to a positive 

one while responding (we are concerned and will give the funds if there is a request). 

 

Respondents sometimes performed different tasks through ‘tense shifts’, i.e. changing 

one set of tense(s), as used in the question, to a different set while responding. In the 

following instance, Opposition MP, Emerson, asked Minister for Industry, Tourism and 

Resources, Macfarlane, a question and instead of answering the question about what the 

Minister had already done, Macfarlane performed a different task by stating what the 

Government would do. The exchange is as follows: 

 
Emerson:  What representations has the minister made to the United States to ensure that 

Australian companies are not excluded from bidding for USAID funded projects 
in Iraq? 

 
Macfarlane: I am not aware of any Australian companies that have been specifically excluded 

in post-Iraq war work. I can assure the House that this government will take 
steps to ensure that Australian companies are given every opportunity to bid for 
these contracts. On the basis of past performance, and the expertise of Australian 
companies, I have every confidence that they will win contracts.  
      

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13809) 

 
In the above example, the Minister concerned neither responded to nor acknowledged 

the earlier two sub-questions, perhaps because he considered them leading questions to 

the third core sub-question (above). However, Macfarlane also evaded answering this 

core question. It is interesting to note the tense shift in this evasion. The question was 

formulated in the present perfect form (“What representations has the minister made 

[…]”) but the response was given in the future form (“…this government will take steps 

to ensure […]”). 
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A similar tense shift occurred in response to a question by Opposition MP, Emerson: 

“Minister, have you sought and obtained assurances from the US administration that 

American wheat will not displace Australian wheat sales to Iraq?” (House Hansard 27 

March 2003, p. 13810). The then Minister for Trade, Vaile, responded: 
 

[…] we will continue to represent the interests of Australian exporters and Australian 
producers. As far as that is concerned, we have maintained a close dialogue with the United 
States, the United Kingdom and the United Nations on this issue. The foreign minister, as 
was indicated earlier in question time, will be in Washington and New York next week to 
talk about these issues amongst other things. I can assure the House that we will be actively 
representing the interests of Australian exporters in this regard.  

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13810) 

 
Vaile performed a different task and, again, it is interesting to note the tense shift 

signalling the evasion. The question was in the present perfect tense form (“have you 

sought and obtained assurances”) but the response was in the future continuous form 

(“we will be actively representing the interests of Australian exporters”). The Minister 

had also evaded personal responsibility by using the pronoun ‘we’ (as will be explained 

later in this chapter). At the end of the above exchange, the questioner, Emerson, tabled 

3 documents, one of which stated that the “Trade Minister said that he would make 

strong representations if we lost our wheat market in Iraq, but not before” (House 

Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13810). Perhaps that was the reason Vaile tried to evade 

answering the question. It is interesting to note that Emerson’s tabling of the documents 

showed that he had the information he needed beforehand but was perhaps attempting 

to force the Minister concerned to admit it in Parliament. There were few cases of tense 

shifts observed in this study. Perhaps such shifts simply reflected a 

personal/individualistic style of evasion.  

 

There appears to be a number of reasons why respondents evaded answering questions 

by performing different tasks. Perhaps respondents recognised a need to overcome the 

negative implications of a direct answer. For example, in response to a specific sub-

question by Rudd on an “Iraq-specific global security alert for all Australians abroad”, 

Downer performed a different task in his response. The specific, closed sub-questions 

and response are as follows: 

 
Rudd:  Minister, will you or will you not now insert an Iraq-specific global security 

alert for all Australians abroad? Yes or no?  
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Downer:  We do, from time to time, upgrade global travel alerts, but I make this point: 

what the situation is in terms of the security of Australians in Nicaragua, Buenos 
Aires or Reykjavik may be an entirely different thing from the security of 
Australians in Amman, Oman, Jakarta or the Philippines. Whilst we do from 
time to time have global travel advisories, we update them only when we have 
information which we believe is relevant to every single place on earth. In this 
particular instance, it is a matter of judgment but my judgment is that the best 
thing to do is to make sure that we focus primarily on the country-specific travel 
advisories, because the situation that you might find in Kuwait or in Amman in 
Jordan is, I would have thought, very obviously entirely different for Australians 
from the situation that you might find in Buenos Aires or in Panama City. 

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13151) 

 
 
In the above instance, instead of answering a very specific question about the “Iraq-

specific global security alert”, Downer spoke at length about “country-specific travel 

advisories”. It is noteworthy that the word ‘Iraq’ was not mentioned at all by Downer. 

Perhaps he evaded using the word to avoid any implication of there being a relationship 

between the war in Iraq and adverse travel advisories. Analyses like the above are 

sometimes problematic. Some might consider Downer’s response as implicitly negative, 

i.e. an indirect ‘no’ answer. However, this study classified it as evasive because Downer 

evaded the very specific sub-questions (“[…] will you or will you not now insert […]” 

and “Yes or no?”). 

 

Similarly, in the following example, Gillard asked Ruddock, Minister for Immigration 

and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs and Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for 

Reconciliation, to confirm that the Government had “cut core funding to the UNHCR” 

by nearly 50% in the previous year’s budget. Ruddock responded by stating that the 

issue was an “evolving one” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13564), explaining that 

the needs had changed. It was a specific question requiring a specific ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 

answer but Ruddock performed a different task as shown below: 
 

Gillard:  Can the minister confirm that in last year's budget the government cut core 
funding to the UNHCR, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
by almost 50 per cent? 

 
Ruddock:  The response that one takes in relation to this issue is an evolving one. If you 

look at what happened in relation to Iraq at the time of the Gulf War, you will 
find that there was very little demand for humanitarian aid for refugees, because 
the number of people who left Iraq at that time was very low. […] In relation to 
the present situation, there is no evidence at this time of a substantial need to 
assist people who have left Iraq to claim refugee status, but it is an evolving 
situation—as I said in the beginning—and a matter which we will keep under 
review. 

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13564) 
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Ruddock may have performed a different task to avoid the negative implications 

associated with providing a direct ‘yes’ answer, i.e. confirmation that the Government 

did cut core funding to the UNHCR in the previous year's budget by almost 50 per cent.  

 

 As the above examples show, performing a task different from that required by the 

question seemed to have been the most popular evasive technique by which Question 

Time respondents did not answer questions. A possible reason could be that if one 

performs a different task (though related to the question topic), the evasion is much less 

obvious than it would be if a substantial shift was made.  

 

 

6.1.4 Subtle Shift 

 

Another type of departure is quite subtle. It changes the terms of the question so slightly 

that it looks like the respondent is answering the question (refer to 4.4.3.1). In one 

instance, Crean’s question asked for reassurance that “all necessary steps are being 

taken to protect civilians”, to which Howard replied that “in this particular conflict 

unprecedented steps have been taken by the coalition to avoid civilian casualties” 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13799). Howard had thus subtly shifted from using 

the question’s phrase “all necessary steps” to “unprecedented steps”; a subtle form of 

evasion.  

 

Similarly, in response to another sub-question by Crean; “Prime Minister, have any 

personnel been notified to ready themselves for a possible rotation and have any 

personnel been given the anthrax vaccine in preparation for a rotation to the gulf?”, 

Howard made a subtle shift in response by substituting the word “anthrax” with “all the 

necessary precautions” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13556). 

 

Subtle shifts were also made to responses considered ‘answers’. The following is an 

example of how a respondent made a subtle change to a phrase used in the question so 

as to neutralise any negative connotations of that phrase. The respondent concerned did 

not evade answering the Dorothy Dixer question. The relevant parts of the exchange are 

as follows: 

 



 131
Gambaro:  Is the minister aware of recent comments by Australian unions concerning 

threats of industrial action if force were to be used to disarm Iraq? 
 
 Abbott:  In light of Labor's historical concern for human rights and in light of Saddam 

Hussein's proven record of torture and murder against unionists and union 
officials, I was surprised, to say the least, when UnionsWA and the Secretary of 
the Victorian Trades Hall Council threatened a campaign of strikes and bans in 
the event that Australian armed forces should help disarm Iraq. 

 
(House Hansard 4 March 2003, p. 12109) 

 
 

The above response was classified as an ‘indirect answer’. However, by subtly changing 

the terms used (in bold), the Minister (Abbott) managed to change what was a negative 

presupposition (“force […] used to disarm”) to a positive one (“should help disarm”). 

Though it was not an evasion, there was a subtle shift in the use of the terms.  

 

 

6.2 Overt/Covert Practices 

 

Besides analysing the various levels of evasion, the study also considered whether these 

shifts occurred overtly or covertly, as discussed below. 

 

 

6.2.1 Overt Practices 

 

As mentioned in Chapters Three and Four, there are times when the respondent is open 

about making a shift while responding in order to minimize any damage caused by the 

evasion (Clayman 2001). However, the study reveals that such practices also occurred 

in responses to Dorothy Dixers, when Ministers often made shifts even after they had 

answered the questions (reasons for the occurrences of such shifts are discussed in 

greater detail in Chapter Eight). These overt practices involved three main categories: 

‘token requests for permission’, ‘minimising the divergence’ and ‘justifying shifts’. 

 

 

6.2.1.1 Token Request for Permission 

 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, respondents sometimes overtly make token requests for 

permission (Clayman 2001) before proceeding with their shifts while responding. In the 

current study this appeared to be Foreign Minister Downer’s favoured technique of 
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making agenda shifts, the most common form being: “Let me remind […]”. For 

example, in response to a Dorothy Dixer requesting information on reports that Iraq was 

showing signs of cooperating with UN inspectors, Downer did answer the question but 

went on to overtly shift the agenda, with a token request for permission: “Let me 

remind the House that Saddam Hussein has a requirement to disarm […]” (House 

Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412). Downer also used other means of making token 

requests for permission. For example, as part of his response to a Dorothy Dixer 

regarding the welfare of Australians still remaining in Iraq, Downer shifted the agenda 

by stating: “Let me repeat what we have said on so many occasions: we urge all 

Australians to leave Iraq immediately if they are able to do so” (House Hansard 27 

March 2003, p. 13809). Downer’s use of the phrase “Let me repeat” is another means of 

making a token request for permission.  

 

A similar token request for permission was made by Acting Prime Minister Anderson in 

response to a question by Crean for confirmation regarding the decision to involve 

“senior military officers” in planning military action in Iraq with the United States. 

Anderson shifted the agenda by saying: “Let me remind you again […]” (a token 

request for permission) and then talking of the objective of ridding Saddam of his 

“weapons of mass destruction”, whilst attacking the Opposition (House Hansard 12 

February 2003, p. 11628).   

 

 

6.2.1.2 Minimizing the Divergence 

 

Another overt practice is ‘minimizing the divergence’; a form of damage control 

whereby the respondent downplays or gives the perception of minimizing the departure 

from the question agenda (Clayman 2001; refer to 4.4.3.2). For instance, in response to 

an Opposition question regarding reports that Basra had been classified as a target by 

the UK military, Downer shifted the agenda to attacking Saddam. Part of his response 

included the following overt, temporal minimizer: “[…] and I take a moment to say this 

[…]” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13561). The exchange is further discussed 

later in this chapter [refer to 6.3.2.2(iii)]. It was the only instance in the data of a 

temporal minimiser having been used. Downer may have used it to downplay his shift 

as being merely a minor digression/departure from the question’s agenda. The sole 
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occurrence of this overt practice suggests that it was not a preferred means of evasion, 

i.e. it did not reflect any of the respondents’ preferred styles of evasion. 

 

 

6.2.1.3 Justifying the Shift 

 

Sometimes the respondent overtly justifies or explains his/her shift away from the 

question’s agenda (as discussed in Chapter Three). The study revealed that respondents 

overtly justified their shifts on different grounds. These grounds are sub-categorized as 

the following: 

 

 

i. On grounds of its importance 

On a number of occasions, Downer justified his shifts from the questions’ agendas on 

grounds of their importance or relevance to the questions asked. The following are three 

such instances. 

  

In the first instance, in response to a Dorothy Dixer regarding reports on Iraq’s 

cooperation with UN inspectors, Downer shifted the agenda by stating: “It is important 

that this House understand that Saddam Hussein has a long history of making last-

minute concessions […]” (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412). In another 

instance, again in response to a Dorothy Dixer; requesting information about Iraqi 

troops that were to be engaged around Baghdad in the near future, Downer justified his 

shift by stating: “It is noteworthy that coalition troops are now not far from Baghdad 

[…]” (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13408). The third instance occurred in 

response to a Dorothy Dixer on the safety of “human shields” in Iraq, when Downer 

shifted the agenda (in bold) to talk about what Saddam had done earlier. Downer stated: 

 
It is also important to remember that, during the 1990-91 Gulf War, Saddam Hussein 
held more than 800 foreign nationals as human shields at strategic locations in Iraq and 
Kuwait in order to try to deter attack by the international coalition being organised against 
Baghdad. 

(House Hansard 05 March 2003, p. 12241) 
 
As mentioned earlier, agenda shifts occurred even in response to friendly, Government 

questions for reasons that are discussed at greater length in Chapter Eight. 
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In the following two instances, Howard justified his shifts in responses to questions 

from Crean on grounds of their importance. Firstly, in response to a question by Crean 

on the suspension of the “food for oil program”, Howard shifted the agenda (in bold) to 

blaming Iraq for the suspension, as in the following: 

 
It has to be said—and the Australian public should be reminded—that we had these 
economic sanctions because Iraq did not disarm.  

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13403) 

 
 

In another instance, to a question by Crean on human casualties in the Iraqi war and the 

UN Secretary-General’s observation that “the belligerents are responsible for the 

welfare of the civilian population”, Howard justified his shift (in bold) to imply that Iraq 

carried the blame:  

 
I think it is important to remind ourselves every day, as we respond in an episodic fashion 
to individual incidents, that the reason why the action has been taken is that Iraq failed to 
comply with multiple resolutions of the Security Council of the United Nations. That is 
something that I say not only to the Leader of the Opposition but to others who have been 
critical. 

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13799) 

 
 

In both the above instances, Howard’s agenda shift was to ‘blame’ Iraq for the war 

(discussed at greater length later in this chapter).  

 

The following is an interesting example of Acting Prime Minister Anderson justifying 

his shift from the question’s agenda three times within a single exchange. In responding 

to a Dorothy Dixer requesting an “update on developments relating to Iraq”, Anderson’s 

overt shifts on grounds of importance (in bold) include the following: 

 
a.  It is very important to focus on the real issue of substance here, which is the 

destruction of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 
11627)  

 
b.  […] what ought to be the focus of our debate in this place – is Iraq’s failure to change 

its attitude towards cooperation with the United Nations (House Hansard 12 February 
2003, p. 11627)  

 
c.  That is the point that needs to be made here […] (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 

11627)  
 
It is noteworthy that a number of the above overt shifts occurred in response to Dorothy 

Dixers, whereby, as mentioned above, Ministers made agenda shifts although the 
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questions had been answered. Most of these overt shifts were made by Downer and 

some by Anderson.  

 

ii. By attributing interest on the part of the audience 

Downer justified his shifts from the questions’ agendas in a number of instances by 

attributing interest on the part of the audience. In one case, he justified his shift by 

attributing interest on the part of the questioner. This occurred when Downer said: “Let 

me finally make this point because I know the honourable member is interested in this: 

[…]” (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832). It was part of a response to a 

Dorothy Dixer. Similarly, in the following two examples, Downer’s justified his agenda 

shifts by attributing interest on the part of members of the House (in bold). Firstly, 

although he was not evading answering a Dorothy Dixer, Downer justified and made 

the following shift: 

 
Honourable members may be interested to know that Saddam Hussein does not trust his 
regular troops even to enter the city of Baghdad.  

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13408)  

 
 
Secondly, to a question by a Government MP, Nairn, on the safety of Australians still 

remaining in Iran, Downer attributed the House’s interest and its relevance to the 

question asked (in bold) as the reason for the shift. Downer stated as part of his 

response: 

 
On that particular point, the House may be interested to know—and it is pertinent to the 
question—that the Australian Ambassador in Teheran is assisting Mr Moran's widow and 
ABC representatives who have travelled to Iran.  

 
(House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13299)  

 
 

As in most of the other instances described above, making such overt shifts seemed to 

be part of Downer’s personal response style.  

 

iii. For other reasons  

When Crean asked Howard for the number of coalition and Iraqi casualties, Howard, 

after giving an intermediate response, justified his shift on grounds that the question 

provided him with an opportunity to say something related (in bold), i.e. praising the 

troops. The following is part of Howard’s response: 
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I take this opportunity to say—I am sure on behalf of everybody in this parliament—
how much the Australian community respects the skill, the professionalism, the bravery and 
the commitment to duty displayed by the men and women of the Australian Defence Force 
now in the gulf. I believe that they have behaved in accordance with the best traditions of 
Australia's military forces. They are a group of people of whom all of us can be immensely 
proud. 

 
(House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13292)  

 
 
In another instance, when Crean asked him for confirmation that the food for oil 

program was suspended the week earlier, Howard evaded answering the question and 

instead overtly justified his shift (in bold) to ‘blaming’ Iraq, as follows: 

 
I might also take the opportunity, because the Leader of the Opposition mentioned the oil 
for food program, of reminding him and the parliament that the United Nations sanctions 
would never have been necessary if Iraq had agreed to the requirements of disarmament 
imposed way back in 1991.  

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13403)  

 
As in the other instances (mentioned earlier), Howard’s recurring agenda shift seems to 

have been to shift all responsibility to Iraq (‘blame’ Iraq). The above two examples of 

Howard justifying the shift suggests that he may have a personal preference as to how 

these shifts are made. The questions presented Howard with the opportunity to respond 

to the topics introduced by the questions without answering their tasks.  

 

In response to a Dorothy Dixer on “the safety of those Australians remaining in Iraq”, 

Downer justified his shift after thanking the questioner, as follows: 
 

I think the issue of the safety of Australians in Iraq has been brought home for us in a 
tragic and very dramatic way with the death of Paul Moran in a car bombing. 

 
(House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13298)  

 
 
In the above instance, Downer’s response justified the shift on the grounds of its 

relevance to the question’s agenda (in bold), i.e. the public was concerned about the 

safety of Australians in Iraq after the recent death of a fellow Australian. To another 

Dorothy Dixer as to whether there was real progress in Iraq’s inspection process, 

Downer justified an agenda shift on the grounds of its relevance (in bold) as follows: 

 
These are words that many members of the House may not recall from that resolution: 
`that Iraq cooperate immediately, unconditionally and actively'. Several months have now 
passed since the passage of that resolution […]  

 
(House Hansard 3 March 2003, p. 11970)  
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When Howard was asked about what Australia would contribute to a UN appeal for 

humanitarian aid to Iraq, he responded that the matter would be considered once an 

approach had been received. He then overtly justified a shift in agenda, talking about 

what Australia had already contributed, as follows: 
 

But I can remind the honourable member that Australia has already provided $17.5 
million to the United Nations humanitarian appeal and the government, through its purchase 
of 100,000 tonnes of Australian wheat to support the provision of urgent food aid for the 
Iraqi people, will, I understand, be contributing a further $40 million to $60 million.   

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13563)  

 
This response also appears to be an example of an agenda shift to portray Howard and 

his government in a positive light (‘positive self-presentation’), as discussed later in this 

chapter. 

 

 

 

6.2.1.4 Combined Examples 

 

The various types of covert practices described above were often used in combination, 

such as the following: 

 

i. A combination of ‘Token request for permission’ and ‘Justifying shift’ within a 

sentence 

In the following example, the Attorney-General, Williams, was asked by an Opposition 

member, Rudd, whether deploying forces to Iraq without a further Security Council 

resolution fully conformed to international law. The question itself was long and 

complex with many presuppositions:  
 
Can the Attorney-General, as the first law officer of the Commonwealth, provide the House 
with a formal assurance that any decision taken by the government to deploy Australian 
military forces in a combat role in Iraq, in the absence of a further resolution by the Security 
Council authorising military action against Iraq, will be in full conformity with international 
law?  
 

(House Hansard 6 March 2003, p. 12420)  
 
 
In his response, Williams justified shifting the agenda overtly (in bold), by attributing a 

motive for the question, i.e. reliance on a recent publication, and made a token request 

for permission (underlined) below: 
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In case members opposite are relying in any way upon a recently published view of 43 
international law experts, let me offer some comments on it. 

 
(House Hansard 6 March 2003, p. 12420)  

 
Williams then proceeded to give a lengthy commentary about how “wrong” those 

experts were (Refer to 6.3.2.1 (iii)). 

 

Another example of two overt shifts being made in a single sentence was in a response 

by Anderson, part of which was discussed earlier (6.2.1.3: ‘On grounds of its 

importance’). In this case, in response to a Government question requesting for an 

update on developments in Iraq, Anderson made a token request for permission (in 

bold) before justifying his agenda shift on the grounds of its importance (underlined) 

when he said: “Let me come back to what ought to be the focus of our debate in this 

place […]” (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627). Anderson then proceeded to 

state what the focus ought to be: Iraq’s failure to cooperate with the United Nations. 

Thus Iraq was blamed again.  

 

In the following instance Howard made a token request for permission (in bold) and 

then justified an agenda shift, by attributing an interest on the part of fellow 

parliamentarians (underlined). He was responding to a question by Crean on the issue of 

an “interim US protectorate” in Iraq: 
 
Let me just again explain to the Leader of the Opposition what our position is, because 
this parliament is interested in the policy of the Australian government on this issue. 
Australia supports the earliest possible transfer of authority to the Iraqi people in the 
postwar period—that is point No. 1.  
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13802)  
  

 
Howard was probably exploiting their interest, attributing it even if it was not there, so 

as to justify the response that he chose to provide.  

 

ii. An example of a single response with a number of overt shifts 

In response to a single Dorothy Dixer question (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 

13402) on the “progress of military operations in Iraq” and the “part played by 

Australian forces”, Howard used various forms of overt practices. These are discussed 

below: 
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 Justifying shift (on grounds of its importance) 

Howard justified his shift whilst talking about the coalition’s efforts to be ready to 

deliver humanitarian assistance to the Iraqis, by stating: 

 
It is worth pointing out in this context that our own maritime forces are making an 
important contribution to clearing waterways at the north of the Persian Gulf so that this can 
take place. 

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13402)  

 
 
 
Justifying shift (by attributing interest) 

Howard justified a shift by attributing interest on the part of all Australians who were, 

according to him, anxious about the welfare of, and wanting to convey good wishes to, 

their troops and personnel in Iraq (in bold), when he stated: 

  
I am pleased to report that all Australian personnel and troops on Operation Falcon are safe 
and well. I know that all Australians are anxious about their welfare as they contribute 
to this very difficult and dangerous operation to disarm Iraq and to alleviate the suffering of 
the people of Iraq. I know I speak again for all Australians in conveying to them our 
very warm good wishes and expressions of hope for their safe return. 

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13402)  

 
 

Similarly, Howard justified the following shift (in bold) on grounds that he, on behalf of 

fellow Australians, wished to express sympathy for those killed or injured in the Iraqi 

war: 

 
I know that all Australians will join me in expressing our sympathy to the families of 
those who have been killed or injured.  

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13402)  

 
In the above case, Howard attributed the readiness of all Australians to express 

sympathy as a means of justifying the shift. 

 

 

Justifying shift (for other reasons): 

Howard also took the opportunity to say something related to the question (in bold), i.e., 

to express the Government’s view that the oil assets belonged to the Iraqi people, 

stating:  
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I take the opportunity to reaffirm our view, which we have held consistently—and I 
know it is a view expressed and held by President Bush and by the British Prime Minister—
that the oil assets in question belong to the Iraqi people.  

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13402)  

 
 
 
 Token request for permission:  

Howard made a token request for permission (in bold) to state that he, on behalf of the 

Government, could not give a specific answer to the question asked:  
 

Let me reiterate the longstanding and very prudent practice of all governments that have 
special forces deployed that details beyond general descriptions are never made available 
for very good reason. 

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13402)  

 
 
The examples discussed above illustrate the various overt practices used by respondents 

to evade answering questions during Question Time. Respondents made ‘token requests 

for permission’, minimized ‘the divergence’, and/or ‘justified the shift’ before shifting 

away from the question’s agenda. There appeared to be individual personal preferences 

in the selection of overt practices. For example, Downer preferred to make token 

requests for permission using structures such as: “Let me remind the House […]”, or 

justified his shift by attributing interest on the part of the House or its members. Howard 

preferred to justify his shift on grounds that he had something to say related to the 

question asked, using structures such as: “I take this opportunity to say […]”. Howard, 

perhaps because of his role as Prime Minister, was the only respondent to justify his 

shifts by attributing interest/intention on the part of fellow Australians, for example by 

stating that he was speaking “for all Australians in conveying” good wishes. Anderson 

preferred to shift the agenda to focus on issues he considered important.   

 

 

6.2.2 Covert Practices 

 

As mentioned in Chapters Three and Four, respondents sometimes try to conceal the 

fact that they are evading answering the question by avoiding any open 

acknowledgement of shifts taking place in their responses. Clayman (2001) identified 

‘subversive word repeats and anaphoric pronouns’ as one means of covert practice, with 

another being ‘operating on the question’. The findings on these practices are discussed 

below. 
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6.2.2.1 Subversive Word Repeats and Anaphoric References 

 

Word repetition  

Sometimes key word(s) in a question are repeated in a response although the question is 

not answered. Such word repetition gives the impression that the respondent has 

answered the question (refer to 3.3.2). For example, when Crean asked Anderson to 

confirm that the coalition of the willing was a group of countries that would “militarily 

disarm Iraq” even without a second UN resolution, Anderson’s response included the 

words “confirm” and “coalition of the willing” but he actually evaded answering the 

question (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412). The following is part of 

Anderson’s response: 

 
I can confirm that the coalition of the willing comprises those who are keen to see Saddam 
Hussein stripped of his weapons of mass destruction.  

 
(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412)  

 
 
In another instance, when Crean asked Howard how long an “interim US protectorate” 

in Iraq would last, Howard repeated the word “interim” used in the question but evaded 

answering the question. Part of Howard’s response was as follows: 

 
As I made clear to the House yesterday, it is a matter of practical reality that there will be an 
interim period immediately following the conflict in which the US will play a leadership 
role in the administration of Iraq—and that is proper and natural.  

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13802)  

 
 
In responding, Howard performed a task different from that required by the question, 

which was the expected duration of the interim period. Repetition of the word “interim” 

may be seen as a covert attempt to evade answering the question. Word repetition 

appears to have been a preferred evasive strategy of Howard (also refer to ‘word 

repeats’ in the sample analysis – 4.5.3.2).  

 

Anaphoric References 

The use of anaphoric references or ‘back referencing’ has an effect similar to word 

repetition. According to Clayman (2001), a respondent’s use of anaphoric pronouns 
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such as ‘this’ (eg: “Let’s talk about this […]”) while responding, creates the impression 

that he/she is answering the question while actually shifting away from the question’s 

direction and evading it.  

 

One instance in this study was when the anaphoric reference ‘those’ as in “those 

matters” (in bold) was used in response to a lengthy Opposition question, as follows: 

 
Plibersek:  My question is to the Prime Minister. Can the Prime Minister inform the 

House of the UNHCR's current preparations for receiving refugees in the 
border regions of Syria, Jordan and Iran as a result of the conflict in Iraq? Can 
the Prime Minister confirm that the UNHCR has made contingency plans for 
receiving up to 600,000 refugees from Iraq in these areas? Can the Prime 
Minister advise the House of what communication his government has had 
with both the coalition military command and the UNHCR to provide safe 
passage for Iraqi civilians to border refugee camps? 

 
Ruddock:  The fact is that we have been in close consultation with the UNHCR on its 

efforts in relation to those matters and are very aware of the contingency 
planning that has occurred. It is very wise for organisations like the UNHCR 
to be involved in contingency planning. We have been apprised of it and are 
very much aware of it. As required, we will contribute to assist in relation to 
those matters.  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13565)  

 
 
Although the question was directed towards the Prime Minister, Senior Minister 

Ruddock covertly evaded answering the question by giving a vague response,  neither 

confirming nor disputing any of the presuppositions contained in the questioner’s three 

sub-questions, by using the anaphoric reference ‘those’ (in bold).  

 

 

6.2.2.2 Operating on the Question 

 

As mentioned in Chapter Three, another covert means of evading answering the 

question is to operate on or reformulate the question before responding to it (Clayman 

2001). Sometimes only a phrase is reformulated instead of the whole question. A variety 

of instances when Acting Prime Minister Anderson operated on the phrase ‘the coalition 

of the willing’ in a number of different ways while responding are described below.  

 

Firstly, in an exchange where Crean asked Anderson whether he could confirm that “the 

coalition of the willing” consisted of countries involved in the move to militarily disarm 

Iraq with or without UN’s second resolution (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 

11412), Anderson replied that he could “confirm that the coalition of the willing 



 143

comprises those who are willing to see Saddam Hussein stripped of his weapons of 

mass destruction”. Anderson’s rather short, evasive response included a number of lines 

reiterating that ‘we’ have nothing to hide.  Secondly, in another exchange with Crean 

(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11413), who referred to Anderson’s previous 

response and quoted the US Defence Secretary as stating that there was a “sizeable 

coalition of the willing […] already on board” with or without UN’s second resolution, 

Anderson gave a different interpretation of the phrase ‘the coalition of the willing’. He 

stated: 

 
If by ‘the coalition of the willing’ you mean have we been prepared to participate as a 
supporter of the United Nations in applying pressure to Iraq to disarm, yes, we have.  

 
(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11413)  

 
 
Thirdly, in yet another exchange, Crean quoted President Bush as stating that the latter 

counted Australia as part of the coalition of the willing, thereby contradicting 

Anderson’s earlier response that the decision regarding Australia’s  membership (of the 

coalition of the willing) had yet to be made. Anderson responded that: 

 
I think I have made it quite plain that, in terms of our willingness to support the UN in its 
objectives of disarming Iraq and stripping it of its weapons of mass destruction, we do not 
hide at all the fact that we have been part of the coalition of the willing – part of that 
coalition of nations prepared to tackle this issue and try to take it forward. 

 
(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11417)  

 
 
Finally, Anderson reformulated the following question by Crean:  
 

Acting Prime Minister, given this further confirmation by Mr Rumsfeld that Australia is a 
member of the coalition of the willing, why haven't you and the Prime Minister been honest 
with the Australian people and admitted that Australia has been a signed-up member of this 
coalition of the willing since 23 July last year? 

 
(House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11836)  

 
 
The question was followed by some interjections and Anderson stating: 
 

Plainly, the imputation behind the Leader of the Opposition's question is this: that we have 
signed up to something called the coalition of the willing and that our membership of the 
coalition of the willing commits us, whatever the UN might decide, to military action in the 
Middle East. That is right? 

 
(House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11836)  

 
Crean answered that it was right, to which Anderson made the following reformulation 

of the question: 
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So the question then becomes: what is the coalition of the willing? 

 
(House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11836)  

 
Part of Anderson’s response following the question reformulation was to quote Bush, 

including an interpretation of the ‘coalition of the willing’ by Bush as “someone who 

understands the world changed on September 11, 2001” (House Hansard 13 February 

2003, p. 11836). It is interesting to note that a single phrase ‘coalition of the willing’ 

was interpreted in a number of different ways by the same respondent, seemingly to 

evade answering questions.  

 

 

6.2.2.3 Other Covert Means 

 

Clayman (2001) identified a number of covert practices; word repetition, anaphoric 

pronouns and operating on the question, all of which were observed in this study as 

discussed above. However, other covert means of evasion, perhaps unique in the context 

of this study, were also observed as discussed below. 

 

i. Use of similar words  

Although Clayman does not include this category in his discussion on evasive 

responses, it was identified as a covert means of evasion in this study. The sample 

analysis in Chapter Four provides evidence of Howard using words similar to those in 

the question to covertly give the impression that he had answered the question. When 

asked for the date on which the Government “ordered” the refit of the Kanimbla, 

Howard used words similar to or belonging to the same lexical set as the word ‘order’, 

such as “I announced”, “I mentioned”, “I again said that”, “I repeated that”, and “I 

indicated” (as discussed in Chapter Four). This was a covert attempt to appear as if he 

was answering the question. 

 

ii. Use of vague or non-specific terms  

Another covert practice identified was the use of vague, non-specific terms. In the 

following instance Howard, on being asked by Crean for the “latest estimate of 

humanitarian casualties”, responded: 
 

Given the intensity of the attacks that have taken place, civilian casualties so far, on our 
advice, have been remarkably low. I cannot give the Leader of the Opposition a precise 
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figure, but all the advice available to us indicates that, because of the policy being followed 
by the United States and by the British, it is remarkably low.  

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13799)  

 
 
Howard’s use of the phrase “remarkably low” (in bold), which is vague, in the above 

instance implied that very few people died. However, it could also be seen as a covert 

attempt to make it seem like an insignificant number of civilians died. Thus, perhaps it 

was a covert means of avoiding accountability and/or responsibility for civilian deaths 

in Iraq. Within the same exchange, Howard also used the non-specific, vague phrase “to 

an absolute minimum” (in bold). It is as follows: 
 

…unprecedented steps have been taken by the Americans, the British and by us to keep 
those casualties to an absolute minimum …  

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13799)  

 
 
Here Howard again implied, within the same response, that very few people had died or 

would die. Both responses could be viewed as covert attempts to evade being held 

responsible for any number of casualties. Similarly, in another instance, when Howard 

was asked about the number of coalition and civilian casualties by Crean, his response 

included the following: 

 
[…] it is possible to say that the aim of the coalition forces in keeping to an absolute 
minimum the number of civilian casualties as a result of the military raids has so far, it 
appears, been achieved. 
 

(House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13292)  
 

 
The phrase “absolute minimum” used above, like the earlier phrase “remarkably low”, 

again is perhaps a covert attempt to make it appear that an insignificant number of 

civilians died. As for the number of coalition casualties, Howard stated that “thus far 

there have been no casualties sustained by the Australian forces” and gave the number 

of British military casualties as “some 14 to16 British military personnel have died in a 

series of accidents”. However, he was vague about American military casualties stating 

that: “There do appear to have been a number of battle casualties sustained by the 

United States forces” (House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13292). Howard’s vague 

response to the number of American casualties could either be due to ignorance or his 

evading answering that part of the question, perhaps because too many Americans had 

died. It could therefore be interpreted as a distancing technique he employed. Although 

Howard’s response was classified an ‘intermediate response’, since he stated that he 
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could not possibly give the “precise number”, it is noteworthy that he was able to say 

there were no Australian casualties and give a rough number of British casualties.   

 

In another instance, the non-specific term “generously” was used by Howard to a 

question by Crean on Australia’s contribution to the new UN appeal for humanitarian 

assistance to Iraq. Howard covertly evaded giving the exact amount of assistance, 

instead offering a vague response with a positive connotation (in bold) by stating: “I 

would expect Australia to respond generously […]” and “Australia will be very 

generous” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13563). This was an ambiguous 

response. Vague, non-specific phrases such as ‘remarkably low’, ‘absolute minimum’, 

and ‘generously’ as discussed above seemed only to be used by Howard in evading 

answering questions. This may reflect his unique personal choice of evasive technique. 

 

This study has extended Clayman’s (2001) work on covert practices by adding the 

above two categories (‘Similar words’ and ‘Vague or non-specific terms’) to his 

categories of overt practices involving word repetitions, anaphoric references and 

question reformulations. All have been discussed in depth with examples illustrating the 

many cases where Ministers evaded answering questions, including the levels of 

evasions observed and whether overt or covert practices were involved. Most of the 

evasive techniques employed were attempts by respondents to shift away from the 

question’s agenda. The nature or kinds of shifts that occurred in these evasive responses 

will now be discussed. 

 

 

6.3 Agenda Shifts 

 

Further detail is warranted on what exactly the agenda shifts are, i.e. what topics 

respondents shift to. Details of some of the prominent agenda shifts used by Howard 

and his Ministers to evade answering questions on the topic of Iraq in February and 

March 2003 are provided below. The discussion is based on categories and sub-

categories of agenda shifts modified from Bull and Mayer’s typology of non-replies 

(refer to 4.4.3.3). 
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6.3.1 Attacks the Questioner 

 

One prominent agenda shift was to attack the questioner. An illustrative example of a 

response with multiple agenda shifts attacking the questioner was Howard’s response to 

a question by Crean, the Opposition Leader, that challenged Howard’s credibility 

because his earlier response contradicted what was officially recorded (refer to 

transcript of question in 5.2.2.2). In his response, Howard’s agenda shift included five 

attacks directed at Crean. They are as follows: 

 
a.  I know that it suits the political purposes of the Leader of the Opposition to try and 

represent things otherwise […] 
 
b.  […] as the opposition leader falsely alleges; and he knows the allegations are false […]  
 
c.  The Leader of the Opposition can spend the rest of Question Time today, he can spend 

all of Question Time tomorrow and he can spend all of his waking hours making those 
allegations. They are false and they will remain false. 

 
d.  […] a deployment supported by the then Leader of the Opposition, the member for 

Brand. They were the circumstances in which that deployment was made. The member 
for Brand knows that you can deploy in advance of making a final decision without 
being falsely accused of making a final decision and of keeping that from the 
Australian public, because that in reality was what we did with his support in 1998. 

 
e.  […] the claim made so vigorously by the Leader of the Opposition is, as usual, quite 

wrong. 
 

      (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10942)  
 
 
On the other hand, Howard’s agenda shifts could also be interpreted as constituting a 

counter-attack aimed at the Opposition’s accusation, i.e. questioning his credibility. The 

Prime Minister was counter-attacking the negative ‘tone’ of the question (“what 

credibility can your explanation […] ?”) which implied that Howard had lied since what 

he said contradicted what was officially recorded. 

 

 

6.3.2 Makes Political Points 

 

Another prominent agenda shift used by Ministers was to make ‘political points’ by 

attacking the Opposition, attacking others, and talking up one’s own side. 
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6.3.2.1 External Attack (attacks Opposition or other rival groups) 

 

a. Attacks the Opposition 

Attacking the Opposition was the major agenda shift observed. In one response, Downer 

used the phrase ‘eerie silence’ four times in his attack on the Opposition, implying that 

the party said nothing whenever Tony Blair and the issue of Iraq were mentioned but 

provided “a fusillade of abuse” otherwise (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832). 

Downer’s response is an illustrative example of not only a lengthy agenda shift 

attacking the Opposition but the Speaker not intervening despite the shift. This also 

raises the question as to whether the Speaker is impartial, as he/she is expected to be 

(further discussed in Chapter Seven).  

 

One form of attacking the Opposition is to unfavourably compare present to past 

Opposition leaders as Abbott did in the following instance: 
 

When communist union officials tried to prevent the construction of the Woomera rocket 
range, even Doc Evatt had the courage to publish a rebuke under the title `Hands off the 
nation's defences'. That was the advice that Doc Evatt gave to communist union officials 
back in the 1940s and 1950s. Australia needs Labor leaders of at least that level of principle, 
courage and insight in the trying days and months ahead.     
   

(House Hansard 4 March 2003, p. 12109)  
 
 

b. Attacks Other Rival Groups  

Agenda shifts by Question Time respondents included attacking the UN, its Security 

Council and Iraq. Other prominent shifts, such as discussion of Iraq’s weapons of mass 

destruction and the portrayal of its then leader, Saddam Hussein, as the ‘villain’ (refer to 

3.3.3) are explained in greater detail later in the discussion of Dorothy Dixers.  

 

i. Attacks the UN (United Nations) 

Apart from attacks on the Opposition, a popular agenda shift was to attack the UN, 

specifically when its views were not in line with those of the Australian Government’s. 

For instance, to a question on the issue of “a UN administration for the postwar effort” 

in Iraq, part of Howard’s response was an agenda shift, attacking both the UN and the 

Security Council, after a ‘token request for permission’ (in bold). Howard said: 
 

But let me make it clear that, in order for the United Nations to play an effective role in 
the post-conflict situation, it will need to display a greater degree of unity than it was able to 
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muster in the pre-conflict stage. I want to say very emphatically on behalf of the Australian 
government that it remains our view that the United Nations failed to match the world's 
need in relation to Iraq and it was left to others to match the need of the world. I hope that 
the role of the United Nations will be constructive. 
 
Obviously, if you look at the history of events leading up to the military action, you will see 
all along a desire on the part of Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States—and 
indeed many others—to see the Security Council accept its responsibilities.  

 
          (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13560)  

 
 

ii. Attacks Iraq  

Another popular agenda shift was to shift the responsibility (for military action) to Iraq, 

i.e. to blame Iraq for the war. To a sub-question by Crean asking for confirmation that 

the “food for oil program” had been suspended the week earlier, Howard evaded 

answering the question, instead justifying the agenda shift (in bold) [example also used 

in 6.2.1.3; ‘justifying shift’] to blame Iraq for the suspension, as follows: 
 

I might also take the opportunity, because the Leader of the Opposition mentioned the oil 
for food program, of reminding him and the parliament that the United Nations sanctions 
would never have been necessary if Iraq had agreed to the requirements of disarmament 
imposed way back in 1991. I might also say that the oil for food program has been 
immorally and shamefully rorted by Saddam Hussein, who has used the proceeds of it to 
acquire his weapons capacity and support it. It has to be said—and the Australian public 
should be reminded—that we had these economic sanctions because Iraq did not disarm. 
They were imposed by the United Nations because Iraq did not disarm. If Iraq had 
disarmed, those sanctions would never have been necessary. Worse still, having through his 
policies made those sanctions necessary, the Iraqi leader has compounded the sins inflicted 
upon his own people by rorting the very oil for food program which was designed to in 
some way mitigate the impact of the economic sanctions. So he is doubly guilty of 
betraying his obligations towards the Iraqi people.  

 
          (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13403)  

 
 

In another example (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13799), Howard justified his 

shift by implying that Iraq was to blame for the war (refer to example and comments in 

6.2.1.3 – ‘justifying the shift’). As mentioned earlier in 6.2.1.3, a recurring theme was to 

blame Iraq for the war. 

 

iii. Attacks those who hold a different view 

The then Attorney General, Williams, in response to a question by Opposition MP Rudd 

on whether deploying forces to Iraq without a further UN resolution conformed to 

international law (refer to 6.2.1.4 for transcript of the question), shifted the agenda to 

attack those who held views different from those of the Australian Government. 

Williams’ response included the following: 



 150
 

The statement from those 43 experts is, in my view, political in nature and it uses 
exaggeration and selective quoting of the law to achieve conclusions that are both wrong 
and offensive. The statement places qualifications on the ability of the Security Council to 
authorise the use of force which simply do not exist…  
 
In the statement there is not one mention of Iraq's conduct over the past 12 years. There is 
not one mention of the over 25 United Nations Security Council resolutions since 1990 that 
directly and continuously condemn the action or inaction of Iraq in strong terms. There is 
not one mention in the letter of the innumerable uses by the United Nations Security 
Council over the past 12 years in relation to Iraq of terms like `condemn', `material breach', 
`flagrant violation', `totally unacceptable contravention' and `grave concern'. Those 
resolutions also condemn the repression of the Iraqi civilian population and refer to grave 
breaches by Iraq of the Geneva conventions. 
 
The 43 experts predict the future on the basis of exaggerated accounts of what could 
happen. The suggestion in the letter that the International Criminal Court would have 
jurisdiction over the legal basis for any future use of force is simply wrong. The conclusion 
that Australians would be involved in war crimes is not only wrong but also offensive. The 
Australian defence forces are trained in the law of armed conflict and would conduct 
themselves in accordance with that law. Since publication of the statement, the flaws it 
contains have been highlighted by a number of distinguished commentators. Professor Ivan 
Shearer, Challis Professor of International Law at the University of Sydney and a 
distinguished Australian international lawyer, referred to aspects of the statement as being 
not only offensive but also wrong.  

 
          (House Hansard 6 March 2003, p. 12420)  

 

Williams said that the views of the “43 experts” were “exaggerated” and “political in 

nature”. He criticised the experts for not mentioning Iraq’s misconduct “over the past 12 

years” and stated that the conclusion they drew was “both wrong and offensive”. 

Williams said that there were “flaws” in their statement which had been “highlighted by 

a number of distinguished commentators”. However, he did not table the document he 

was quoting from, citing confidentiality. 

 

 

6.3.2.2 Talks up one’s own side 

 

Question Time respondents often made agenda shifts in order to portray themselves, the 

Government and their allies positively. They sometimes made a comparison between 

their own side and those not on their side (discussed in Chapter Three). These 

categories, including ‘positive self-presentation’ and ‘negative other-presentation’ (van 

Dijk 2005), are discussed below: 

 

i. Positive Self-Presentation 

Question Time respondents often made agenda shifts that portrayed themselves and the 

Government as honest. Of the 27 questions asked by the Opposition Leader in the 
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month of February 2003, 13, i.e. almost 50%, received responses which shifted the 

agenda to focus on portraying the Government in a positive light, often suggesting that 

the Government, especially the Prime Minister, was ‘honest’ and had nothing to hide. In 

one instance, Crean asked Anderson whether Howard, on meeting Bush later that day, 

would tell him that Australia would not participate militarily against Iraq “without a 

second UN resolution” (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11242). Anderson thanked 

Crean and then proceeded to talk about Howard’s trip to meet Bush, and the other trips 

he would be making and people he would be meeting. Seemingly, the only relevant 

aspect of Anderson’s response was when he stated that the Prime Minister would 

“express Australia’s strong preference for a new Security Council resolution”, but even 

this did not really answer Crean’s question. The rest of the response consisted of agenda 

shifts such as criticising the Security Council (“[…] the Security Council needs to live 

up to its responsibility”); a lengthy attack on the Opposition; and ironically one of the 

shifts, which ended the response, was the Government’s honesty (“The government has 

made its position quite plain – there is no doubt or ambiguity about it – and it is 

pursuing that national interest […] ”) [House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11242].  

 

Another interesting exchange occurred on the same day, following the interaction above 

between Crean and Anderson, when the former asked the latter whether he was aware of 

comments that the US had secured a coalition of 12 “to back the US in any military 

action against Iraq” and whether Australia was one of the 12 (House Hansard 10 

February 2003, p. 11244). Anderson evaded answering the question by shifting the 

agenda to attacking the Opposition Leader’s implication that the Government had not 

been honest (“trying to imply that the Prime Minister and the government are not being 

forthright […] ”), adding that the Government had made “no commitment” but instead 

had been “engaged in contingency planning”. Ironically, his next agenda shift was to 

reiterate that the Government had been honest (“we have been open about that […] 

when the Prime Minister says that the Australian government have not made any 

commitment he is telling the truth and nothing but the truth”). In another instance, 

Howard emphasized the fact he had nothing to hide (in bold) while giving an 

intermediate reply to a question by the Opposition Leader:  
 

Crean: Prime Minister, on what precise date did the government first hold discussions 
with the US about the role of Australia in the event of a US led military strike 
against Iraq which does not have the backing of the United Nations? 

 
Howard:  I have never sought to disguise that. … I certainly do not carry in my mind the 

precise date, and I will undertake to see if I can further enlighten the Leader of 
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the Opposition. Our position is as I have outlined it, and I make no bones about 
the fact that we have addressed this issue in a very direct fashion.  

 
            (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132)  

 
 

The need to reiterate that the Government had always been honest seemed to be a 

recurring theme. It is also interesting to note the linguistic devices used by Ministers 

who wished to portray themselves and the Government as honest while evading 

answering the questions. Anderson, as Acting Prime Minister, used the words ‘plain’ (“I 

have made it quite plain that” and “It has also been made adequately plain that”) and 

‘fact’ (“we do not hide at all the fact that”) although he had evaded answering an 

Opposition question on Australia being a member of the coalition of the willing (House 

Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11417). Perhaps reiteration of honesty reflected the 

respondents’ dishonesty. There appear to be some elements of ‘overwording’ 

(Fairclough 1989) possibly denoting preoccupation with the need to appear honest (refer 

to discussions in 2.3.2). It may also be the case as Orwell (1946, p. 8) stated more than 

60 years ago; that political discourse “is designed to make lies sound truthful”. 

 

Apart from reiterations of honesty, agenda shifts often focussed on portraying the 

Government as a caring Government. For example, to a question by Crean on the 

number of coalition and civilian casualties (House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13292), 

Howard gave an intermediate response (he did not know the precise figures) and then 

shifted the agenda to portray the Government as caring [refer to 6.3.2.2 (ii)]. Howard 

also shifted the agenda to praising the troops within the same exchange [refer to 6.2.1.3 

(iii) above]. A further shift also included wishing the troops well: 
 
They are a group of people who carry into the campaign in which they are now involved, 
and any campaign in which they will be involved in future, the profound good wishes of 
every man and woman in this country. I believe they should. They carry the profound hopes 
and prayers of all Australians that they will return safely to their homes.  
 

      (House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 103292)  
 

 
Howard’s agenda shift of portraying the Government as caring may have been an 

attempt to offset the negative implications of the question, that there were “coalition and 

civilian casualties”.  

 

Another agenda shift portraying the Government positively was to explain its previous 

actions or policies in a positive light. In response to a question by Opposition MP 

Gillard, Minister Ruddock shifted the agenda to a positive portrayal of previous actions 
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after a token request for permission and an attack on the questioner. The question and 

shifts are as follows: 
 

Gillard:  My question is to the Minister for Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous 
Affairs. Can the minister confirm that in last year's budget the government cut 
core funding to the UNHCR, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, by almost 50 per cent? Is the minister aware that the UNHCR will not 
receive any of the $10 million announced by the Minister for Foreign Affairs last 
week and that it will be only one of many agencies to receive funding from the 
government's additional $7.5 million aid package? Minister, despite the Prime 
Minister's rhetoric about the delivery of massive humanitarian assistance to the 
innocent victims of the war in Iraq, isn't it a fact that the additional amount of 
money the Howard government is giving the UNHCR for the Iraqi crisis remains 
less than the amount it cut out of the UNHCR's core funding in the last budget? 

 
Ruddock:  […] Let me say I think the member for Lalor needs to better inform herself in 

relation to these matters. We have played an honourable role in resettling Iraqis 
over some 10 or so years, as initiated by governments of her persuasion and 
followed on by governments of this persuasion. Some 18,000 people were 
resettled under orderly refugee resettlement and humanitarian programs over that 
time. If you look at the way in which we dealt with people—and I actually have 
the statistics and am happy to make them available to the honourable member 
for Lalor—and at the assessment of Iraqi asylum seekers in Australia over a 
period of four or five years, you will find that 97 per cent were accepted and 80 
per cent or more were accepted at the time of primary decision making. If you 
look at it in comparison with most other Western countries and their processing 
of Iraqi asylum seekers, you will see that that was at the end of the range […] 

 
      (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13564)  

 
 
Though hostile and complex, Gillard’s questioning technique was probably a genuine 

attempt to hold the Government accountable for its actions, i.e. reducing core funding to 

the UNHCR. However, whilst her question focussed on the reduced funding in the 

previous budget, Ruddock shifted the agenda to talk of the Government’s ‘positive’ 

contribution “over some 10 or so years”.  He did not mention ‘funding’ and evaded 

answering all three sub-questions. 

 

The above is a discussion of some instances when the Prime Minister and his Ministers 

portrayed themselves and the Government positively. The following discusses how 

these respondents portrayed those they considered ‘allies’:   

 

ii. Positive Allies-Presentation 

One of the agenda shifts noted in this study was the praising of significant world 

political figures who were regarded as being in agreement with the Government’s 

position. Some of the individuals praised included the British Prime Minister, Tony 

Blair, and the then United States Secretary of State, Colin Powell. Surprisingly, unlike 

in March 2003 when the Government viewed the UN negatively (refer to previous 
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exchanges and comments – 6.3.2.1), the UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, was 

praised by Government respondents in February 2003, as follows: 

 
It is worth reminding the House of something said by Kofi Annan, the Secretary-General 
of the United Nations and an enormously credible and able man - in my view, the best 
Secretary-General of the United Nations there has been in living memory.  

 
            (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11130)  

 
 
After making the above comments, Downer went on to state that Kofi Annan’s view 

was that military pressure (the threat of troops moving closer to Iraq) was the reason 

why military inspectors were allowed back into Iraq. However, the above exchange 

occurred before the Iraqi war. The UN later held views different to those of the 

Australian Government following the Iraqi invasion (in which Australia participated) in 

the latter half of March 2003. This could be the reason for the UN being subsequently 

portrayed negatively.  

 

Another example was Howard’s response to a Government question that required 

information regarding “the latest evidence of Iraq's noncompliance with United Nations 

resolutions” as outlined by the United States Secretary of State, Colin Powell.  Howard 

shifted the agenda to praise Powell, saying: 
 

a.   The very credible presentation … 
b.   […] the world saw a very compelling case made by a very compelling and credible 

Secretary of State. 
c.  Secretary of State demonstrated so tellingly… 
d.  […] so clearly demonstrated not only through the work of the weapons inspectors but 

now, very tellingly, in the presentation by the Secretary of State 
e.  Nobody can doubt Colin Powell's credibility; nobody can doubt the credibility of this 

presentation. It went beyond the expectations of the cynics and the skeptics - chapter 
and verse. 

f.  The presentation contained very powerful information … 
g.  There was direct evidence, and very compelling evidence. 

 
            (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11127)  

 
 
Howard’s praise could be viewed as a propaganda device, i.e. to propagate the view that 

because Powell’s presentation was “credible”, “compelling” and provided “direct 

evidence”, it “clearly demonstrated” evidence of Iraq’s non-compliance (thereby 

perhaps justifying the anticipated need for future military action against Iraq).  
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In another exchange Howard praised the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair: 

 
a.  I think the British Prime Minister on this issue has shown leadership, strength, 

determination and intelligence. 
b.  […] the leader of the British Labour Party displayed a strength and determination in his 

assessment of the national interest that has been absent in this country on the part of the 
leader of the Australian Labor Party. 

 
            (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11141)  

 
 
Similarly, Downer praised Tony Blair (in response to a Dorothy Dixer) as follows: 
 

a.  We […] believe that Prime Minister Blair has proven to be an extraordinarily 
courageous and principled leader in this debate. 

b. […] a leader who has the strength of his convictions, who does not hide behind process 
and who is prepared to confront […]  

 
          (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832)  

 
 
Apart from praising internationally recognised individuals who held views similar to 

those held by the Australian Government, a unique agenda shift was to draw the 

attention of the House to a visitor in the gallery and praise that person while proceeding 

to attack the Opposition. This occurred while Downer was responding to a Dorothy 

Dixer. Immediately after praising the questioner, Downer said:  

 
I am delighted to see in the gallery William Hague, the former leader of the Conservative 
Party - a seriously good man. Just the presence of him and his charming wife there 
remind me of the strength of the British parliamentary - in particular the British Prime 
Minister and the opposition in Britain - on this question of Iraq. I notice with a great deal 
of interest that in all the critiques from the Leader of the Opposition on this issue of Iraq 
he never mentions the name `Tony Blair'. He always criticises George Bush and John 
Howard but he never criticises Tony Blair, Iain Duncan Smith or William Hague. 

  
            (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946)  

 
 

The above shift could also be seen as an attempt by Downer to state his own credentials, 

i.e. he knows Hague and his wife. (More of this issue is discussed in Chapter Eight).  

 

Positive allies-presentation also included portraying the ‘allies’ as caring. This agenda 

shift occurred when Howard responded to a question on the number of Iraqi casualties. 

After stating that the coalition had achieved its aim of keeping the number of civilian 

casualties to an “absolute minimum” [refer to 6.2.2.3 (ii) above], Howard continued: 

 
[…] That is not, of course, to suggest that loss of even one life is anything other than very 
regrettable. It is very important in circumstances such as this that we take care not to 
trivialise any aspect of the casualties that are sustained. But it is a firm goal of the 
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coalition forces, and it is very much a goal of the Australian forces, that targets be 
selected on the basis that injury and death to civilians is avoided to the maximum extent 
possible.  

       
      (House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13292)  

 
 
Howard went on to say:  

 
It would appear from some of the on the ground press reports, including in particular 
those of the Australian journalist Paul McGeough of the Sydney Morning Herald, who is 
still in Baghdad, that the aim of the so described `precision attacks' of the coalition forces 
has been successful to date and that the buildings that have been attacked and the assets 
that have been attacked are those that are part of the infrastructure and support system of 
Saddam Hussein's regime. I am very conscious, and I am sure that both President Bush 
and the British Prime Minister are very conscious, of the responsibility carried, which is 
fully consistent with giving their own forces a proper opportunity of protection and 
success. The obligation they carry is to minimise the civilian casualties. That is a very 
firm aim. It is one of the things that perhaps has distinguished this operation from 
operations that have been conducted in the past.  

 
      (House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13292)  

 
 
In this example, Howard implied that the Government and its allies were concerned 

about civilian casualties in Iraq. This was a lengthy agenda shift and irrelevant to the 

question which asked for the number of Iraqi casualties.  

 

iii. Positive Self-Presentation and Negative Other-Presentation (van Dijk 2005)  

A popular agenda shift was to portray the Government in a positive light by comparing 

it to ‘others’ who were portrayed negatively. Since this study deals with questions and 

responses on the topic of Iraq; the ‘others’ include Saddam Hussein, his regime, and 

countries (including their leaders) who did not agree with Australia’s views on Iraq. 

Thus, the agenda shifts observed in this study included van Dijk’s (2005) positive self-

presentation (the tendency of a speaker to present him/herself and his/her party in a 

positive light) and negative other-presentation (the presenting/referring of ‘others’ in a 

negative light) occurring together within a single response. Such rhetoric leads to the 

‘ingroup-outgroup polarization’ (van Dijk 2005; refer to 3.3.3). 

 
A number of such shifts (positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation) 

occurred in an exchange between Downer and the Opposition MP, George. In response 

to the latter’s question on reports that the “UK military command on Tuesday classified 

Basra […] as a military target” and what that meant “for the civilian population of that 

city”, Downer shifted the agenda at length to positive self-presentation and negative 

other-presentation. Part of his response is as follows: 
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[…] We appreciate very much the enormous importance of doing our utmost to avoid 
civilian casualties. We know, the Americans know and the British know that that does make 
warfare a little more difficult than if you were to ignore the humanitarian requirements to 
protect civilian casualties. We also know that Saddam Hussein's regime has no interest in 
protecting civilians or avoiding civilian casualties. On the contrary, reports coming out of 
Iraq suggest that Saddam Hussein wants to maximise civilian casualties in order to win 
propaganda rounds, particularly in Western countries. 
There is no question of that, and I take a moment to say this: the Special Republican Guard, 
the Republican Guard and the Fedayeen Saddam ensure as best they possibly can that they 
are stationed next to civilian institutions such as schools and hospitals. They deliberately do 
that because they know two things: firstly, that the coalition takes a humanitarian approach 
to the way it conducts this military conflict and tries its best to avoid civilian casualties; 
and, secondly, that, if there are civilian casualties caused by the deliberate placement of 
their military assets, they will try to get a propaganda victory out of that. They will do their 
best to milk from anywhere they can a propaganda triumph for the world's most brutal 
regime. We will have no truck with that. […] 

 
      (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13561)  

 
 
Downer emphasized efforts by the coalition forces (Australian, American and British) to 

“avoid civilian casualties” and their “humanitarian approach”, unlike Saddam’s regime, 

“the world’s most brutal regime”, which “deliberately” put Iraqi civilians’ lives at risk 

in order to “maximise civilian casualties”. 

 

On occasions, the agenda shift ‘positive self-presentation and negative other-

presentation’ occurred a number of times within a single response. In response to an 

Opposition question on the “latest estimate of humanitarian casualties” (House Hansard 

27 March 2003, p. 13799), Howard made the following agenda shifts:   
 

a. The concern that he [UN Sec. Gen.] has for the safety of civilians in this conflict is 
understood and is very much in the minds of the governments of the United States, 
the United Kingdom and Australia. Of course, it is not in the mind of the government 
of Iraq. 

 
b. I contrast the policy of the United States government, the British government and the 

Australian government to the behaviour of the Iraqi regime. For example, Iraq is 
deliberately placing air defence and other military assets in close proximity to 
civilian sites in Baghdad. Saddam Hussein's forces have also used a hospital at An 
Nasiriyah as a headquarters for the storage of arms. There are other examples where 
deliberate action has been taken as an instrument of war and as an instrument of 
political propaganda to use civilians as shields and to deliberately play upon the very 
legitimate and genuine humanitarian concerns of civilian populations in democracies 
such as Australia. 

 
c.  Some commentators have even suggested that the targeting policies of the allies in 

this conflict have been such as to put at greater risk the lives of defence personnel 
serving on behalf of the United States and the United Kingdom. 

 
d.  But I repeat again that unprecedented steps have been taken by the Americans, the 

British and by us to keep those casualties to an absolute minimum—and that is in 
stark contrast to the deliberate policy of the Iraqi regime to put the lives of their own 
civilians at risk as a political instrument and as a psychological instrument against 
the forces that are aligned against them. 
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e.  Those are some of the steps we are taking. Similar steps are being taken by the 

British and the Americans. Of course, no such steps are being taken by Saddam 
Hussein—no such steps are being taken by the Iraqis. I simply ask the Leader of the 
Opposition and, indeed, the Secretary-General of the United Nations, whose concern 
I share, to please examine the relative behaviour of the British and the Americans 
and the Iraqis. Any suggestion of moral equivalence between the coalition and the 
Iraqis on this occasion I totally reject.  

 
      (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13799)  

 
 
Howard’s implication was that the Government and its allies were concerned about the 

welfare of the civilians unlike the Iraqi Government (a), which deliberately used them 

as ‘shields’ (b). He also implied that Australia and its allies’ defence forces put their 

own lives at risk (c) to keep casualties “to an absolute minimum” in “stark contrast” to 

the Iraqi forces (d). His last sentence (e) above is noteworthy in that nothing in the 

question suggested there was a moral equivalence.  

 

 

6.3.3 States or implies that the question has already been answered 
 

One technique to evade answering a question is to state that an answer has already been 

given (refer to 4.4.3.3). To a question by Crean on whether there were plans to relieve 

the existing troops; Howard gave the following evasive response: 
  

I answered a question on this yesterday, and nothing has happened to in any way alter the 
answer that I gave yesterday. If anything did then I would inform the Australian people.   

 
      (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13805)  

 
 

It was evasive because Howard had avoided giving an answer to the previous’ day’s 

related sub-question regarding the rotation of troops. He had instead performed a 

different task by stating that “we all hope that the duration of the conflict will be such 

that” the rotation of troops “will not be needed” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 

13556).  

 

 

6.4 Other Forms of Evasion 

 

Discussed above are the various levels of evasion, the overt and covert practices 

involved, and the various agenda shifts that were observed in this study, based mainly 
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on works by Clayman (2001) and Bull and Mayer (1993). However, other forms of 

evasion were identified in the course of analysing the data and these are discussed 

below. 

 

 

6.4.1 Evasion of Personal Responsibility 

 

In response to questions related to their portfolios, the Prime Minister and his Ministers 

would sometimes evade personal or Ministerial responsibility by shifting the 

responsibility to a third party. For example, in response to a sub-question by Opposition 

MP Rudd as to why there was no “parallel upgrading” in travel warnings to Australians 

abroad, as issued by the British during the same period, Downer shifted responsibility to 

his department. It was a form of personal evasion. His response was: 

 
 […] when I talked about the travel advisories that my department has issued. I do not 
write them myself; the department prepares them in consultation with our missions 
overseas.  
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13151) 
 
 
Another example of ‘personal evasion’ was in a response by Attorney-General Williams 

who was asked by an Opposition MP if he could give an assurance that if Australia went 

to war in Iraq without a further Security Council resolution, it would not be violating 

international law. Part of his response was that “the Prime Minister had already given 

the assurance publicly that no further resolution is required” (House Hansard 6 March 

2003, p. 12420), thus subtly shifting responsibility from himself as Attorney-General to 

the Prime Minister, and also not touching on whether it was legal to do so.  

 

Personal evasion also occurred in response to a question from an Opposition MP, 

Emerson, asking the Minister for Trade, Vaile; whether he had “sought and obtained 

assurances from the US administration that American wheat will not displace Australian 

wheat sales to Iraq” (refer to 6.1.3 above). Vaile’s response included: “I can assure the 

House that we will be actively representing the interests of Australian exporters in this 

regard” (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13810), thus shifting the responsibility from 

him, as Minister, to the Government (in bold).  
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In another case, when Crean asked Howard about his earlier remarks on “targeting 

policy putting Australian troops at risk”, Howard replied that it was “the view of some 

commentators” (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13811) and not that of the 

Government, thus evading answering the question and perhaps evading being held 

responsible for his previous remarks. The following is a major part of their exchange: 
 

Crean:  My question is to the Prime Minister. My question refers to an answer he gave to an 
earlier question I asked him in which he said: 
Some commentators have even suggested that the targeting policies of the allies in 
this conflict have been such as to put at greater risk the lives of defence personnel 
serving on behalf of the United States and the United Kingdom. 
Prime Minister, given that our troops are fighting with the allied troops, why hasn't 
your government made an assessment as to whether the targeting policy of the allies 
does put our troops at greater risk? 

 
Howard: I will check it, but my recollection is that in the answer I gave to the earlier question 

I said that that was the view of some commentators, but it was not the view of the 
government. 

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13811) 

 
The examples above suggest that respondents evaded taking personal responsibility for 

their actions.  

 

 

6.4.2 Short Reply to a Long Question 

 

Question Time respondents sometimes gave short responses to lengthy questions. 

Perhaps it was an evasive technique: to give a short reply to a long question and in the 

process to ignore some of the sub-questions. The following is one example of a lengthy 

Opposition question being given a short response: 

 
Jenkins: My question is directed to the Prime Minister. Is the Prime Minister aware of 

reports that UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, will launch a new flash appeal to 
donors for more than $A3 billion to address the humanitarian crisis in Iraq? Is the 
Prime Minister also aware that the Canadian government today announced that it 
has made available $A114 million for humanitarian aid for immediate relief in 
Iraq? Given the Prime Minister's call yesterday for noncombatant countries to 
contribute to the relief effort in Iraq, and today's announcement by one such 
country, Canada, what will be Australia's contribution to this flash appeal? 

 
Howard: I understand the appeal is being formally launched tomorrow, 28 March. We will 

consider it sympathetically.  
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13807) 
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Howard gave a very short reply to the lengthy three sub-questions by Opposition MP, 

Jenkins. He indirectly answered the first sub-question, but ignored the second and subtly 

evaded the third sub-question. Considering that the launch of the appeal referred to was 

the next day, it was an evasive technique. The exchange above was also one of the rare 

occasions on which the response was much shorter than the question asked.  

 

 

 

6.5 Accountability 

 

Evasion has a significant impact on the extent to which the Government is held 

accountable for its actions. When respondents evade answering questions, they are not 

being accountable for their, their departments’, or the Government’s actions. 

Accountability is further compromised when Question Time sessions are suspended. 

For the two months analysed, Question Time was suspended three times for the 

following reasons: 

 

i. “Motion by the Prime Minister relating to bushfires” and “Statement by the 

Prime Minister relating to Iraq” (House Hansard 4 February 2003, p. 10633). 

 

ii. “A motion to be moved by the Prime Minister relating to Iraq, and debate 

ensuing with speech time limits” (House Hansard 18 March 2003, p. 12505). 

 

iii. “[…] resumption of debate on the Prime Minister's motion relating to Iraq 

and the commitment to the coalition in the Gulf” (House Hansard 19 March 

2003, p. 12861).  

 

The fact that three Question Time sessions were suspended was criticised by Opposition 

MP, Swan, who called the Prime Minister “arrogant” for “turning his back on the 

parliament” and not being “prepared to defend its decision” of sending troops into battle 

(House Hansard 19 March 2003, p. 12861). As Swan pointed out, it was the first time in 

Australia’s history that the nation had been “an aggressor in war”, a decision that did 

“not have bipartisan support”, and the Opposition was therefore “entitled to a question 

time” (House Hansard 19 March 2003, p. 12861). Swan accused the Prime Minister of 

compromising “the most fundamental cornerstone of parliamentary democracy, the 
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most powerful weapon in the arsenal of accountability, by cancelling question time” 

(House Hansard 19 March 2003, p. 12861). The suspension of Question Time is a form 

of evasion; an attempt by the Executive to avoid scrutiny.  

 

 

 

6.6 Conclusion  

 

Illustrated by examples, this chapter discussed the different techniques used by 

respondents as they evaded answering questions during Question Time. Varying levels 

of evasion were observed, ranging from full evasions to subtle shifts, the most 

prominent, in this study, being the medium-level of evasion, i.e. the performance of a 

task different from that required by the question agenda. Respondents may have evaded 

at this level so that the evasion was less obvious. They spoke on the topic introduced by 

the question, but did not address the question task. Various overt and covert practices, 

as described by Clayman (2001) in his work on evasion, were involved in the evasions. 

However, Clayman’s work was extended to include two additional covert means of 

evasion that were observed in this study; i.e. the use of ‘similar words’ and ‘vague, 

general terms’. 

 

Almost all of the identified evasions involved agenda shifts; the two most prominent 

being to ‘attack’ the Opposition and others (negative other-presentation) and to ‘talk up 

one’s own side’ (positive self-presentation). Since the study focused on Iraq, it is not 

surprising that the ‘others’ under attack were Saddam and his regime, concurring with 

van Dijk (2005)’s view that Saddam was often portrayed as a villain. Apart from 

Saddam, the ‘others’ negatively portrayed included the Opposition and other 

organisations (or countries) that did not hold the same view as the Government 

regarding military action in Iraq; for example, the United Nations, particularly its 

Security Council. In contrast, the Government, through its Ministers, portrayed itself 

positively (positive self-presentation). One possible reason for this prominent agenda 

shift (for example: the need to reiterate honesty) could be the constant criticisms, in the 

guise of questioning, by the Opposition. The study also shows that, although agenda 

shifts occurred mainly in response to Opposition questions, a significant number of 

agenda shifts occurred in response to Government questions, especially shifts involving 

attacks on the Opposition. This further contributes to evasion as a whole because such 
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shifts waste time, so that less time is available for more Opposition questions and 

consequently less time can be spent in the pursuit of accountability (discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter Eight). The fact that Question Time was suspended three times (in two 

months) by the Government, for reasons such as the presentation of motions, also means 

that Government accountability could not be pursued as effectively or completely as 

may otherwise have been the case. 

 

There were also individual differences in respondents' evasive techniques, similar to 

Bull and Mayer (1993)’s findings of stylistic variations in their study of non-replies by 

British politicians (refer to 3.3.3). For example, Downer’s agenda shifts, besides mainly 

attacking the Opposition, included highlighting the fact that he had contact with 

internationally well-known political figures. Anderson, on the other hand, evaded 

questions asking him whether Australia was a member of the “coalition of the willing”, 

by reformulating the phrase on a number of occasions. In contrast, Howard’s recurring 

agenda shift, mainly in responses to questions attacking the Government for taking part 

in the military action against Iraq, involved blaming Iraq for the war, thereby evading 

personal/Government responsibility.  

 

Furthermore, the data indicates that exchanges were frequently not what they should 

have been (questions seeking information, and responses giving the information 

required). Instead, questions (specifically those asked by the Opposition) often implied 

misdeeds or shortcomings on the part of the Government, and the Government in 

response would seek to address the negative implicatures in these questions. Thus, many 

responses were based on what was implied in or inferred from the question, not on what 

was actually asked. For example, in response to Crean’s question on the number of 

coalition and civilian casualties, Howard replied that he did not know the exact figure, 

but went on to shift the agenda to portray the Government in a positive light. Howard 

may have responded in this way to overcome what the question implied, namely that the 

invasion of Iraq had resulted in deaths (and therefore the Government was responsible). 

To negate the implicature, Howard, in his response, reiterated that coalition forces had 

tried to keep civilian casualties “to an absolute minimum”. Such actions (positive self-

presentation) by the respondents could be explained as the need to save face, as 

expounded by Goffman (1967) and Brown and Levinson (1987) (as discussed in 

Chapter Two), when confronted by hostile Opposition questions. In short, both the 



 164

Opposition questioners and Government respondents, as noted by many political 

commentators, use Question Time as a means of point-scoring.  

 

These adversarial communications, although appearing to contravene Grice’s 

Cooperative Principle, in fact, confirm it. There is a kind of cooperation, in the sense 

that both parties (Government and Opposition) are aware of the respective roles they 

play (van Dijk 2002), and expect the adversity. Thus, their interactions do not, as 

mentioned by Harris (2001), lead to a breakdown in communication. Further 

discussions related to agenda shifts in response to questions from Government 

backbenchers (Dorothy Dixers) are provided in Chapter Eight.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

The Speaker 
 
 

 

7.0 Introduction  

 

Chapter Six discussed evasion and the various techniques used by respondents to evade 

answering parliamentary questions. Evasion during Question Time has implications for 

the effective discharge of the forum’s formal functions. One factor that indirectly 

contributes to the frequency and extent of evasion is how effectively the Speaker 

performs his/her role. This chapter discusses occasions, in this study, when the Speaker 

was apparently incapable of taking charge of the House, or unable to maintain the 

impartiality required by his role, thereby diminishing Government accountability and 

making it conducive for evasion to occur. This study of Speaker interventions (or non-

interventions) includes an in-depth analysis of two exchanges. 

 

 

7.1 The Speaker 

 

The Speaker should be independent, bipartisan, and able to command the respect of 

both sides of the House. As discussed in Chapter Three, the Speaker, who presides over 

Question Time, is responsible for deciding whether there are breaches of the 

parliamentary rules. At times, the task is difficult and there is disorder in the House. The 

Speaker is also in charge of maintaining the standards of behaviour and language of 

MPs but is often lenient in enforcing the various House rules. Whilst in the UK the 

Speaker relinquishes his or her party position upon appointment, this is not so in 

Australia, where the Speaker remains a member of the party that elected him/her to the 

post (through their majority vote). This has serious implications and has given rise to 

numerous criticisms regarding the impartiality of the Speaker.  
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7.2. Role of the Speaker in ‘Promoting’ Evasion   

 

When the Speaker fails to prevent evasion from occurring during Question Time, 

accountability is at stake. There were numerous occasions during Question Time on 

which the Speaker’s partiality was questioned, especially when Ministers’ responses 

were patently irrelevant. Such occurrences limit the extent to which the Government is 

held accountable for its actions because the only rule governing answers in Australia’s 

Question Time is Standing Order 104 (Parliament of Australia, 2006), which requires 

that answers be relevant.  

 

 

7.3 Speaker Partiality 

 

7.3.1 Irrelevant Responses 

 

There were many occasions on which the Speaker’s partiality was apparent, especially 

when Ministers shifted agendas and the Speaker remained silent until there were the 

inevitable interjections, whereupon the Speaker reprimanded the interjectors rather than 

the agenda-shifting respondents.  

 

In one case, when the Opposition leader asked Howard whether he could reassure the 

Australian people that he would tell President Bush “that Australia will not commit to a 

war on Iraq without the authority of the United Nations” (House Hansard 6 February 

2003, p. 11141). Howard gave a lengthy response, of which only three sentences could 

be considered as constituting an ‘intermediate response’ to the question: 

 
That will depend on whether the government does, in accordance with the proper 
constitutional processes, finally take a decision to commit to a military operation. That point 
of decision has yet to arrive. If we do, that decision will be the subject of a debate […] 

 
(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 

11141) 
 

The bulk of Howard’s response consisted of agenda shifts, mainly attacking the 

Opposition, which resulted in interjections twice. Nevertheless, for both interjections, 
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the Speaker reprimanded the interjectors instead of asking the Prime Minister to be 

‘relevant’ (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11141). The first interjection, by Rudd, 

occurred when Howard praised Blair for having shown “leadership, strength, 

determination and intelligence” and also attacked the Opposition. The Speaker said:  

 
Is the member for Griffith seeking the call or is he prepared to exercise the restraint 
obliged by the standing orders?  

 
(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11141) 

 

 

The second interjection was probably due to the following agenda shift by Howard: 
 
[…] You have seen the leader of the British Labour Party display a strength and 
determination in his assessment of the national interest that has been absent in this 
country on the part of the leader of the Australian Labor Party. The Labor Party may 
disagree in different ways with the policy that has been articulated by me on behalf of the 
government. But, when I have looked back over the last few days and I have looked at the 
response of the Leader of the Opposition, it has been overwhelmingly a negative, political 
response. The Leader of the Opposition has not endeavoured to articulate a 
comprehensive alternative Labor Party strategy on this issue. 
 

(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 
11141) 

 
 

Howard compared the Australian Labor Leader unfavourably with his British 

counterpart and then continued his attack on the Opposition. However, the Speaker 

reprimanded only the interjector, Jackson. In another instance, an Opposition MP (the 

member for Sydney) interjected when Downer, while responding, shifted to a different 

topic from that of the question, but the Speaker warned only the interjector. The 

Dorothy Dixer question asked for information regarding “the appalling treatment of 

Iraqi women by Saddam Hussein's regime” (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 

11416) and Downer’s shift included the following: 

 
Downer:       We cannot remind ourselves often enough why the international community—

and I think this is an absolutely fundamental question—should deny somebody 
who behaves in this way, who treats women and his population generally in 
such an appalling way— 

http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&I
D=12077  

Speaker:      The member for Sydney is warned! 
 

(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) 
  

 

http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=12077
http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=12077
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What the member for Sydney said was not recorded in Hansard; but it is highly likely it 

had something to do with Downer’s agenda shift. This example is one of the many 

observed in the study where the Speaker reprimanded the interjectors despite it being 

the respondents who had digressed from the questions’ agendas. In the above case 

Downer did not speak of the poor treatment of Iraqi women but stated how Saddam was 

viewed by the “international community”. Ironically, despite the interjection (almost 

certainly due to his shift), Downer continued his digression. He even made two further 

agenda shifts towards the conclusion of his response. The first was to attack Saddam 

and his weapons of mass destruction (in bold) and the second was to attack the 

Opposition (underlined), as follows: 

 
 

Downer:  The consequences of somebody like that having chemical and biological 
weapons and perhaps even nuclear weapons is not a minor issue. There are 
an enormous number of interjections, I find, whenever you talk about these 
issues, as though Saddam Hussein does not matter. But I do think this 
obviously is a difference between the two sides of the House. We on this side 
of the House feel very strongly about this; it is a profoundly important issue. 
For those on that side of the House it is, apparently, a matter for almost 
constant chatter.  

 
(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) 

 
Downer’s agenda shift compared the Government’s concern about the issue to the 

Opposition’s presumed indifference (“a matter for almost constant chatter”). This was a 

common ‘positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation’ (van Dijk 2005) 

agenda shift but Downer was not reprimanded by the Speaker.  

 

In one case the respondent gave an ‘obviously’ irrelevant response but was not 

reprimanded by the Speaker even when the evasion was pointed out by the questioner. 

This occurred when Crean, the then Opposition leader, asked Prime Minister Howard 

for the precise date that the Government first held “discussions with the US about the 

role of Australia in the event of a US led military strike against Iraq” without the 

backing of the United Nations (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132). Howard 

shifted the agenda as follows: 

 
When you have discussions with a close ally, you talk about a lot of things. I can assure 
the Leader of the Opposition that our position is as I have outlined it. Our position is that 
we have undeniably and unashamedly put ourselves in a position to make a contribution if 
in the final result we decide that a contribution should be made. In furtherance of that, we 
have had our military and the American military consulting for many months. We had 
people placed in the command structure, as I indicated a little while ago. I have never 
sought to disguise that. 

(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132) 



 169
 

 

Howard did not give the ‘precise date’ requested by Crean, who then pointed out the 

evasion to the Speaker: 
 

Mr Speaker, I rise on a point of order. If the Prime Minister is not seeking to disguise it, 

why won't he tell the Australian people the date – 

(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132) 
  

 

However, the Speaker ruled that the answer was relevant: 

 
The Leader of the Opposition will resume his seat. There is no point of order. The Prime 

Minister's reply was relevant to the question asked.  

(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132) 
 

Howard then stated that there was “a whole range of discussions” before giving an 

intermediate response to the question: 
 

I certainly do not carry in my mind the precise date, and I will undertake to see if I can 

further enlighten the Leader of the Opposition. 

(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132) 
 

Howard’s intermediate response showed that the earlier part of his response (above) was 

irrelevant, but the Speaker, even when reminded that the answer had not been given, 

chose not to uphold the point of order and instead specifically ruled that the earlier part 

of Howard’s response was relevant. With the Speaker’s actions in this regard so 

favouring the Prime Minister, it is unreasonable to contend that evasion could not occur 

during Question Time. 

 

 

7.3.2 Use of the Pronoun ‘you’ 

 

All interactions during Question Time are addressed to the Speaker and the pronoun 

‘you’ is therefore not permitted (refer to 3.1.1). However, in the exchange discussed 

above the Speaker did not reprimand Howard, who while responding to a question used 

the word ‘you’ (in bold) a number of times such as: “You can spend all of your waking 

hours attacking the President of the United States and attacking others, but you do not 
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attack Tony Blair” and as he ended his response; “So, even if your interpretation is 

right, you are still wrong” (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11132). The Speaker’s 

leniency in permitting the use of the word ‘you’ (in bold) by the Prime Minister was not 

extended to the Opposition Leader, a day earlier, as is evident in the following 

exchange:  

 
Crean:  […] You said in that answer, Prime Minister, that the foreign minister's 

remarks had nothing to do with the context of war with Iraq. How can you 
expect the Australian people to believe that response when […] 

 
Speaker:  […] I remind the Leader of the Opposition of the obligation to address 

remarks through the chair. Since questions are considered before they are 
asked, I ask him to resist the use of the word `you'. 

 
(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10945) 

 
 

In his response, for the most part, Howard addressed Crean as the Leader of the 

Opposition and used the third party reference ‘he’. However, Howard used the terms 

‘you’ and ‘your’ in direct reference to Crean twice (in bold), as in the following: 

 
 

Howard:  […] Self-evidently it could not have related to the deployment which you have 
criticized […] I can only again repeat to the Leader of the Opposition that this 
line of questioning does not give any credibility to your argument. 

 
(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10945) 

 
 

The exchange indicates a lack of impartiality on the part of the Speaker who failed to 

reprimand Howard whilst reprimanding Crean for the use of the word ‘you’ within the 

same exchange. Nevertheless, the Speaker’s argument was relevant when he said that 

“questions are considered before they are asked”. Crean, as the questioner, had 

considerable time to prepare his question, unlike Howard, who had to respond 

immediately to the ‘question without notice’. However, there was not a single occasion 

observed in this study when the Speaker reprimanded respondents for the use of such 

pronouns, which suggests that the Speaker was biased favourably towards the 

Government.  

 
 

7.3.3 Inability to take Control of the House 

 

Whilst interruptions routinely occur during Question Time, some are more disruptive 

than others. There were a number of cases of ‘interactive interjections’ (Harris 2001) 
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whereby respondents interact with the interjectors instead of with the questioners. These 

and other occurrences (such as parliamentarians displaying unruly behaviour) 

sometimes result in pandemonium in the House. When this occurs, it is the role of the 

Speaker to restore and maintain order but this does not always happen. On one such 

occasion, the Speaker reprimanded the interjectors only when the matter was raised by 

another member. It occurred when Anderson was responding to a question by Crean that 

suggested Australia was a member of the coalition of the willing. The question was as 

follows:  
 
Acting Prime Minister, why is it that President George Bush has said in Washington what 
Australia's Prime Minister has not been prepared to say here on the floor of the parliament 
to the Australian people: that Australia is a member of the US coalition of the willing? 

 
(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11417) 

 

While Anderson was responding, an Opposition MP, Ferguson, interjected: “Howard is 

Bush’s lap-dog and we all know it” to which a Government MP, Barresi, interjected: 

“You’re Martin Kingham’s lap-dog” (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11417). The 

Speaker reprimanded both of the interjectors only after Abbott, a Government Minister, 

pointed out the Opposition interjection. This could be perceived as a lack of 

independent judgment on the part of the Speaker. 

 

Another example of unruly behaviour during Question Time occurred during an 

exchange between the then Acting Prime Minister Anderson and the then Opposition 

Leader Crean (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11836). The exchange was 

disrupted by interactive interjections between Anderson, Crean and another Opposition 

MP, Swan (as discussed in greater detail in 5.3.3). However, the Speaker is not recorded 

in Hansard as having intervened. This is a drawback of using Hansard for analysis since 

it does not precisely record all aspects of the interactions. The limitation is discussed in 

greater detail in the Chapter 9 (Conclusion). The fact that the Speaker did not intervene 

in the interjections casts doubts on his ability to take control of the House and indirectly, 

his ability to ensure that evasion does not occur during Question Time. 

 

Another incident which casts doubt on the ability of the Speaker to effectively perform 

his role occurred in relation to the following question by Crean to the Acting Prime 

Minister:  
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Crean:      My question is to the Acting Prime Minister, and it refers to the answer to my last 

question. Isn't it the case that the US Secretary of Defense, in response to the 
following question: 
 
Do you think the United States is going to have to go with a coalition of the willing as opposed to the 
United Nations? 
 
replied: 
 
Only time will tell, but there is a sizable coalition of the willing that's already on board, with or without 
a second resolution from the United Nations.  
 
Acting Prime Minister, when will you tell this parliament the truth about your 
commitment? 
 

(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11413) 
 

A point of order was then raised by a Government MP, Cameron, on grounds that the 

last phrase of the question was out of order, which the Speaker upheld. This was 

followed by an attempt by Swan, an Opposition MP, to seek a call. However, before 

Swan could complete what he intended to say, the Speaker told him to “resume his 

seat”, a decision ‘criticized’ by Swan as the following exchange shows: 

 
Cameron:  Mr Speaker, I rise on a point of order. The last phrase of the question is clearly 

out of order. I ask you to require it to be withdrawn. 
 

Speaker:     I uphold the point of order raised by the member for Parramatta. 
 

Swan:               Mr Speaker—  
 
Speaker:   The member for Lilley will resume his seat. 
 
Swan:               Mr Speaker, I am seeking the call. 
 
Speaker:    The member for Lilley has not been denied the call. He will resume his seat 

and seek the call at an appropriate time. 
 
Swan:               You made a ruling before you gave me the call. 
 
Speaker:   The member for Lilley! I uphold the point of order raised by the member for 

Parramatta. I do believe that the latter part of that question contained an 
imputation which was inappropriate. For that reason, the latter part of the 
question ought not to be part of the question. 

 
(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11413) 

 
 
His ruling, however, was then contested by Swan on the grounds of inconsistency. The 

Speaker tried to explain his actions but as can be seen by the following exchanges, his 

explanations appear to be lacking in credibility:  
 

 
Swan:         Mr Speaker, I rise to contest that ruling you have just given. On numerous 

occasions in this House you have ruled similar questions in order. The 
question said, `When will you finally admit and tell the truth?' Mr Speaker, I 
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draw your attention to the Hansard of 29 August, where this question was 
asked by the deputy leader of the Labor Party: 

                      ... were you not forced to admit that you did not tell the truth in 1993? 

                        You ruled that question in order. I draw your attention to the Hansard of 15 
May, when this question from the Leader of the Opposition was asked of the 
Prime Minister: 

                        ... why didn't you tell the truth during the election campaign? 

                         You ruled that question in order. Your ruling on this question today is totally 
inconsistent with a whole series of rulings which you yourself and many other 
Speakers have given in this House in the past. 

 
Speaker:   I point out to the Manager of Opposition Business that I have not ruled the 

question out of order. I have merely indicated that the latter part of the 
question contained an imputation that was inappropriate and asked that it be 
withdrawn. 

 
Crean:              Withdrawn? You just ruled it out of order. I asked a question. 
 
Speaker:    The Leader of the Opposition will be dealt with if he thinks he has a right to 

the chair's attention without first rising. 
 
Swan:           I am just seeking clarification of your ruling. You are now saying that the 

question has not been ruled out of order. Are you asking the Leader of the 
Opposition to rephrase that question? 

 
Speaker:   I would remind the Manager of Opposition Business that at no stage in this 

exchange have I indicated that the question was out of order. All I have 
indicated is that the latter part of the question was inappropriate because it 
contained an imputation which should not stand under standing order 144, and 
I have asked for that imputation to be withdrawn.  

 
Crean:                I withdraw the imputation. 
 
Speaker:      The question is now in order. 
 

(House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11413) 
 

The Acting Prime Minister then began his response to the question. As the above 

exchange shows, the Speaker changed his earlier ruling, from asking that the last part of 

the question be withdrawn to asking for the imputation of the question to be withdrawn, 

only after the inconsistencies in his ruling had been pointed out. However, he had 

denied that there were inconsistencies, thereby losing credibility, and had also 

disallowed Swan from making his earlier call. These decisions suggest that the Speaker 

was not impartial and that he did not have the ability to competently take charge of the 

House. 

 

Despite that, there have been occasions when the Speaker showed impartiality in his 

rulings. In one instance, the Speaker showed impartiality on two occasions, firstly, by 
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allowing an Opposition question (regarding the legality of military action against Iraq) 

although a point of order was raised against it and, later, reprimanding a Government 

MP for interjecting (refer to 6.2.1.4 for transcript of the question). However, the 

Speaker appeared partial in allowing the respondent, Williams, to justify and then make 

an agenda shift despite a point of order being raised as follows:

 
Rudd:         I raise a further point of order, Mr Speaker. The question was not faintly 

predicated on the opinion of— 
 
Speaker:  The member for Griffith will resume his seat. 
 

(House Hansard 6 March 2003, p. 12420) 
 

 

However, the questioner, Rudd (member for Griffith), was not ‘allowed’ to complete his 

point of order. Rudd was probably attempting to point out that his question was not 

based on the “recently published view” that Williams referred to in justifying his shift 

(refer to 6.3.2.1 for transcript of Williams’ agenda shift). The example raises further 

doubts about the Speaker’s independence.  

 

 

7.4 Two examples of Failure to control the House (Detailed Analysis) 

 

The following were two significant instances when the Speaker and the Deputy Speaker 

were perceived to have been incompetent in their roles, thus providing a context for 

evasion. The two exchanges were analysed in detail to illustrate how Question Time 

exchanges can become out of control and how the Speaker’s role is vital in restoring 

order to the House.  

 

 

7.4.1. The Speaker’s Failure 

 

The following exchange was analysed in depth for two reasons. Firstly, it demonstrates 

the Speaker’s repeated inability to control the House and secondly, it illustrates the 

often “puerile behaviour” (Hughes 1998; refer to 3.1.3.1) of parliamentarians, including 

Ministers.  
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A question was asked by a Government (Liberal Party) MP, Gash, to the Minister for 

Foreign Affairs, Downer (House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144). Before her 

question was completed, there were interjections from the floor. The fact that there were 

so many interruptions even before the full question had been asked showed the 

Speaker’s inability to control the House. One such interruption occurred with the Leader 

of the House, Abbott, rising on a point of order regarding an “offensive remark” made 

by an Opposition MP, whom he had mistakenly identified at the outset. There were 

further interjections, presumably because of Abbott’s mistake, but the Speaker 

reprimanded the interjectors and called on Abbott to proceed. Based on mistaken 

comments by Abbott, the Speaker asked a particular interjector to withdraw his remark. 

The relevant parts of the exchange, with discussions added, are as follows: 

 
Gash:     My question is addressed to the Minister for Foreign Affairs. Would the 

minister inform the House about contingency planning— 
 
Honourable members interjecting— 
 
Abbott:         Mr Speaker, I rise on a point of order. I heard an offensive reference from 

members opposite. I think it was the member for Hunter. 
 
Honourable members interjecting— 
 
Speaker:       The chair is on his feet! The Leader of the House has the call and is entitled to 

be heard. 
 
Abbott:         I apologise. I believe it was the member for Corio, but it was a very offensive 

reference. It was utterly unworthy of this House and it should be withdrawn. 
 
Fitzgibbon:   Mr Speaker, I rise on the point of order. I reluctantly accept the minister's 

apology. The only comment I made was that this House should be given a vote 
on whether Australia goes to war. 

 
Speaker:       The member for Hunter did not have a point of order. I understand the member 

for Corio made a remark which was offensive, and I ask him to withdraw it. 
 
O’Connor:    I made several remarks, Mr Speaker. Which one did the Liberal Party find 

offensive? 
 
Speaker:      The member for Corio will withdraw the remark which was offensive, or I will 

deal with him. 
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 
 
 
It appears that the Speaker did not hear the remark but relied on what Abbott had said to 

reprimand the member for Corio (above). In response, the member for Corio questioned 

the Speaker as to which of his “several remarks” was “offensive”. The Speaker replied: 

Speaker:    The member for Corio will withdraw the remark which was offensive, or I will 
deal with him. 
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(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 

 
 
This was most probably followed by interruptions which were not recorded in 

Hansard but can be inferred by the Speaker’s next reprimand:  

 
Speaker:      I am not being assisted by the member for Hindmarsh. The member for Corio 

made one or a number of offensive remarks. He will withdraw those offensive 
remarks. 

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 

 
 
It can be inferred from the above that the Speaker did not know what was said. 
 
 

O’Connor:     Mr Speaker, in the interests of letting this question time proceed without 
disruption, I will withdraw the broad set of words that I said in its entirety. 

 
Gash:     Would the minister inform the House about contingency planning for meeting 

the humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people— 
 

Opposition members interjecting— 
 
Gash:      Aren't you interested? 
 
Speaker:     The member for Gilmore will resume her seat. Of all of the occasions on which I 

have occupied the chair, this is probably the most momentous question time. 
Every Australian expects an opportunity for questions to be asked and answers 
to be given in silence as the standing orders provide. Any member who defies 
the standing orders will be dealt with. 

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 

 
The above was an interactive interjection; the respondent interacted with the 

interjectors. It was also an instance when the Speaker expressed his annoyance. 
 

Government members interjecting— 
 
Speaker:     That includes members on my right. Any member who is removed from the 

House will be so of their own choice and will deny their constituents by their 
choice a right to representation for the period for which they are removed. 

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 

 
 

The Speaker showed signs of impartiality (above) as he reprimanded both sides of the 

House. After the many interruptions, the full question was finally asked: 
 
 

Gash:     Would the minister inform the House about contingency planning for meeting 
the humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people now that the conflict has begun? 

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 
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While Downer was responding, there were apparently interjections (though these were 

not recorded in Hansard) because the Speaker reprimanded the member for Melbourne 

twice. There was also a remarkably ‘immature’ exchange between Downer and the 

Opposition Leader, Crean, following more Opposition interjections: 

Opposition members interjecting— 

Downer:  I can't hear myself think. 

Crean:  Oh! He can't hear himself think! 

Downer:  You are supposed to be the leader of a political party, not a child in a primary 
school. You behave like a child in a primary school on a major international 
issue. You are a disgrace! 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 
 

After numerous additional interjections and reprimands, Downer made the following 

remarks which were recorded in Hansard:  

 
 
Downer:      I am shaking my head in desperate sorrow for you, you pitiful creature. It is, of 

course, our fervent hope that Iraq will be able— 
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 
 

 

Some of the interjections were not recorded in Hansard though Downer’s interjection 

(above) was. The ‘you’ Downer was referring to could have been the Speaker or a 

member of the Opposition party. However, the Opposition members could have 

deliberately misrepresented Downer’s use of ‘you’, for political point-scoring purposes, 

as evidenced by the following interaction: 

 
Speaker:     The minister is entitled, under standing order 55 to be heard in silence. If the 

member for Bass has a point of order, I will hear her. 
 
O’Byrne:     Mr Speaker, I rise on a point of order. I ask that you ask the minister to 

withdraw his reference to you as a pitiful creature. 
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 
 
The above shows apparent partiality on the part of the Speaker. Even when an 

Opposition member informed him of the specific reference made, he chose to ignore it 

and let the Minister proceed, as follows: 

 
Speaker:       The minister has the call. 
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(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 

 
 

It was pointed out again by another Opposition MP, Swan: 

 
Swan:  Mr Speaker, I rise on a point of order, under standing order 75. The minister 

used offensive words and I ask you to ask him to withdraw them. 
 
Speaker:      I recognised the minister. I am genuinely not aware of what offensive word he 

used. 
 
Downer:       Mr Speaker, I am happy to withdraw, in any case. 
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 
 

Although the Speaker stated that he was not aware of what Downer had said, Downer 

withdrew his remarks anyway. It could be inferred that Downer did so because he was 

aware that his remarks could well be regarded as offensive. The Speaker’s perceived 

inaction probably precipitated more Opposition interjections:  

 
Opposition members interjecting— 
 
Speaker:      I warn the member for Batman! 
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 
 

 

The Speaker apparently did not hear the earlier remark by O’Connor, nor was it 

recorded in Hansard. However, in the above incident, when the Minister responding 

made an offensive remark, the Speaker did not ask the Minister to withdraw it, although 

it was clearly heard (as evidenced above) by Opposition MPs and even recorded in 

Hansard. Despite the Speaker’s inaction being pointed out twice by Opposition MPs, he 

did not reprimand the Minister concerned. This caused more interjections and another 

‘point of order’ being raised, due to apparent bias on the part of the Speaker (as 

follows):  

 
Ferguson:  Mr Speaker, I rise on a point of order. Earlier this afternoon, despite having 

not heard what the member for Corio said, you required that he withdraw it. 
You have now just indicated that you have a different approach in terms of the 
foreign minister—you automatically indicated that you did not hear it but you 
did not require him to withdraw it. 

 
Speaker:    The member for Batman knows that his defiance of the chair is totally 

unacceptable. If the member for Batman checks the Hansard record, he will 
find that at no time did I say that I had not heard what the member for Corio 
had said. I can indicate to the House—and the member for Batman knows 
this—that I did not hear above the noise the remark made by the minister. He 
has now withdrawn it. The minister has the call. 
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(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13144) 
 
 
Though the Speaker tried to justify his actions, his response (above) did not appear 

convincing. He had actually shown partiality in his rulings as evidenced above. The 

interactions cited above also demonstrate the unruly behaviour on the part of some 

parliamentarians, thus again supporting negative views held by many regarding 

politicians in general and the specific institution of Question Time (discussed in greater 

depth in Chapter Three). The often unparliamentary behaviour of its members and the 

inability of the Speaker to take control can lead to chaos in the House as in the example 

above. Evasion can easily occur and may well be difficult to detect in such a context.  

 

 

7.4.2 The Deputy Speaker’s Failure 

 

In the following instance, the Deputy Speaker could not control the House when there 

were numerous shifts and interruptions while Downer was responding to a Dorothy 

Dixer. The questioner asked Downer what he would say “in his meetings next week 

with the US administration and the UN Secretary-General about United Nations 

involvement in post conflict Iraq” (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13804). This was 

followed by interjections from Opposition members who said “Yes, sir!”. The Speaker 

called for order and Downer proceeded to thank and praise the questioner as follows: 

 
First, can I thank the honourable member for her question and for the interest she clearly 
demonstrates in these issues, which reflects very much the concerns of her own 
constituents in the electorate of Farrer.  
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13804) 
 
 

Downer was interrupted by an Opposition member who asked; “How would you 

know?” and Downer responded to the interjection: 

 
How would I know? Because I have often visited that beautiful part of Australia, though I 
have not since the honourable member has held the seat. I look forward to coming there at 
some stage. 

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13804) 

 
 
Crean then interjected: “How long has she been here?” to which Downer replied: 
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She has only been there for a year or so. Let me say that my visit to Washington and New 
York will obviously first and foremost be an opportunity to discuss the progress of the 
military attempt to disarm the regime of Saddam Hussein […]  
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13804) 
 

 
The Deputy Speaker did not bring control to the House despite the above two interactive 

interjections between Downer and the Opposition interjectors. In the above instances, 

the lack of control appeared to be working against the Government. However, when 

Downer later shifted the agenda twice (to talk about the Iraqi regime), there were 

interjections by an Opposition member and in both instances; the Deputy Speaker 

reprimanded the interjector and not Downer. The relevant parts of the exchanges are: 

 
Downer:      […] It has to be remembered that not only will Iraq have endured the 

conflict which is now taking place but it has endured many conflicts over 
the last 30 years, including the completely debilitating Iran-Iraq war in 
which approximately half a million Iraqis and approximately the same 
number of Iranians were killed. There has been interethnic conflict of the 
most brutal kind in Iraq— 

 
Deputy Speaker: The member for Sydney! 
 
Downer:     and this is also a regime which, in refusing to comply with Security 

Council resolutions, has had sanctions imposed on it. There is no doubt 
that those sanctions—  

 
Deputy Speaker: The member for Sydney! 
 
Downer:       have restricted economic growth in Iraq. With the lifting of those 

sanctions, it will be a real opportunity for the economy to move ahead.  
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13804) 
 

 
A short time later Downer shifted again to Iraq’s “barbarous tyranny” and was 

interrupted by the member for Sydney, perhaps due to the shift, but she was, again, 

reprimanded by the Deputy Speaker, as the following shows: 

 
Downer:        […] One of the key points to make here is: let us think about the 

administrative arrangements that currently exist in Iraq. This is a country 
which has been subjected to a barbarous tyranny for many years, and that 
will have been overthrown. In its place will, no doubt, be a period at— 

http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&I
D=11128  

Deputy Speaker: The member for Sydney is warned! 
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13804) 
 

 
Downer then proceeded with more digressions prompting further interjections which 

resulted in the Speaker reprimanding the member for Sydney and then asking her to 

http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=11128
http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=11128
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remove herself. His ruling was questioned by another Opposition member and even 

after this exchange (between the Opposition member and the Deputy Speaker) Downer 

continued digressing as the following shows: 

 
Downer:       the immediate conclusion of the conflict when the American military will 

be in control. One of the points the Americans have made—and I must 
say, I do very strongly subscribe to this view myself— 

 
Deputy Speaker: The member for Sydney will remove herself under standing order304A! 
 
Downer:       is that the sooner that the Iraqi people themselves can take control of their 

own country, the better. I know on this side of the House— 
 
Deputy Speaker: The member for Sydney will remove herself under standing order304A. 

She has been warned three times. 
 
Albanese:      I rise on a point of order. Mr Deputy Speaker, can you indicate to the 

House why the member for Sydney has been suspended from the House? 
 
Deputy Speaker: Because she has been called to order on more than three occasions and 

then warned under the standing orders. 
 
Downer:        I would not have thought I was making a terribly controversial point. The 

point I was making was that we in this government—and it is obviously a 
view shared by the government of the United States of America—believe 
that the Iraqi people need to take control of their own country as quickly 
as possible and to do so in a democratic way. These are people who have 
been denied democracy for decades, who have been subjected to tyranny 
and who have been subjected to brutal human rights abuses. For many 
Iraqis, it comes back to that quote that I used earlier from the human 
shield. 

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13804) 

http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&I
D=9954  

 

There were more interjections, and reprimands by the Deputy Speaker. Finally, after 

nine reprimands of Opposition members, the Deputy Speaker demonstrated some 

independence by telling Downer to answer the question. Downer then concluded his 

response but again with an agenda shift (‘talk up one’s own side’). Relevant parts of the 

exchange are as follows: 
 
Deputy Speaker: The member for McMillan! 
http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&I

D=9954  
Deputy Speaker: The member for McMillan is warned! 
 
Downer:      This is actually a pretty important issue—what happens to Iraq after the 

war finishes. 
 
Deputy Speaker: The Minister for Foreign Affairs will answer the question. 
 
Downer:      All I can say in conclusion is that, at least on this side of the House, my 

colleagues in the coalition parties and, of course, in the government are 

http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=9954
http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=9954
http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=9954
http://parlinfoweb.aph.gov.au/piweb/view_document.aspx?TABLE=biogs&ID=9954
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very committed to ensuring that the people of Iraq have a free and 
prosperous future. 

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13804) 

 

In the above exchange, there were, based on Hansard transcripts, a total of nine 

interruptions, and ten interventions by the Deputy Speaker. An Opposition member was 

warned three times and stood down for interrupting and Downer deviated substantially 

from the topic a number of times. As observed in other exchanges, one of Downer’s 

popular agenda shifts was Saddam’s cruel regime. The exchange also provided the only 

occasion, in this study, when the respondent was told to answer the question. Downer 

then ended his response in one sentence. It should, however, be noted that the Deputy 

Speaker only told the Minister to answer the question after the numerous agenda shifts 

by Downer, interruptions, reprimands, and after having told a member to remove 

herself.  

 

Like the earlier exchange (7.4.1), the inability of the Chair to take firm control of the 

House and enforce his/her rulings impartially creates circumstances in which evasion 

can occur.  

 

 

7.5 Conclusion 

 

The Speaker showed partiality on a number of occasions. When there were interjections, 

frequently due to the agenda shifts made by the respondents as evidenced by the data 

(7.3.1), the Speaker reprimanded the interjectors and not the agenda-shifting 

respondents. The data shows that instances of the Speaker reprimanding the interjectors 

were frequent although only a few such examples have been discussed in this chapter. 

As has been shown (refer to 7.3.1), even after the interjections, the respondent, Downer 

continued with his digression (agenda shift). When a patently irrelevant response was 

given by the Prime Minister, the questioner, Opposition Leader Crean, raised it in a 

point of order. However, the Speaker openly stated that there was no point of order, 

ruling that the Prime Minister’s reply was relevant. Subsequently, the Prime Minister 

gave an intermediate response (refer to 7.3.1) which suggested that his earlier response 

was unlikely to have been relevant. A basic rule regarding answers is that an answer be 

relevant to the question asked. Since, in the above instance, the earlier response was 
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seemingly irrelevant but was ruled relevant by the Speaker, questions arise as to his 

effectiveness in ensuring that evasion does not occur in parliamentary Question Time.  

 

The Speaker ‘allowed’ one respondent to repeatedly use the pronoun ‘you’, which 

parliamentary rules prohibit, while reprimanding the Opposition questioner for its use 

within the same exchange (refer to 7.3.2). On more than one occasion, questioners were 

reprimanded for its use and though respondents often used it (as evidenced by the data), 

not once were they reprimanded by the Speaker. In the interest of fairness, the rules 

should have been impartially applied to all Question Time participants.  

 

On various occasions, the Speaker seemed incapable of taking control of the House. 

There were numerous interactive interjections (7.4.1), suggesting that the rules of the 

forum were not taken seriously by the participants. Some of the interactions can only be 

described as puerile (Hughes 1998), which supports those who view parliamentarians 

with contempt (Jones 2005) and refer to Question Time as a ‘farce’ (Coghill 2002, 

2005). Such interactions also lend credence to those who consider Question Time as a 

source of entertainment (Missen 1984; Whitby 2006; Rasiah 2006). In this context, it is 

not surprising that evasion could occur. Although there were instances when the 

Speaker tried to show impartiality (refer to 7.3.3), more often than not he appeared 

partial to the Government. On one occasion, the Speaker was inconsistent in his rulings 

and not in control of the House (refer to 7.3.3). It has been shown that unless the 

Speaker is completely impartial and consistent, he can expect his rulings to be 

challenged.  

 

In summary, the Speaker showed partiality: towards the Prime Minister, stating that his 

response was relevant when it was not; by reprimanding interjectors instead of asking 

Ministers to be relevant in their responses; and by permitting the use of the word ‘you’ 

by the Prime Minister but not the Opposition Leader. He was also at times inconsistent 

with his own rulings and often unable to bring the House to order. These findings point 

to an ineffective Speaker, certainly not one who seeks to ensure that evasion does not 

occur in parliamentary Question Time. The fact that the Deputy Speaker had similar 

failings may suggest a lack of effectiveness tied to the culture of the House or perhaps it 

simply reflects the calibre of the people chosen to fill the Chair.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
 

Dorothy Dixers 
 
 

8.0 Introduction 

 

As discussed in Chapter Three, Dorothy Dixers (a term which originated from the 

columnist who answered her own letters) are friendly questions asked by compliant 

Government MPs. These prearranged questions do not serve Question Time’s 

accountability function. In fact, Dorothy Dixers aid and abet the Government in evasion 

as a whole, since they effectively reduce the ability of the Opposition to ask further 

questions that do/could serve that function. Moreover, such questions often result in 

long-winded responses which, apart from highlighting Government achievements, are 

often used as a means of attacking the Opposition. These agenda shifts are a common 

feature of Dorothy Dixers.  

 

This chapter begins with a summary of the number of Government MPs’ question turns 

dealing with the topic of Iraq in the months of February and March 2003, and the 

recipients of the questions asked. It then provides a general description of the 

characteristics of Dorothy Dixers. These include the form or structure of Dorothy 

Dixers and the nature of such questions, i.e., they often tend to be open and leading 

questions; they often appear to be prearranged; they appear to be used for specific 

purposes; and they are frequently responded to first with a note of appreciation and a 

‘thank you’ (in the current study that was especially the case with Foreign Minister, 

Alexander Downer). 
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The chapter concludes that since Dorothy Dixers are prearranged to be asked, as the 

findings concur, they defeat the two key purposes of parliamentary Question Time, 

which are to provide fellow parliamentarians with information and to hold the 

Government accountable for its actions.  

 

 

 

 

 

8.1 Characteristics of a Dorothy Dixer 

 

In February and March 2003, of the 39 Government question turns on the topic of Iraq, 

the overwhelming majority (31) were directed towards Downer. The other main 

recipients were Acting Prime Minister Anderson (4) and Prime Minister Howard (3). It 

was, of course, natural that Downer, as Foreign Minister, should receive the majority of 

questions on the topic of Iraq. In comparison, out of the 48 Opposition question turns, 

the overwhelming majority were directed towards Howard (25), followed by Anderson 

(13), with Downer being the recipient of only three Opposition question turns. It is 

noteworthy that the largest number of Government questions (Dixers) and the smallest 

number of Opposition questions were directed towards Downer.  

 

Apart from the fact that it will invariably be asked by a Government MP, how does one 

recognise a Dorothy Dixer? The following is a discussion of the major characteristics of 

Dorothy Dixers, based on the data. 

 

 

8.1.1 Structure of a Dixer Question 

 

The overwhelming majority of Dorothy Dixer questions began with the structure: 

“Would the Minister inform the House […]?” (as mentioned in Chapter Five). Of the 16 

Government single questions and sub-questions asked in February 2003 on the topic of 

Iraq, as shown in Table 2 (Chapter Five), eleven began with the structure:  
 

“Would the [Prime Minister/Acting Prime Minister/Minister] inform the House […]?” 
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Similarly, in March 2003, of the 31 Government questions and sub-questions asked, the 

majority (14) of them used the above structure, followed by (7) which used the 

structure: 
 

“Would the […] update the House […]” 

 

 

 

Thus, a significant majority of Government questions for both months were WH-

questions overtly presented as polite requests. A typical example is the following: 

 
Would the minister inform the House of what we know about Iraqi troops that will be 
engaged around Baghdad in coming days? 

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13408) 

 
 

These question structures were probably used to ‘enhance’ the face of the respondents, 

in line with Brown and Levinson’s (1987, p. 61) view that face “must be constantly 

attended to in interaction” (refer to 2.2.2). The use of such structures shows deference to 

the respondent (as mentioned in Chapter Five). It should be noted that none of the 

Opposition questions used the above structures. 

 

 

8.1.2 Open/Leading Questions 

 

Open Questions 

Open questions usually seek general information, giving respondents greater control 

over the responses (refer to discussions in Chapters Three and Five). An example of an 

open question is the following by a Government backbencher, Cadman, to Acting Prime 

Minister Anderson: “Would the Acting PM update the House on the latest situation in 

relation to Iraq?” (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11831). Anderson responded at 

length on the topics of ‘Iraq’, ‘weapons of mass destruction’, ‘international terrorism’ 

and how ‘evil’ Saddam was. Since it was an open question and Anderson’s response 

was related to Iraq, it was classified as an answer. Indeed, all responses to such 

questions (“Would the Minister inform/update the House […]”) were unavoidably 

classified as ‘answers’ in this study. 
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A common form of open question is the one requesting the “government’s response” 

(Rasiah 2007). Such Dorothy Dixers appear to be invitations for respondents to talk at 

length on their preferred topics. In the following example, Downer was asked for the 

“government’s response” to “reports of Iraqi military tactics to involve civilians in the 

current conflict and the apparent breaches of the laws of war” (House Hansard 27 

March 2003, p. 13802). A large part of Downer’s response was devoted to what van 

Dijk (2005) refers to as the ‘villain’ of the West (Saddam and his regime) as follows: 
 
There is a pattern of reports indicating that Iraqi soldiers and irregulars have been 
deliberately using civilians as cover in their fighting, and the Prime Minister alluded to that 
in answer to an earlier question. Coalition troops have seen Iraqi civilians being marched 
out in front of irregular formations while those formations are firing at coalition forces. 
There are reports that United States forces have treated several wounded Iraqi civilians, 
including a child, at a captured air base in southern Iraq. The civilians said they had been 
used as human shields by Iraqi forces. 
 
Iraqi soldiers have also been breaching the international laws of war. There are reports of 
Iraqi soldiers feigning surrender and then opening fire on coalition troops. Iraqi fighters are 
disguising themselves in civilian clothes. United States forces yesterday—and I thought this 
was particularly relevant—took control of the hospital at Nasiriya and found that it had been 
converted into a paramilitary headquarters and weapons storage area. This is a hospital. The 
marines in the hospital found 200 weapons and Iraqi military uniforms, and it was at this 
location that they also found 3,000 chemical protective suits and nerve agent antidote 
injectors. 

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13803) 

 
 
Downer’s response also compared Iraqi forces (‘negative other-presentation’) to 

coalition forces (‘positive self-presentation’): 
 

In Basra, aircraft are using precision, satellite-guided bombs to target Baath Party 
headquarters and military formations. British artillery are confining their attacks to the 
city's outskirts, targeting tanks and clear military formations. British commandos are 
conducting raids into the city to capture Baath Party leaders, but the Iraqis are deliberately 
placing their forces close to hospitals and civilian, built-up areas. A British gunner said he 
had seen tanks refuelling near a hospital to avoid being fired on by coalition forces and 
people being used as unwilling human shields. I can state quite categorically that the 
coalition has a very deliberate process of targeting only military objectives and that 
civilians are never targeted. That is in stark contrast to the Iraqi regime, whose record of 
recklessness and wilful disregard for the safety of people remains as undiminished as 
ever.  

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13803) 

 

The only part of Downer’s verbose response that could be considered relevant to the 

question actually asked (the “government’s response”) was nine words long: 
 

[…] it is something we are obviously deeply concerned about.  
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13803) 
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The response was classified as an answer. Questions asking for the “government’s 

response” do not serve any useful accountability or information purpose (Rasiah 2007). 

These open questions allow the Minister to respond in almost any way by saying almost 

anything related to the topic and still have the response considered as relevant.  

 

 

Leading questions 

Apart from being mainly open questions, many Government questions were also leading 

questions. As discussed in Chapters Three and Five, leading questions have the 

expected answers inferred within the questions themselves. The respondent is thus led 

towards the expected response. Leading questions appear to ‘encourage’ Ministers to 

talk about the Government’s own views. Below are some examples of leading questions 

that encouraged views to be expressed about the Government’s perspective on Iraq’s 

‘weapons of mass destruction’ and Saddam Hussein: 

 
a.  Would the minister inform the House of the government's efforts to promote the United Nations 

as the key forum for considering whatever further steps may be necessary to ensure Iraq is 
disarmed of weapons of mass destruction? (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10941) 

 
b.  Would the minister also outline to the House international reports detailing summary executions, 

systematic rape and institutionalised torture under the regime of Saddam Hussein? (House 
Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) 

 
c.   Would the minister inform the House of Saddam Hussein’s violent and systematic destruction of 

Iraq’s Marsh Arab community and his consistent persecution of the Kurdish minority? (House 
Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) 

 
e.    Would the minister inform the House of the appalling treatment of Iraqi women by Saddam’s 

Hussein’s regime? (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) 
 
f. Would the minister update the House on the current degree of support in the international 

community for the coalition to disarm Iraq? (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13404) 
 
g. Would the minister inform the House of what we know about Iraqi troops that will be engaged 

around Baghdad in coming days? (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13408) 
 
 

Some of the leading questions, for example (f) above, permitted more general responses 

than others. All of them were directed to Foreign Minister Downer and this would seem 

to suggest that they were prearranged. The use of open and/or leading questions raise 

serious doubt about how these can contribute to the fulfilment of Question Time’s core 

functions.  
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8.1.3 Prearranged Questions 

 

Another characteristic of a Dorothy Dixer is that it appears to be prearranged. What is 

more, the level of detail provided by respondents to some Dorothy Dixers indicates two 

things: firstly, that the questions were most probably prearranged and secondly, (in 

Downer’s case) that the respondent appeared to have a marked preference for repeatedly 

providing evocative, graphic detail and the use of extreme adjectives in response to 

questions on Saddam and his regime. For example, in response to a Dorothy Dixer 

question, for information on reports of Saddam Hussein conducting experiments on 

humans, part of Downer’s response was: 
One eyewitness saw prisoners tied down to beds, experiments conducted on them, blood 
oozing around the victims' mouths and autopsies performed to confirm the effects on the 
prisoners. 

 
(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 

11133) 
 

This tendency to provide exaggerated details appears to be a personal trait of Downer 

since no other respondents in this study displayed a similar tendency in their responses. 

Similarly, in response to the leading question (refer to 8.1.2 above) requiring details 

from international reports regarding the brutality of Saddam’s regime (House Hansard 5 

February 2003, p. 10946), Downer provided the following evocative detail (direct 

quotes): 
  

- the first leader in the world systematically and aggressively to gas his own people 
- During a campaign in 1988-89 the Iraqi military attacked more than 40 Kurdish villages 

with chemical weapons 
- In February 1998, 400 prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison were executed 
- Two months later 100 detainees from the Radwaniyah prison were buried alive 
- More than 3,000 people have been killed in a similar fashion since 1997 
- poisoned political prisoners by giving them slow acting poison – thallium - which 

slowly infiltrates the system and takes several days to bring death 
- decapitated in front of family members and at other times they are shot in front of 

family members and the family is charged for the cost of the bullet 
- systematically tortured 
- Beatings, rape, breaking of limbs and denial of food and water are commonplace in 

Iraqi prisons 
- invented unique and horrific methods of torture, including electric shock treatment, 

pulling out fingernails, suspending individuals from rotating ceiling fans, dripping acid 
on victims' skin, gouging out eyes and burning victims with a hot iron or a blowtorch 

- Kuwaiti citizens were murdered, tortured and raped during the Gulf War 
- two dozen torture centres in Kuwait City have been discovered 
- photographic evidence confirms reports of electric shocks, acid baths, summary 

execution and the use of electric drills to penetrate victims' bodies 
- Many innocent civilian citizens were also used as human shields 
- soldiers had portions of their ears cut off for deserting the army 
- An X was branded on the forehead of these soldiers 
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- Doctors who refused to perform these atrocities were threatened with reprisals and 

many have been arrested and detained 
- Iraqi authorities also issued a decree in 1994 making it illegal for doctors to perform 

plastic or corrective surgery for victims of branding and amputation 
- in 2000, a new Iraqi decree was issued authorising the government to amputate the 

tongues of citizens who criticise Saddam Hussein or his government 
- an evil and wicked regime led by an evil and wicked man … - he is an evil and wicked 

man 
- somebody with this type of record with chemical and biological weapons and with the 

prospect of also having nuclear weapons is, for us, truly horrific 
 

(House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) 
 
 
Since Downer provided significant detail in his response, it is highly likely that it had 

been prepared in advance of the ‘questions without notice’ being asked. In another 

instance, a question by a Government MP, Nairn, asked Downer for information as to 

“the degree of support in the international community for the coalition to disarm Iraq” 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13147). The following is a discussion of Downer’s 

response.  

 

i. Downer stated that over 40 countries supported the disarmament of Iraq. He then 

listed the names of 31 countries that “publicly” supported it. With the exception of the 

last three, all names were given in strict alphabetical order, which, again, suggests that 

the question was prearranged. Downer said: 
 

Among those publicly supportive so far are Afghanistan, Albania, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, 
Colombia, the Czech Republic, Denmark, El Salvador, Eritrea, Estonia, Ethiopia, 
Georgia, Hungary, Italy, Japan, South Korea, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, the 
Netherlands, Nicaragua, the Philippines, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Turkey, 
Uzbekistan, Mongolia, Honduras and Rwanda.  
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13147) 
 

 
ii. Considerable detailed information was also provided about the contributions by 

certain countries. Downer said: 

 
For example, Poland will contribute 200 soldiers, including special forces, chemical and 
logistical units. Poland's president said in announcing this that Poland knew very well 
what the consequences of neglect and indifference to a military threat could be. Denmark 
will contribute a submarine, a frigate, doctors and army liaison staff. The Netherlands has 
already committed patriot missiles to the defence of Turkey and is sending a frigate and 
submarine to the theatre. Spain has said it will send a hospital ship, a refuelling ship and a 
frigate. Spain would also allow the use of Spanish military bases and will provide 
chemical and biological weapons experts. The Korean cabinet will ask the national 
assembly to approve a plan to send an engineering battalion of between 500 and 600 
soldiers. 
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13147) 
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iii. Downer even quoted what certain people in specific countries said in support of the 

war: 

 
Japan's Prime Minister, Mr Koizumi, who said on 18 March that President Bush had no 
other choice but to make the decision to issue an ultimatum to Iraq as the United Nations 
Security Council had not been able to agree on a common stance. Prime Minister Koizumi 
said that, given past resolutions, another one was not necessary to authorise the use of 
force.  

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13147) 

 

Later, Downer attempted to state what Singapore’s Foreign Minister had said, on the 

14th of March, but was interrupted. He then proceeded to give other examples of 

support: 

 
 Philippines Foreign Secretary Ople said on 16 March that the forcible disarming of 
Saddam was mandated by Security Council resolution 1441 and the Philippines would be 
part of the coalition of the willing.  
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13147) 
 
 
The fact that Downer could give the exact dates of the quotations clearly suggests that 

both the question and the response were pre-prepared. Remarkably, an almost identical 

Dorothy Dixer question was asked five days later. The earlier question (above) was 

“Would the minister inform the House of the degree of support in the international 

community for the coalition to disarm Iraq?”, and the later question was “Would the 

minister update the House on the current degree of support in the international 

community for the coalition to disarm Iraq?” (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 

13404). Downer provided similar responses to both questions. The following was his 

response to the later question (25.03.03): 

 
Downer:  I thank the honourable member for Dobell for his question and for his interest. 

The United States, the United Kingdom and Australia have been joined by 
many other countries in the coalition of the willing to disarm Iraq. Over 50 
countries have now publicly supported the military coalition. This includes 
countries which have provided or offered to provide military forces, and I 
would be happy to provide the list to anyone who is seriously interested in the 
level of support for the coalition. Importantly, in terms of our own part of the 
world, I would note that several countries from our region are part of the 
coalition of the willing in different ways. Japan has been very supportive of the 
United States policy on Iraq, and some members of the House will be aware 
that Prime Minister Koizumi made a very strong statement, which I understand 
he wrote himself, in support of the American position. South Korea has been 
very supportive, and I also mention Singapore and the Philippines. So there is 
significant support for the coalition of the willing in our own region.  
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                     The coalition, though, is notable for its diversity and its breadth, and it is 

significant that many European countries that have experienced totalitarian 
regimes in the past, and in the not very distant past, have joined the coalition 
and have been particularly supportive of the coalition. That is quite 
understandable given the abhorrence they have of totalitarianism, and that 
abhorrence has been all the sharper bearing in mind their own recent 
experiences. 

 
                      Contributions from members of the coalition include the provision of troops, 

basing and overflight rights, logistical and intelligence support, specialised 
chemical, biological response teams as well as humanitarian and 
reconstruction aid. All of these things are very important in their own different 
ways. Additional countries over and above members of the coalition are 
providing support and have not been publicly associated with the coalition. As 
I told the House last week—and it is very important to understand this—
military action to disarm the regime of Saddam Hussein would not be possible 
without the assistance or agreement of a range of countries in the Middle East 
and that, of course, is specifically referring to a number of Iraq's Arab 
neighbours. 

 
I said earlier that there are countries in our own region that have been 
associated with the coalition of the willing, and I referred to Singapore. Let me 
remind the House that Singapore's Prime Minister Goh recently confirmed that 
Singapore was part of the coalition because it believed it was necessary to 
address the threat of weapons of mass destruction getting into the hands of 
terrorists. Singapore has committed financial support for humanitarian aid. I 
also remind the House that the Korean National Assembly is apparently going 
to consider the Korean government's plan— 

 
Opposition members interjecting— 
 
Downer:  Yes, exactly; it will consider the Korean government's plan to send several 

hundred engineering troops to Iraq, so there will be a vote in the Korean 
National Assembly on that in the next day or so. In conclusion, the breadth of 
the coalition is there and the depth of the coalition is there. It is hardly 
surprising because an overwhelming number of countries around the world 
believe that it is fundamentally important to disarm the totalitarian and 
barbarous regime of President Saddam Hussein.  

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13404) 

 
 
Another example of similar Dorothy Dixers being asked, also directed to Downer, 

concerned the safety of Australians still remaining in Iraq. These questions, asked only 

three days apart, were: “Would the minister update the House on the safety of those 

Australians remaining in Iraq?” (House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13298) and “Would 

the minister update the House as to welfare of those Australians who continue to remain 

in Iraq?” (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13809).  

 

Updated information on his earlier response was provided by Downer in reply to the 

latter question.  However, there were similar agenda shifts in both responses, as shown 

in the following: 

 

i. On 24 March 2003: 
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Downer:  […] My department has, of course, been warning people not to travel to Iraq 
for some time and warning people who are in Iraq to leave, although that is not 
exactly practical at this moment in the case of many parts of Iraq. It is 
probably practical in some parts but not in all parts. Clearly, Baghdad airport is 
closed. Our advice to those Australians who are in Iraq is, unless they are 
lucky enough to be able to leave overland, to stay well away from any type of 
strategic location. After all, it is almost axiomatic to say that our ability to 
provide consular assistance to Australians in trouble there is, to say the least, 
extremely limited. 

 
(House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13298) 

 
 
 
ii. On 27 March 2003: 
 

Downer:  […] Let me remind the House that since October 2001 my department has 
advised Australians not to travel to Iraq and, if in Iraq, to leave. Last night—
that is, 26 March—the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade further 
reviewed its travel advice for Iraq to include new and credible information that 
pro-Saddam groups may be preparing to engage in direct violence targeting 
Westerners in northern Iraq, including media representatives. This warning is 
particularly directed towards media representatives in northern Iraq. The 
department has relayed this information to as many Australians or Australian 
employers as they have been able to contact and who we know about in 
northern Iraq. Let me repeat what we have said on so many occasions: we urge 
all Australians to leave Iraq immediately if they are able to do so. Given that 
Baghdad airport is obviously closed and commercial air services have clearly 
ceased, our advice to Australians remaining in Iraq is to depart overland or, if 
they are unable to do that, to stay well away from any strategic locations. 

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13809) 

 
 
It is of interest that the two pairs of closely similar questions discussed above were 

directed to Downer. Other examples of Dorothy Dixers which resulted in considerable 

detailed information being provided in the responses include those asked on 24 March 

2003 (p. 13295), 25 March 2003 (p. 13408), 27 March 2003 (p. 13801), and 27 March 

2003 (p. 13809). All of the questions were directed to Downer. 

 

Apart from detailed, specific information being provided in responses, further evidence 

that Dorothy Dixers were prearranged is provided by what the Ministers themselves 

‘divulged’ in their responses. For example, in response to a Government MP’s question, 

Downer first thanked and praised the questioner before divulging that the latter had 

spoken to him about the subject of the question in the preceding 24 hours. The exchange 

is as follows:  

 
Moylan:  My question is addressed to the Minister for Foreign Affairs. Would the 

minister update the House on the situation in Basra, one of the largest cities in 
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Iraq, where intense fighting has been reported over the last 48 hours? What are 
the concerns regarding the delivery of humanitarian aid? 

 
Downer:  I thank the honourable member for Pearce for her question. I take the 

opportunity again, as I did last week, to acknowledge her genuine and very 
sincere concern about the humanitarian situation in Iraq. She has spoken to me 
in the last 24 hours about the situation, specifically in Basra, and I am pleased 
that she has taken the opportunity to ask a question about it  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13556) 

 
 
In yet another example demonstrating the pre-arrangement of Dorothy Dixers, the 

Minister concerned (Ruddock) was asked a question (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 

13811) by a Government MP (“What is the extent of Australia's humanitarian response 

to the Middle East, specifically Iraq, in recent years?”) and there were interjections. 

After twice responding to and attacking the interjector, Ruddock then proceeded to 

state: “I did wish to speak about Australia's response to a humanitarian need […]” 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13811) and went on to provide much detail about 

Australian humanitarian aid to Iraq, as required by the question. The fact that he did 

‘wish’ to speak on the topic and did so in great detail strongly suggest that the question 

was prearranged. 

 

 

8.1.4 Thank You and Praise 

 

A further characteristic of a Dorothy Dixer is that it is almost always first responded to 

with a note of appreciation (‘thank you’) and praise for the questioner. In February 

2003, all the Dorothy Dixers on the topic of Iraq directed to Downer were responded to 

with a note of appreciation and praise. The three question turns directed to Anderson 

were replied to with a ‘thank you’ for the question and one of Howard’s Dixers resulted 

in a thank you and praise. In contrast, only three of the 27 Opposition question turns 

received a thank you and none of the questioners received praise. In March 2003, 12 of 

the 22 Government question turns directed towards Downer were responded to with an 

expression of appreciation, eight with appreciation and praise, and Howard and 

Ruddock each thanked their sole Dorothy Dixer questioners. A typical Downer ‘thank 

you’ and praise is the following: “I thank the honourable member for Dobell for his 

question and for his interest” (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13404). Some other 

examples of notes of appreciation and praise from Downer in his responses are: 
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a.  First, can I thank the honourable member for Gilmore for her question. I appreciate the serious 

interest she shows in this profoundly serious issue (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10941). 
 
b.  I thank the honourable member for Flinders for his question because I think it is a profoundly 

important component of the totality of this debate about Iraq… (House Hansard 5 February 
2003, p. 10946). 

 
c.  I thank the honourable member for Macarthur for his question. I know he has a very great 

interest in this issue and has been communicating very sincerely, and with strength, with his 
constituents on this matter (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 11130). 

 
d.  I thank the member for La Trobe for his question, the interest he shows in this issue and the way 

he represents his constituents (House Hansard 3 March 2003, p. 11970). 
 
e.  First of all, I thank the honourable member for his question. I recognise the hard work he too has 

put into trying to address this enormously important issue (House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 
13147). 

 
f.  I thank the honourable member for Sturt for his question and appreciate the concern he has about 

these Islamic terrorist organisations. The member for Sturt has been particularly assiduous in 
focusing on these sorts of groups (House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13293). 

 
 

Downer’s praise (above) could be viewed as a kind of reward system for Dorothy Dixer 

questioners. It should be noted that Downer considered certain issues very important 

and his responses reflected this, as in (e) above when he used the phrase “this 

enormously important issue” whilst praising the questioner. Such ‘important’ issues 

were usually on which the Government had strong views. In another instance, Downer 

thanked the Government questioner and then made a token request for permission 

before ‘praising’ him: 

 
I thank the honourable member for Kalgoorlie. Let me say how pleased I am that he has 
expressed concern about the Australians still in Iraq […]  
 

(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13809) 
 

 
In another instance, Downer gave a ‘thank you’ and excessively praised the questioner:  

 
Can I thank the member for Herbert. I know how vigorously he represents his constituents 
up there in Townsville and, it being such an important defence base, they are very focused 
on the action now taking place in Iraq. The member for Herbert looks after them very 
well.  

 
(House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13802) 

 
 
On the other hand, only once did Howard extend token appreciation to and praise of a 

Government MP for asking a Dorothy Dixer question. This occurred when he was 

facing a series of tough Opposition questions. Howard said:  
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I thank the member for Herbert. As honourable members know, the member for Herbert 
represents that part of Australia which contains an extremely large concentration of 
defence personnel, and he has a long and meritorious record of great and continuing 
interest in their welfare. I know all members of the House will recognise the concerns of 
the member for Herbert.  
 

(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 
11130) 

 
 

The above praise constituted about half of Howard’s total response. The other half, the 

answer, portrayed the Government in a positive light since it enabled the Government to 

state how concerned it was about its defence forces. This brings us to the next topic of 

discussion: the purpose of Dorothy Dixers. 

 

 

8.2 Purpose of a Dorothy Dixer 

 

The fact that Dorothy Dixers are prearranged suggests that they serve a particular 

purpose. Apart from aiding Ministers in avoiding further Opposition questions, they 

seem to fulfil other functions, as discussed below. 

 

 

8.2.1 For Ideological/Propaganda Purposes 

 

As discussed in Chapter Two, there is a growing body of literature which suggests a 

close relationship between language and power, including the power of language to 

propagate certain ideologies. This close relationship, according to Fairclough (1989, p. 

24), exists because language is based on common-sense assumptions; assumptions 

which people internalize through what “is socially produced and made available to 

them” (refer to discussions in 2.3.2). The fact that most of the Dorothy Dixers seem to 

have been focused on a few major topics on Iraq leads one to suspect that these 

questions were deliberately intended to enable the Government to expound particular 

views and themes. The two major themes were: Saddam and his regime, and weapons of 

mass destruction. For example, the leading question mentioned earlier (“Would the 

minister inform the House of the appalling treatment of Iraqi women by Saddam 

Hussein’s regime?”) gave Downer an opportunity to elaborate on one of the above 

topics. Almost all of the Dorothy Dixer questions in February 2003 (11 out of 14) were 

on the topic of Saddam Hussein and his regime or weapons of mass destruction, and two 
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were on Iraq’s ‘non- compliance’ with weapons inspectors. Only two of the responses 

dealing with the topics of Saddam, his regime and weapons of mass destruction were in 

answer to Opposition questions. 

 

 

 

 

By way of illustration, the following is a list of direct quotes that appeared in questions 

and responses on Iraq in just one month, February 2003. The ‘D’ or ‘O’ following the 

brackets indicates Dorothy Dixers and Opposition questions respectively.  

 
1. WMD (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10941) D 
2. WMD (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10941) D 
3. Saddam Hussein and his regime (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10941) D 
4. regime of Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) D 
5. Saddam’s atrocious treatment (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) D  
6. chemical weapons (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) D  
7. regime [in association with Iraq] (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) D  
8. Saddam Hussein’s regime (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) D  
9. an evil and wicked regime led by an evil and wicked man […] an evil and wicked man (House 

Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) D  
10. chemical and biological weapons (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) D  
11. nuclear weapons (House Hansard 5 February 2003, p. 10946) D  
12. Saddam Hussein and his regime (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11130) D  
13. Saddam Hussein […] his arsenal of chemical weapons (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 

11133) D  
14. regime of Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
15. WMD (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
16. chemical, biological and nuclear weapons (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
17. Saddam Hussein’s regime (2) (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
18. biological and chemical weapons (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
19. regime (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
20. arsenal of WMD (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
21. human rights abuses […] Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
22. Saddam’s long, grisly record of abuses (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
23. Saddam’s pursuit of WMD (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
24. simply grotesque human rights record (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
25. chemical, biological and nuclear weapons (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) D  
26. the evils of WMD (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11133) O  
27. rogue states joining the other great modern evil of international terrorism (House Hansard 6 

February 2003, p. 11141) O  
28. twin evils [in relation to the above] (House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11141) O  
29. Saddam Hussein’s violent and systematic destruction (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 

11244) D  
30. Saddam Hussein’s gruesome history of systematic and egregious human rights abuses (House 

Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
31. Saddam Hussein’s horrific treatment (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
32. hideous depths and sheer scope of his brutality (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
33. It is a case study of evil (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
34. abuse by Saddam’s regime (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
35. Saddam Hussein’s regime’s (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
36. Saddam’s regime (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
37. chemical weapons (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
38. shocking human rights abuses (House Hansard 10 February 2003, p. 11244) D  
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39. chemical and biological weapons and a nuclear weapons program (House Hansard 10 February 

2003, p. 11244) D  
40. WMD (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11411) D 
41. Saddam Hussein’s WMD (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11411) D  
42. disarming of a man heading up a regime (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11411) D  
43. removal of WMD (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11411) D 
44. efforts to rid Saddam Hussein of WMD (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11411) D 
45. Saddam Hussein stripped of his WMD (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) O 
46. Saddam Hussein disarmed of WMD (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D 
47. Iraqi regime (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D 
48. Saddam Hussein has a requirement to disarm (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D  
49. Saddam Hussein and his regime (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D  
50. 6,500 chemical mutations (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D  
51. biological growth material (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D  
52. 5,000 litres of anthrax (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D  
53. Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D  
54. Iraqi regime (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D  
55. dictator (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D  
56. same weapons and weapons systems (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11412) D 
57. appalling treatment […] by Saddam’s Hussein’s regime (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 

11416) D  
58. human rights record of Saddam Hussein and his regime (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 

11416) D  
59. Saddam Hussein’s gruesome history of systematic and egregious human rights abuses (House 

Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
60. type of regime […] leader of the regime (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
61. a range of degrading human rights abuses (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
62. vile forms of abuse (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
63. Iraqi regime’s (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
64. Saddam Hussein’s policy […] brutality (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
65. human rights abuse in Iraq (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
66. Saddam Hussein […] violent means (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
67. Saddam Hussein’s human rights record (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416) D  
68. Saddam Hussein […] appalling treatment of women (House Hansard 11 February 2003, p. 11416)D  
69. chemical and biological weapons and […] nuclear weapons (House Hansard 11 February 2003, 

p. 11416) D  
70. Iraq’s WMD (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D  
71. disarmament of Iraq’s WMD (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D 
72. Iraq’s failure to change its attitude (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D 
73. Iraq’s must change its attitude (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D 
74. master chess player [in relation to ‘Saddam Hussein’] (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 

11627) D 
75. Iraq […] WMD (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D 
76. elimination of Iraq’s WMD program (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D 
77. WMD developed by rogue states (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D 
78. rogue states (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D 
79. WMD (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D 
80. horrendous weapons (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11627) D  
81. rid this man of his WMD (House Hansard 12 February 2003, p. 11628) O  
82. Iraq’s WMD (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11831) D 
83. Iraq continues to pursue WMD (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11831) D  
84. twin evils of WMD and international terrorism (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11831) D 
85. Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11831) D 
86. Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11831) D 
87. Iraq’s WMD (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832) D 
88. efforts to disarm Iraq (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832) D  
89. terrorism and WMD (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832) D 
90. Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832) D 
91. Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832) D 
92. Saddam Hussein (House Hansard 13 February 2003, p. 11832) D  
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Almost all of the structures above were used in responses by Foreign Minister Downer 

to Government questioners. Certain words and terms were used repeatedly. The word 

‘Saddam’ appeared 36 times; ‘regime’ 19 times; and the term ‘weapons of mass 

destruction’ (WMD) and words associated with it (such as “chemical and biological 

weapons”) 40 times. Thus, it appears that the main themes of the Dorothy Dixers and 

responses in February 2003 were Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction and Saddam 

Hussein’s regime. Since ideology is most effective when disguised (Fairclough, 1989, p. 

24), the repetition of words and phrases such as the above give those in power (the 

Government) “a vitally important foothold in the individual psyche”, through what 

becomes “common-sense assumptions”. Perhaps such words and phrases were used as 

ideological or propaganda tools to justify the need to go to war in Iraq, which occurred a 

month later. Propaganda was also demonstrated through the use of extreme adjectives 

like ‘wicked’ and ‘evil’, as in “evil and wicked regime led by an evil and wicked man” 

within a single sentence [refer to (9) above]. Other extreme adjectives included: ‘rogue’, 

‘appalling’, ‘vile’, ‘degrading’, ‘gruesome’, ‘egregious’, ‘shocking’, ‘hideous’, 

‘grotesque’ and ‘atrocious’.  

 

Besides the repetition of certain words and phrases, some of the responses contained 

elements of ‘overwording’, which Fairclough (1989, p. 115) explains as: “an unusually 

high degree of wording, often involving many words which are near synonyms” 

showing “preoccupation with some aspect of reality” (refer to discussions in 2.3.2). The 

following is one such case.  In response to a Government MP’s question about the 

“progress of military operations in Iraq and, to the extent possible, the part played by 

Australian forces” (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13402), Howard used words and 

phrases which were positive in connotation to describe how well the Government’s 

plans were going. These terms, used within a single lengthy response by Howard, are 

listed as follows (in bold): 
 

a.  […] the government is very satisfied with the progress being made by the coalition 
forces 

 
b.  The coalition forces […] have already made very rapid progress 
 
c.  This very significant achievement has averted the major ecological and economic 

disaster  
 
d.  Coalition forces are operating successfully throughout Iraq  
 
e.  Iraqi military targets have been successfully engaged and significant Iraqi forces 

have surrendered  
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f.  […] coalition nations stand ready to deliver massive humanitarian assistance  
 
g.  […] our own maritime forces are making an important contribution 
 
h.  […] Australian forces continue to make a very vital contribution 
 
i.  […] our special forces continue to conduct highly successful strategic 

reconnaissance 
 
j.  Our Navy clearance diving team […] working to clear the port and approaches—vital 

to allowing humanitarian and military supplies to flow 
 
k.  The C130s are providing vital intra-theatre airlift 

 
        (House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13402) 
 

Overwording may have been a means by which Howard sought to portray how well the 

military progress in Iraq was going. Perhaps Howard was also trying to overcome the 

negative connotations associated with a previous day’s Opposition question (by Crean). 

Crean had inquired about the number of Iraqi civilians and coalition casualties. His 

question also contained the presupposition that coalition forces “encountered resistance” 

(House Hansard 24 March 2003, p. 13292).  

 

 

8.2.2 To Counter Negative ‘Reports’ 

 

One purpose of the Dorothy Dixers analysed appears to have been to counter negative 

reports on the war in Iraq. In one instance (House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13147), 

the question itself gave the Government what appeared to be an avenue to justify war 

with Iraq. In that exchange, a Government MP asked Downer for information on the 

“degree of support” by other countries for the coalition’s effort to “disarm Iraq”. Note 

here, the word ‘disarm’ and not ‘attack’ or ‘invade’ was used, giving it a positive 

connotation. Similarly, the phrase ‘degree of support’ in the question implied that there 

was support for the war and highlighted this aspect instead of talking about those 

countries that disagreed with the war. This Dorothy Dixer thus gave the Government a 

means of portraying itself and its actions in a positive way. It was also used as a means 

of attacking those against the ‘war’. In his response to the above question on the degree 

of support for the war, Downer stated:  

 
The assertion made by some that Australia is just part of a coalition of three is nonsense. 
The assertion also made that countries in our region do not support the action led by the 
United States and the coalition of the willing is equally nonsense. 
 

(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13147)  
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His remarks above were not relevant to the question’s task but were instead used as a 

means to counter negative reports. 

 

 

 

 

 

8.2.3 To Impress Others 

 

Sometimes Dorothy Dixers appear to have been used by Ministers, particularly Downer, 

to impress on others that they meet and associate with well-known people and 

organisations. Perhaps Downer was seeking to give the impression that he was well-

informed about different matters; i.e. he was better informed than anyone else. For 

example, in response to a Government MP’s question for an update “on Australian plans 

for assisting the Iraqis rebuild their country after Saddam” (House Hansard 26 March 

2003, p. 13559), part of Downer’s initial reply was that he would be going to 

Washington the following week to discuss the Iraq issue. He then added:  
 

I expect that I will be seeing Secretary of State Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice, and I 
will also have discussions with the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
while I am in Washington. I also intend to visit New York before the end of next week to 
talk with the United Nations Secretary-General, and the secretariat more generally, about 
the post-Saddam Iraq situation.  
 

(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13559)  
 
 
Downer’s mention of the names of ‘important’ people he would be meeting was 

irrelevant to the question asked. In another instance, in response to a Dorothy Dixer on 

information regarding his recent discussion with the Israeli Foreign Minister on the 

situation in Iraq (a leading question), Downer began by thanking the questioner: 
 

First, can I thank the honourable member for Hume for his question. Last night the new 
Israeli foreign minister, Silvan Shalom, rang me to discuss both the situation in Iraq and 
the situation in the Middle East. I can report that, not surprisingly, this was a very positive 
and a very friendly discussion between two countries that very much want to see the end 
of the barbaric regime of Saddam Hussein.  
 

(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13557) 
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He then proceeded to relate his meeting with the former Israeli Prime Minister, as 

follows: 

 
By coincidence, today I also met with Ehud Barak, the former Prime Minister of Israel 
and now the leader of the Opposition. The Prime Minister also met with him this 
afternoon. Ehud Barak was also Chief of the Israeli Defence Force and the Head of Israeli 
Intelligence. For those who are going to meet him I can assure you that, from my 
discussions with him this morning, he has a great deal of interesting information to impart 
on both the Middle East peace process and the situation in Iraq.  
 

(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13557) 
 

 
Like the previous example, this Dixer was perhaps an opportunity for Downer to let the 

audience know that he was acquainted with well-known people. It could also be a 

reflection of his individualistic or personal style of responding, i.e. his wish to include 

the people he had met or known. As for another occasion when Downer shifted the 

agenda to draw the attention of the House to a visitor to the gallery (refer to 6.3.2.2), the 

above could also be Downer’s way of promoting his own credentials, i.e. mentioning 

the names of significant people he knows and mixes with, while responding to 

questions. Perhaps Downer was showing that he speaks with authority, since he gets his 

information from people with authority.  

 

 

8.2.4 To Portray the Government in a Positive Light [Positive self-presentation] 

 

Most of the Dorothy Dixer questions were formulated in a way that would enable 

Ministers to portray the Government in a positive light or ‘talk up one’s one side’ (Bull 

and Mayer 1993; as discussed in Chapter Three). The following are some examples. 

 

When a question (House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13149) was asked about steps 

taken by the Government to “protect the welfare of Australians in the Middle East” 

(note that the Dixer question itself used positive terms such as “welfare” and “protect”), 

Downer provided copious detailed information, the main purpose (as the data suggests) 

being to portray the Government in a positive light which, as noted previously, van Dijk 

(2005) refers to as ‘positive self-presentation’: 

 
[…] the government is deeply committed to protecting the safety of Australians overseas 
… The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade will continue to provide practical advice 
that Australians should heed in the event they become caught up in a hostile environment. 
Our deep concern about security in the region has been exemplified in contingency 
planning for our missions in the Middle East. Decisions to draw down staff in these 
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missions have been announced in various travel advisories that we have updated. Our 
embassies in Tel Aviv and Amman have drawn down to emergency staff, and other 
embassies may very well follow. Our embassies in Beirut, Riyadh, Abu Dhabi and 
Teheran have directed staff dependants to depart. Australians working for the United 
Nations have, I believe, all now been evacuated from Iraq. We will continue to consult 
daily, perhaps even hourly, with our key consular partners, the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Canada and New Zealand, on further possible contingencies. Any activation of 
contingency plans affecting Australians will be preceded by clear public advice.  

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13149) 

 
 
Another example of the question itself leading the respondent to promote the care and 

concern of the Government was a Dorothy Dixer asking the respondent to “update the 

House on Australia's humanitarian response to the crisis in Iraq” (House Hansard 24 

March 2003, p. 13295). 

 
 
 
 
 
8.2.5 To Attack Previous Question and Questioner 

 

In most cases, Dorothy Dixers were used as a means to attack the Opposition. An 

interesting case was a Dorothy Dixer used mainly as a means to attack a previous 

Opposition question by the member for Throsby, George, a “relatively new member” as 

pointed out by the Speaker. In this exchange, the Dixer asked for information regarding 

“the British government's approach to minimising civilian casualties from the conflict 

with Iraq” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13565) but it was clearly intended to be 

used as a means of attacking a previous, related Opposition question. Part of Downer’s 

response, which included the overt practice of justifying the shift (in bold) is as follows: 

 
Earlier today, I was asked a question by the member for Throsby which suggested 
that the British had declared Basra as a military target and that, somehow, this had 
contradicted the otherwise stated objectives of the British government to demonstrate a 
humanitarian approach in trying to avoid civilian casualties. I said in my answer that I 
understood that the British government had talked of Basra being a military objective, and 
I have endeavoured to collect some quotes to see what the British had actually said. I note 
that Flight Lieutenant Peter Darling at CENTCOM had said—and I will give the whole 
quote because it is very important to this debate: 
We are now considering Basra as a military objective because of the humanitarian 
situation there and we need to go in as soon as possible to relieve that. 

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13565)  

 
 
Downer justified his shift (of including a quotation) on the grounds of its alleged 

importance to the debate (underlined). Within the same response, he then proceeded to 
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attack the Opposition Leader, Crean, implying that though Crean had not asked the 

previous question himself, he had arranged for it to be asked. After identifying the 

source of the articles tabled by the Opposition Leader earlier, Downer said: 

 
I would draw it to the attention of the Leader of the Opposition and the member for 
Throsby, whom he got to ask a question about this.  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13565)  

 
 
He continued the attack with the following: 

 
Why would the honourable member for Throsby, on the instructions of the tactics 
committee, have asked a question juxtaposed with my comments last night? There can be 
only one explanation.  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13565)  

 
It is of interest that while this ‘digression’ was occurring, the Speaker did not reprimand 

the Minister. 

 

 

8.2.6 To Attack the Opposition Party [Negative other-presentation] 

 

The practice of asking the respondent whether there are any “alternate views” appears to 

be an invitation to attack the Opposition (Rasiah 2007). For instance, the following 

exchange merits detailed attention because most of the response concentrated on 

attacking the Opposition. The question was a Dorothy Dixer asking Downer whether 

military action to “disarm Iraq of its weapons of mass destruction” was authorised by 

the United Nations and whether he was “aware of any alternative view”. Part of 

Downer’s response was: 

 
Interestingly enough, on the very same morning—it shows how disoriented the 
Opposition is—the Leader of the Opposition was asked, and did not know, whether it was 
legal or illegal. He then said that he was waiting for advice. Months and months of debate 
on this issue of Iraq had been going on, but the Leader of the Opposition was still waiting 
for advice. The incredible thing is that only last night, when he was interviewed on the 
7.30 Report, he said that he still did not have any advice. But he added—and I think these 
are interesting words—that `whether it was legal or not did not matter'. A lot happened 
during the night, because at lunchtime today at the Press Club he said that he had got legal 
advice—although he never said who he had got it from—and that the legal advice was 
important. Yesterday it did not matter; today it is important. It simply exposes the 
vacuousness and opportunism of the Opposition's position on the very serious issue of 
Iraq.  

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13150)  
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Downer’s agenda shift (shift in topic) from that required by the question was noted by 

Opposition MP McMullan, who said: 

 
Mr Speaker, I rise on a point of order. On the day that Australia goes to war, don't you 
think we are entitled to a bit of decorum from the Minister for Foreign Affairs? 

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13150)  

 
 

 

The point of order was not heeded by the Speaker and Downer continued to attack the 

Opposition: 
 

Mr Speaker, I challenge the Leader of the Opposition to release publicly his legal advice. 
Indeed, I ask him to table it in the parliament today. We look forward to seeing who wrote 
it as well.  

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13150) 

 
Downer’s attack included reference to the Opposition’s past policy; the Opposition 

spokesman’s appearance on a television interview, The 7.30 Report; insults directed to 

Opposition members (“I can see a blank look on the faces of members of the 

Opposition […] I can always see a blank look on your face.”); and a challenge to the 

Opposition Leader (above). 

 

The exchange above is worth noting for two reasons. Firstly, the question asked for 

“any alternative view” the purpose of which appears to be to attack the Opposition. 

Secondly, the Speaker failed to exercise independent judgment, even though a point of 

order had been raised, and allowed Downer to continue his attack. Besides attacking the 

Opposition, Downer also attacked countries which did not agree with the war. The 

relevant parts of his response are as follows: 

 
Second, let me say that it is an interesting intellectual point that the morality of war is 
determined ultimately by the five permanent members of the Security Council … So if 
France says—as is the case here—that a Security Council resolution should be vetoed, 
that makes a war immoral. Mr Speaker, that is to contract out your foreign policy and, 
worse, to contract out your morality to another country. And the people the Labor Party 
have contracted their foreign policy out to are the French.  

 
(House Hansard 20 March 2003, p. 13150) 

 
Downer thus shifted the agenda to attack France as part of the Security Council, and by 

association to attack the Opposition. 
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There appear to be individual preferences in the use of Dorothy Dixers. In February 

2003, Downer, who was the recipient of most of the Dorothy Dixers, talked at length on 

Saddam Hussein, his ‘evil’ regime, and his weapons of mass destruction. On the other 

hand, Howard received only two Dorothy Dixers, which were asked during a period 

when Opposition MPs were asking a series of specific, tough questions about the 

‘precise date’ of the refit of the HMAS Kanimbla (refer to 5.1.1.3). One Dixer (House 

Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11127) allowed Howard to talk about Iraq’s non-

compliance with UN resolutions, perhaps also a means of justifying the future need to 

go to war against Iraq. He also attacked the UN, especially its Security Council. 

Howard’s other Dixer response was about the Government’s concern for its troops 

(House Hansard 6 February 2003, p. 11130). The data suggests that, unlike Downer, 

Howard was asked Dorothy Dixers only when he was facing a series of tough 

Opposition questions or questions to which he was reluctant to give answers. 

 

Thus, the overall purpose of Dorothy Dixers in February 2003 appears to have been 

propagation of a particular view in relation to Iraq. Responses promoted the view that 

Saddam was evil, Iraq was not complying with UN demands and there was compelling 

evidence of the existence of weapons of mass destruction. Perhaps the overall purpose 

of these views was to justify Australia’s future involvement in military action in Iraq. 

However, in March 2003, the theme seemed to have shifted. Unlike February’s Dorothy 

Dixers which, as mentioned above, were mainly on Saddam and his evil regime, 

weapons of mass destruction and Iraq’s non-compliance, March 2003’s Dorothy Dixers 

shifted the focus to humanitarian aid to Iraq (5); the safety of Australians in that area 

(4); the rebuilding of Iraq (2); and the degree of support from the international 

community (2). The shift in focus is understandable in the context that military action in 

Iraq started in March 2003. 

 

 

8.3 Agenda Shifts in Dorothy Dixers 

 

As noted in Chapter 6, it is somewhat surprising that agenda shifts occurred even in 

responses to Dorothy Dixers. Even though Ministers ‘answered’ all questions put 

forward by Government MPs (since most of the questions were open, leading 

questions), almost all responses included agenda shifts. Similar to the agenda shifts 

found in evasive responses (refer to 6.3), the most prominent agenda shift in responses 
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to Dorothy Dixers was to attack the Opposition (refer to 6.3.2.1). Other popular agenda 

shifts were ‘positive self-presentation’ and ‘negative other-presentation’. For instance, 

in response to a leading Dorothy Dixer asking for the Government’s views on reports of 

Iraqi military tactics involving civilians (refer to earlier discussions - 8.1.2), Downer 

emphasized the positive self-presentation (Australia and its allies) and negative other-

presentation (Iraqi regime) theme. His response also included the views of an American 

pastor who went to Iraq as a human shield. According to Downer, the pastor had said 

that the Iraqis wanted to “gain their freedom from Saddam's bloody tyranny” and that 

they convinced him that “Saddam was a monster the likes of which the world had not 

seen since Stalin and Hitler” (House Hansard 27 March 2003, p. 13802). The quotation 

by the pastor repeated by Downer emphasised the ingroup-outgroup polarization theme 

of positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation. A similar agenda shift 

occurred in response to a Dorothy Dixer on Iraq's international obligations concerning 

the treatment of war prisoners (refer to 8.4 for full transcript of the question), when 

Downer said the following: 

 
Many in the House will recall that in 1991 during the Gulf War the Iraqi regime 
mistreated American and British prisoners of war, and that mistreatment by the Iraqis was 
a clear violation of international law. These events of the last day or so are a brutal 
reminder of Saddam Hussein's violent dictatorship, which the coalition is now determined 
to end. In the situation that the Australian Defence Force has custody over Iraqi prisoners 
of war, it will not come as a surprise to this House to know that they will be treated 
humanely and in full compliance with the laws of armed conflict […] 

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13409) 

 
 
The above exchange again demonstrates that agenda shifts can occur even in Dorothy 

Dixers.  

 

 

8.3.1 Multiple Agenda Shifts in a Single Response 

 

Several responses were noteworthy in the sense that they consisted almost entirely of 

agenda shifts. One example was the reply to a question by a Government MP asking 

Downer about his “recent discussions with the Israeli foreign minister about the 

situation in Iraq” (House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13557). The main agenda shifts 

that occurred in Downer’s lengthy response were: 

 

i. Positive ‘allies’ presentation 
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Downer portrayed Israel in a positive light, when he said: 

 
It is, of course, well remembered that during the last Gulf War Israel was subjected to 
Iraqi acts of aggression. In 1991, Iraq fired 39 Scud missiles into Israel, many of which hit 
the heavily populated city of Tel Aviv, where, by the way, our embassy is based. In those 
circumstances, Israel did exercise remarkable restraint in not responding directly to the 
attacks. There were endeavours, of course, to shoot down the missiles with Patriot missile 
systems.  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13557) 

 

 

ii. Positive self-presentation 

He then portrayed the Australian Government positively when he stated that the Israeli 

Foreign Minister expressed gratitude: 

 
The Israeli foreign minister took the opportunity to express very warm thanks to the 
Australian government and the Australian people for the deployment of Australian troops 
as part of the coalition effort. He explained that this was something that was not only 
noted but also enormously appreciated in Israel.  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13557) 

 
 
 
 
iii. Shift the Agenda: From Iraq (as required by the question) to Palestine 

Downer shifted away from the question’s agenda regarding the “situation in Iraq” to the 

appointment of a new Palestinian Prime Minister and the peace process, topics unrelated 

to the Iraqi situation. 

 
I urged Mr Shalom, during our discussions, to take advantage of the appointment of the 
new Palestinian Prime Minister, Abu Mazen, in order to enter into substantive discussions 
with the Palestinians. I expressed my sincere hope that the road map for peace of which 
President Bush spoke last week would be carried forward. 
I think that there is a real sense, in Israel as well as in the broader international community 
and amongst many Palestinian people, that the appointment of a Prime Minister in the 
Palestinian Authority, and particularly the appointment of Abu Mazen, offers a real 
opportunity for the peace process to be taken forward. I had quite some discussion with 
the Israeli foreign minister about that.  

 
(House Hansard 26 March 2003, p. 13557) 

 
 
Notwithstanding the fact that all questions asked by Government backbenchers were 

classified as answered in this study, Ministers frequently digressed and made agenda 

shifts. Significantly, some responses involved multiple agenda shifts, such as the above.  
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8.4 Dorothy Dixers – A Waste of Time? 

 

An interesting interjection by an Opposition member, following a Dorothy Dixer 

question (also refer to 8.3 above), suggests that the question need not have been asked. 

 
May:     My question is addressed to the Minister for Foreign Affairs. Would the minister 

inform the House as to Iraq's international obligations under the Geneva 
Convention concerning treatment of prisoners of war? 

 
Kerr:      Have a look at the Daily Telegraph on pages 4 and 5! 

 
(House Hansard 25 March 2003, p. 13409)  

 
The implication of what had been uttered by Kerr (the interjector) is that May’s question 

was unnecessary since the information could have been readily found in the “Daily 

Telegraph”. Doubt arises as to whether the questioner actually needed the information 

required. As many political commentators (Jaensch 1986; Emy & Hughes 1991; Coghill 

2002) have suggested, Dorothy Dixers are merely prearranged questions that enable 

Ministers to provide long, verbose responses.  

 

 

 

8.5 Conclusion 

 

Many political commentators use the term ‘Dorothy Dixers’ in reference to questions 

from Government backbenchers and suggest that such questions are prearranged. This 

study provides objective evidence that Government questions are prearranged. Firstly, 

the amount of detailed information provided by Ministers in response to Dixers (such as 

Downer’s names of numerous countries recited in alphabetical order) strongly suggests 

that not only had the questions been prearranged but their responses prepared 

beforehand as well (refer to 8.1.3). Secondly, many of the questions were open, leading 

questions, ‘allowing’ Ministers (especially Foreign Minister Downer) to talk at length, 

highlighting Government achievements, attacking the Opposition and attacking others, 

especially Saddam, and his weapons of mass destruction (refer to 8.2.1). Finally, there is 

other evidence of pre-arrangement, for example, the exchange in which Downer said 

that the questioner had recently spoken to him (“in the last 24 hours”) about the 

situation in Basra and that he was glad she was asking a question about it. Her request 



 210

for an update on the situation in Basra (refer to 8.1.3) casts serious doubt on whether the 

question could possibly be regarded as ‘without notice’.  

 

The study shows that all Government questions appear to be Dorothy Dixers displaying 

the following characteristics: they were mainly structured “Would the Minister 

inform/update the House […]?”; were mainly open, leading questions; appear to have 

been used mainly for propaganda purposes; were usually responded to with a note of 

appreciation and praise (especially by Downer); and the quantity and level of detail 

furnished in the responses provides compelling evidence that the questions and 

responses had been prearranged.  

 

Dorothy Dixers contribute to evasion as a whole because they waste time so that less is 

available for additional questioning by the Opposition. Dorothy Dixers significantly 

restrict the ability of the Opposition to pursue Government accountability, a focal 

purpose of Question Time. Views held two decades ago that Dorothy Dixers were “a 

waste of time” and should not be allowed (Rodan, 1983), still hold true today. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

 

9.0 Introduction  

 

The main purpose of this study, based on the House of Representatives Hansard 

transcripts dealing with the topic of Iraq for the months of February and March 2003, 

was to determine whether evasion occurred during parliamentary Question Time, and if 

so, how it occurred and the frequency of its occurrence. A framework was developed for 

an in-depth analysis of evasion. The limitations of the study, findings, its broader 

implications, and recommendations for future studies are discussed below.  

 

 

9.1 Limitations of Study  

 

Only two consecutive months of Question Time transcripts, solely on the topic of Iraq, 

were analysed. Consequently, it is reasonable to consider whether the findings can be 

generalised for parliamentary Question Time as a whole and in relation to other topics. 

However, because the role of the Opposition is generally to oppose, Opposition MPs 

often ask difficult questions on contentious and politically sensitive issues. The Iraq war 

is one such issue. Such questions might well be evaded and therefore perhaps the 

findings can be generalised to include other Question Time topics. In addition, the 
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analysis mainly involved the performance of only one particular Speaker and some may 

consider that the findings cannot be generalised for the performances of all of Question 

Time’s Speakers. However, because of the partisan nature of the Speakership in 

Australia and method of appointment, he/she continues his/her involvement in party 

matters and is thus widely perceived to be partial towards the Government in his/her 

rulings.  

 

 

 

Since analysis was limited to the topic of Iraq, the majority of questions were directed to 

Prime Minister Howard, Foreign Minister Downer, and occasionally to Acting Prime 

Minister Anderson, and each displayed his own individual style of evasion. Unlike 

Downer and Anderson, who made overt shifts even in Dorothy Dixers, Howard made 

overt shifts only in response to Opposition questions. There were also other individual 

differences regarding the use of evasive techniques and the choice of agenda shifts. The 

findings, thus, cannot be generalised for all Question Time respondents’ evasive 

techniques. However, the study provides clear examples of possible evasive styles. 

Similarly, only a few Opposition MPs participated in the questioning process, thus the 

types and nature of questions asked by these individuals may not necessarily reflect the 

questioning styles of all Opposition questioners. 

 

Another shortcoming of using Hansard transcripts and not ‘live' recorded data is that 

Hansard transcripts converts spoken discourse into a written text with all the  properties 

of written language such as the use of punctuation marks and “the filtering out of 

‘disfluency’ and other properties of spokenness” including intonation and stress 

(Slembrouck 1992, p. 104). Translation from oral to written text “also interferes with 

the level of formality”, for example, “contracted verb forms are not used and informal 

variants are generally avoided”, particularly those considered ‘inappropriate’ in the 

written form (Slembrouck 1992, p. 105). Furthermore, ‘obscured messages’ are 

‘repaired’. Slembrouck (1992, p. 117) concludes that “there are considerable 

discrepancies between the spoken proceedings and what is reported in ‘direct’ form”. 

Thus, the data lacked a key element of parliamentary discourse: its “spokenness” 

(Bayley 2004, p. 7) and paralinguistic features such as stress, intonation, pauses and 

gestures, would have been lost in transcription. Also lost in transcription would be 

background noises such as cheering, jeering and laughter.  



 213

 

On many occasions, only the word ‘interjection’ was recorded in Hansard and the 

researcher could not determine exactly what these interjections were or who made them. 

There were however, instances, when the interjectors and what they said were clearly 

recorded in Hansard. One can infer that this was due to Hansard transcribers clearly 

being able to identify the interjector and what he/she said. As Chilton and Schaffner 

(2002, p. 7) state, the Hansard, the “official printed versions of parliamentary 

proceedings”, is often taken for granted as providing a “verbatim report” but actually its 

emphasis is more on “conceptual accuracy” than on “momentary realities” of 

parliamentary interaction. A further drawback of the study is that there is no certainty 

that unanswered questions, specifically sub-questions, were evaded. They might simply 

have been forgotten by respondents, especially complex Opposition questions which 

were both lengthy and consisted of several sub-questions. In the interests of consistency, 

such responses were classified as evasion in this study. 

 

Despite the above shortcomings and the limited data, the study made several new 

findings in relation to evasion, and the role played by the Speaker and Dorothy Dixers. 

Since there have been few previous studies undertaken in parliamentary Question Time, 

this study could be viewed as a precursor to possible future more detailed 

analysis/studies on various aspects of Question Time, including those recommended by 

the researcher.  

 

 

9.2 Findings and Discussions 

 

This thesis provided an analytical framework for the study of evasion with a detailed 

description of a method for analysing evasive responses. It includes criteria for 

determining levels of evasion, and a means of determining whether overt or covert 

practices were used and the types of agenda shifts that took place. Using this analytical 

framework, the study provided a complete analysis of one such evasive response by the 

Prime Minister. Analysis has also been provided of various other factors that can affect 

evasion in parliamentary Question Time, including the nature and types of questions 

asked, the Speaker’s performance, and the use of Dorothy Dixers. The significant 

findings of the study are summarised below.  
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9.2.1 Questions and Responses 

 

Some differences between Government and Opposition questions were identified. In an 

accountability forum such as Question Time, where the main activity is asking 

questions and providing responses, one might not expect to find an apparent contrast 

between (friendly, open, leading) Government questions and (hostile, rhetorical, 

negatively-inclined) Opposition questions. However, the fact that one can instantly 

determine if a question is coming from a Government or an Opposition questioner 

(without knowing the identity of the questioner or his/her party) raises questions about 

the purposes of parliamentary questions. Government questions were generally easy to 

recognize because an overwhelming majority of them began with the structure, “Would 

the Minister inform/update the House […]”. Similarly, hostile, rhetorical Opposition 

questions were also readily recognisable. These often contained propositions and 

presuppositions that were negatively inclined. Some Opposition questions served only 

to accuse the Government of shortcomings. There is no doubt that such questions 

clearly contravene parliamentary rules regarding the asking of questions (i.e. questions 

must not contain, amongst other things, inferences, imputations or ironical expressions). 

However, this rule may be anomalous in relation to Question Time which is adversarial 

by nature.  

 

Furthermore, questions and responses in Australia’s House of Representatives Question 

Time are not what they appear to be on the surface (the seeking and giving of 

information). These activities appear to function at the level of implicatures 

(inferences), especially those asked by, and in response to, Opposition questioners. 

Perhaps each party (questioner and respondent) used implicatures to avoid being held 

responsible for their utterances. One possible explanation for this is that, if necessary, 

they could deny the implicatures, stating that they were (perhaps) misinterpreted.  

 

 

9.2.2 Evasion 

 

This study provides empirical evidence that evasion does occur during parliamentary 

Question Time (based on the framework developed for that purpose). Of the 87 question 

turns on the topic of Iraq in February and March 2003, all 39 of the Government MPs’ 
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question turns were answered compared to only eight of the 48 Opposition question 

turns. The remainder of the Opposition question turns were either given intermediate 

responses (21) or evaded (19) outright. This has serious implications for Question 

Time’s accountability and information-providing functions.  

 

Besides providing evidence of evasion, this thesis discussed details of the evasive 

techniques used by respondents, including the various levels of evasion, whether overt 

or covert practices were involved, and the different agenda shifts that occurred. The 

most prominent level of evasion was the performance of a task different from that 

required by the question. A possible explanation is that, because this type of response is 

at least related to the question topic, the evasion is much less obvious than it would have 

been if a substantial shift had been made. Attempts to evade answering questions were 

both overt and covert. The current research contributes to the study of evasion by 

extending Clayman’s work on covert evasive practices to include two more covert 

means of evasion (discovered in the course of undertaking this study): the use of 

‘similar words’ and ‘vague, general terms’. An interesting point to note here is the 

respondents’ awareness of Grice’s maxims (discussed above), as they attempted to 

overtly or covertly evade answering questions. Agenda shifts occurred overtly to 

minimise any damages caused by those shifts and covertly, in the hope that the evasions 

would go undetected.  

 

As for the agenda shifts, the main types observed were to ‘attack the Opposition’ and to 

‘talk up one's own side’, findings similar to those made in studies conducted by both 

Bull and Mayer (1993) and Bennett (1997) that ‘making political points’ was the main 

evasive strategy used by politicians. This concurs with current literature which states 

that Question Time is used mainly for political point-scoring exercises. However, all of 

these attacks and counter-attacks could also be viewed as attempts to attack and save 

face. Ministers attempt to save face when attacked by the Opposition and therefore 

agenda shifts may be expected in response to Opposition questions. Nevertheless, it is 

surprising that this also occurred even in response to Dorothy Dixers. Respondents 

waste time with agenda shifts in Dorothy Dixers in that less time is available for more 

Opposition questions thus aiding evasion as a whole.  

 

Since the focus of this study is Iraq, just before and after Australia became involved in 

military action in that country, prominent agenda shifts involved ‘positive self-
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presentation’ (the respondent, his/her department, the Government and allies who agree 

with the Government's policies) and ‘negative other-presentation’ (the questioner, the 

Opposition party, Saddam Hussein, Iraqi forces, the Iraqi Government and other 

organizations and countries that did not agree with the Australian Government's views 

or policies on Iraq). It is ironic that while other studies on ‘negative other-presentation’ 

involved political speeches (Chilton 2004; van Dijk 2005) and parliamentary debates 

(van Dijk 2003), such activities were also noted in parliamentary Question Time. Thus 

far, this has been the only study carried out, worldwide, that reveals that van Dijk’s 

‘negative other-presentation’ occurs during parliamentary Question Time (with 

respondents shifting the agenda to topics such as ‘evil’ Saddam, his regime and Iraq’s 

weapons of mass destruction). 

 

Evasion has a significant impact on the extent to which the Government is held 

accountable for its actions. When respondents evade answering questions, they are not 

being accountable for their own, their Department’s, or the Government’s actions. 

Accountability is further compromised when Question Time sessions are suspended. In 

the two months analysed, Question Time was suspended three times. 

 

It is uncertain whether the shifts and evasions that occurred during Question Time were 

consciously or subconsciously carried out. Were Question Time respondents so much of 

a community of practice that that they used evasive techniques without consciously 

realizing it? Perhaps this explains why there were agenda shifts even in Dorothy Dixers. 

As noted by writer and political commentator, Orwell:  
 

When one watches some tired hack on the platform mechanically repeating the familiar 
phrases – bestial, atrocities, iron heel, bloodstained tyranny … one often has a curious 
feeling that one is not watching a live human being but some kind of dummy. […] A 
speaker who uses this kind of phraseology has gone some distance toward turning himself 
into a machine. The appropriate noises are coming out of his larynx, but his brain is not 
involved as it would be if he were choosing his words for himself. If the speech he is 
making is one that he is accustomed to make over and over again, he may be almost 
unconscious of what he is saying …  

 
(Orwell 1946, p. 6)  

 
Though Orwell, considered to be from the ‘political left’, expressed these views more 

than 60 years ago, they could well apply to Ministers today and their responses during 

Question Time. For example, Downer repeatedly used particular words and phrases, 

such as ‘evil’, ‘abuse’, ‘gruesome’ and ‘weapons of mass destruction’ in his responses 
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to questions on Iraq. Since he was so accustomed to repeating these words and phrases, 

Downer was perhaps unconscious of the repetition. 

 

 

9.2.3 The Speaker 

 

Apart from hostile Opposition questions, the study revealed that other factors also had 

an effect on the occurrence of evasion. The effectiveness of the Speaker in performing 

his/her role can either facilitate or discourage evasion. In the two months of data 

analysed, there were numerous occasions on which the Speaker appeared to fail in 

exerting his authority and preventing evasion. This has significant implications for 

Government accountability. Only the Speaker, who is in charge of the House, can direct 

a Minister to answer a question. Others (such as the questioner or fellow 

parliamentarians) can only raise points of order but it is the Speaker who upholds or 

dismisses them. If he/she rules the response relevant when it is not, he/she has 

effectively allowed evasion to occur. 

 

The study showed instances when points of order were raised regarding irrelevant 

responses but the Speaker dismissed them, or when there were interjections (most 

probably resulting from respondents making agenda shifts) but the Speaker reprimanded 

the interjectors instead of the agenda-shifting Ministers. There were numerous 

interactive interjections, frequently acrimonious or sarcastic, between Government and 

Opposition MPs. This suggests that the participants may not have taken the rules of the 

forum seriously and that the Speaker was ineffective in taking control of the House.  

 

Besides that, there were also other occasions when the Speaker did not, or was unable 

to, take Control of the House. Thus doubt arises as to whether the Speaker had the 

respect, or was in control, of the House, as his role required. Agenda shifts prevail in 

Australia's House of Representative Question Time and only an independent, assertive 

Speaker can either prevent – or at least reduce – its occurrence.  

 

The Speaker also allowed respondents to repeatedly use the pronoun ‘you’, which 

parliamentary rules prohibit, while reprimanding questioners for its use. In fact, there 

was not a single occasion found in this study on which the Speaker reprimanded 

respondents for the use of the pronoun ‘you’ (when directed at an Opposition member). 
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This observation, by itself, suggests that the Speaker may have been either incompetent 

or biased favourably towards the Government.  

 

 

9.2.4 Dorothy Dixers 

 

Current literature on Dorothy Dixers suggests that they are prearranged questions asked 

by Government backbenchers; and respondents, through prepared responses, highlight 

Government achievements or attack the Opposition. The study provides evidence that 

all Government questions appear to have been Dorothy Dixers displaying the following 

characteristics: they were mainly structured, “Would the […] inform/update the House 

[…]?”; they were mainly open and/or leading questions; they appeared to be 

prearranged; the responses appeared to be prepared in advance; and they were mainly 

responded to with a note of appreciation. 

 

In one outstanding example of a detailed answer having been pre-prepared, Downer 

stated that over 40 countries supported the disarmament of Iraq and then proceeded to 

list in strict alphabetical order (with the exception of the last three in the sequence) the 

names of 31 countries that ‘publicly’ supported disarmament. He also presented 

considerable detailed information in his responses to other Dorothy Dixers. 

 

The study also identified what appear to be the purposes of Dorothy Dixers. Besides 

attacking the Opposition and highlighting Government achievements, of particular 

interest is the way Dorothy Dixers were used as ideological or propaganda devices, i.e. 

as a means for the Government to propagate its own views on the issue of Iraq. In just 

one of the months analysed (February 2003), the word ‘Saddam’ appeared 35 times; 

‘regime’, 19 times; and the term ‘weapons of mass destruction’ (WMD) and words 

associated with it, 37 times. All were in Dorothy Dixers questions and responses. Thus, 

it appears that Dorothy Dixers in February 2003 were used to highlight Iraq’s weapons 

of mass destruction and Saddam Hussein’s ‘evil’ regime.  

 

Fairclough (1989, p. 24) states that there is a close relationship between language and 

ideology and since people “internalize what is socially produced and made available to 

them”, words and phrases repeatedly used by Question Time respondents could easily 

become the part of public’s (listeners’) common-sense assumptions. This strongly 
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suggests that, consciously or unconsciously, Dorothy Dixers were used as a propaganda 

tool to convince fellow parliamentarians and the public at large to accept the 

Government's view that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and therefore that 

military action was justified. This is hardly inconsequential since the existence of 

weapons of mass destruction, the main reason for Australia’s participation in the war in 

Iraq, was subsequently revealed to be unsubstantiated. 

 

Dorothy Dixers contribute to evasion as a whole because they waste time such that less 

is available for questions from the Opposition. Dorothy Dixers significantly restrict the 

ability of the Opposition to pursue Government accountability, a focal purpose of 

Question Time. The fact that about half of all questions come from Government MPs 

and that these questions are seemingly prearranged, clearly implies that for this reason 

alone the accountability potential of Question Time can be immediately reduced by at 

least 50%. Dorothy Dixers provide an avenue for the Government to evade 

parliamentary accountability. Further, it would seem disingenuous to contend that the 

Government asking and answering questions of itself could possibly contribute any 

useful information to the Parliament or constitute a means by which the Government 

was holding itself to account. It is therefore surprising that such questions have become 

accepted practice in Question Time.  

 

 

9.3 Recommendations for Future Studies  

 

This study could be viewed as a foundation for more in-depth studies on evasion in 

parliamentary discourse. Longitudinal and comparative studies could be carried out on 

either the same topic (Iraq) over different time frames or a few major topics (such as 

health, education and transport) over a certain period of time. Comparative studies could 

also be carried out on many of the aspects of evasion: the Speaker’s performance, for 

example, and/or the use of Dorothy Dixers during Question Time between different 

parties when they were in Government (for example a Labour Government compared to 

a Liberal Government). There could also be a comparative analysis between the 

questioning styles of past and present Question Time participants or on individual styles 

of evasion (for example, Howard compared to former Australian Prime Minister, 

Keating).  
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A comparative study, similar to the ones mentioned above, could also be carried out 

between the Senate and the House of Representatives Question Time or between the 

current Federal and State Question Time forums. Similar comparative cross-

jurisdictional studies could be carried out between Australia's House of Representatives 

Question Time and its equivalent in other parliamentary systems. An interesting study 

would be to determine if bipartisanship of the Speakers has an effect on occurrences of 

evasion. This could involve comparative studies of Speakers across different 

parliamentary systems. Furthermore, the framework for the systematic analysis of 

evasion in parliamentary discourse, developed for this study, could be modified and 

adapted to study evasion in other areas of interactions, such as political interviews. 

 

 

9.4 Conclusion  

 

This study contributes to our understanding in a number of fields. Firstly, it contributes 

to the field of evasion by providing a framework for an in-depth study of evasion which 

could not only be used in parliament but also in other situations such as political 

interviews, a significant advance in existing research methods. Based on the framework, 

the study provides empirical evidence that evasion does occur during parliamentary 

Question Time, a study that has not previously been undertaken in Australia or 

elsewhere in the world. Apart from the development of a framework for the systematic 

analysis of evasion, the study increases our knowledge of the evasive techniques used 

by Australian politicians. It also provides insights into how the performance of the 

Speaker and the use of Dorothy Dixers contribute to evasion as a whole. Secondly, the 

study contributes to the field of parliamentary studies, specifically to our understanding 

of the discourse analytical workings of Australia’s parliamentary Question Time. No 

linguistic studies had previously been undertaken on the nature of questions asked and 

responses given in the context of Australia’s Question Time.  

 

This work also contributes to the field of critical discourse analysis by illustrating how 

certain words and phrases (eg. ‘WMD’ or ‘weapons of mass destruction’), repeatedly 

used during Question Time in questions and responses to Dorothy Dixers, could have an 

impact on the common-sense assumptions of fellow parliamentarians and the 

overhearing audience. The study, thus, hopefully contributes towards the development 

of a consciousness among the public of “the extent to which their language does rest 
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upon common-sense assumptions, and the ways in which these common-sense 

assumptions can be ideologically shaped by relations of power” (Fairclough 1989, p. 4) 

through Question Time. It contributes to the field of pragmatics, specifically regarding 

the use of presuppositions (mainly by Opposition questioners) and the use of 

implicatures by both questioners and respondents. It also demonstrates how Question 

Time’s exchanges operate mainly at the level of implicatures. It contributes towards 

studies on the Cooperative Principle, by showing that a unique form of cooperation does 

exist even among adversaries.  

 

Another finding of this study was that the expected, question-answer sequences quite 

often transformed into interactive interjections, with the respondents focusing on and 

responding to interjectors. Such interactions, not permitted in any other formal 

institutions (eg. Law courts), appear to be tolerated in parliamentary Question Time. 

They sometimes develop into, or lead to, unruly behaviour, which may well be a reason 

why Question Time is viewed negatively by many political commentators. Some of the 

exchanges can only be seen as providing, at best, amusement and entertainment.  

 

The most important contribution of the study relates to accountability. The fact that 

evasion occurs; the perceived complicity of the Speaker; rules often being broken; the 

existence of prearranged Dorothy Dixers; and hostile, unanswerable Opposition 

questions, can all lead to an overall evasion of accountability by the Government. In 

addition, the fact that Question Time has, on occasion, been suspended by the 

Government for reasons such as the presentation of motions compromises Government 

accountability further. Most genuine questions that seek to secure factual answers rather 

than political point scoring are placed on notice and answered in writing. Accountability 

may be better served through questions on notice.  

 

Chilton (2004), in describing UK’s parliamentary discourse, states that the existence of 

various rules and regulations does not prevent them being broken. He then raises the 

pertinent question as to “what is the nature and function of the parliamentary discourse 

that involves institutionalised question-asking” (Chilton 2004, p. 95). Since evasion has 

been shown to occur during Australia’s House of Representatives Question Time, a 

similar question arises: what exactly is the purpose of Question Time? The evidence 

from this study strongly suggests it has little or nothing to do with effectively holding 

the Government accountable for its actions to the Parliament and the people. 
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Appendix A 
 
The following exchange took place between Opposition Leader Crean and Prime Minister 
Howard: 
 
1. Mr Crean  -     My question is to the Prime Minister. Prime Minister, now that you have had 24 hours  
2.  to check on the information, on what precise date did the government order the refit of  
3.  the HMAS Kanimbla in preparation for its forward deployment to a possible war in Iraq? 
4. Mr Howard -   I thank the Leader of the Opposition. Let me take him through the sequence  
5.  of events. I announced on 10 January, following a meeting of the National Security  
6.  Committee of cabinet, that some forces would be forward deployed to the Gulf in  
7.  preparation for any military action that the government might decide to commit  
8.  Australian forces to. Prior to this announcement, I had made it clear that the Australian  
9.  Defence Force military planners were aware of and had engaged in prudent contingency  
10.  planning with their US counterparts for possible military action against Iraq. I have been  
11.  saying this for quite a number of weeks; indeed, months. 
12.  I mentioned in parliament as early as 19 August 2002 - Hansard, page 4802 - that  
13.  Australian military liaison personnel had been placed in the US command structure since  
14.  the start of the war against terrorism. At a doorstop interview on 5 September and again  
15.  on 24 September and in a radio interview with Neil Mitchell on 4 October, I again said  
16.  that contingency discussions had taken place between Australian and US military  
17.  planners. That is as far back as October last year. 
18.  On 20 November 2002, in an address to the Committee for Economic Development of  
19.  Australia, I repeated that Australian military personnel had engaged in contingency  
20.  discussions with the United States and in addition I indicated in that same speech that the  
21.  Australian Defence Force, as the public would expect, had undertaken contingency  
22.  arrangements against the possibility of an involvement in military operations. 
23.  It does puzzle me, and I think it will puzzle members on this side of the House, that the  
24.  opposition thinks there is something wrong with the idea of getting our military ready in  
25.  case they are asked to undertake duties. That is essentially what has been occurring. I  
26.  make no bones about that and I have never sought to disguise it. 
27.  In relation to the Kanimbla, Australian ships have been operating in the Gulf as part of 
28.  the maritime interdiction force on and off since it was established and continuously since  
29.  the middle of 2001. On 17 October 2001 I announced that Australia would maintain a  
30.  naval presence in the Multinational Interception Force as part of its overall contribution  
32.  to the war against terrorism. On 2 September 2002 Defence's Maritime Headquarters  
33.  directed that HMAS Kanimbla be prepared for a routine rotation to the MIF. The Navy  
34.  has two amphibious transport ships, HMAS Kanimbla and HMAS Manoora. 
35.  Both ships had previously deployed to the Gulf as part of the Navy's standard rotation.  
36.  HMAS Kanimbla had already served in the Gulf from December 2001 to March 2002.  
37.  HMAS Manoora returned from operations in the Gulf in mid-2002. HMAS Kanimbla  
38.  underwent specific preparations for MIF duties at Fleet Base East, Sydney, between 14  
39.  and 31 October 2002. HMAS Kanimbla was to be prepared to deploy in March 2003. 
40.  HMAS Kanimbla sailed to Melbourne and conducted a port visit between 3 and 9  
41.  November 2002. Following this visit she then completed some outstanding maintenance  
42.  work until 23 January 2003. Following my 10 January 2003 announcement, the Chief of  
43.  the Defence Force ordered on 13 January that HMAS Kanimbla was to be on 48 hours  
44.  notice to sail from 20 January 2003. HMAS Kanimbla's deployment to the MIF was  
45.  subsequently brought forward from March 2003 to January 2003. HMAS Kanimbla, as  
46.  the Leader of the Opposition will know because he was there, departed Fleet Base East  
47.  on 23 January 2003.  
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48.  The exercises have been raised. Let me inform the House that HMAS Kanimbla conducts 
49.  joint amphibious training with the Army on a routine basis. From 16 to 27 September  
50.  2002 HMAS Kanimbla participated in Exercise Swift Eagle in the Shoalwater Bay  
51.  training area as part of its planned amphibious training. Exercise Swift Eagle is con-duc- 
52.  ted every two years. The 2002 exercise was approved by the Defence leadership in March  
53.  of 2001. Personnel from Ross Island were drawn from 10 Forward Support Battalion,  
54.  who embarked on HMAS Kanimbla with two landing craft - medium LCMHs - as part of  
55.  the routine training activities. At the conclusion of the exercise the LCMH remained  
56.  embarked on HMAS Kanimbla to undergo the inte-gra-tion and continuing training in the  
57.  lead-up to the planned deployment of HMAS Kanimbla to the MIF. 
58.  The rest of the note relates to the foreign minister, and we have dealt with that. But that is 
59.  the situation regarding the HMAS Kanimbla. 
60. Mr Crean  -    I ask the Prime Minister to table the document from which he was reading. 
61. The Speaker - Was the Prime Minister reading from a document? 
62. Mr Howard -  Yes. 
63. The Speaker - Is the document confidential? 
64. Mr Howard -  Yes. 
 

(House of Representatives Hansard, 06 February 2003, p. 11129)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


