
Bringing agency back in: the missing link between identity, 

knowledge, and mediated discourse 

Robin Tschötschela & Thomas Jacobsb 
August 25, 2021 

Abstract 

In an era often characterised by the notions of “post-truth” and “identity politics”, the nexus 
between communication, knowledge, and identity forms a crucial realm for social-scientific 
analysis. However, existing approaches, inspired by content, frame, and discourse analysis 
often rest on a limited conceptualisation of the agency exercised by those appearing in medi-
ated discourse as speakers or subjects. To remedy this, we argue for an intervention inspired 
by Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and propose a framework combining ANT and poststruc-
turalist Discourse Theory (PDT). Building on a discussion of the theoretical similarities be-
tween the two, our core proposal is to study the associations between identity markers and 
knowledge claims at the sentence level to make transparent how and by whom they are artic-
ulated. The nuance gained deepens our understanding of the discursive construction of iden-
tity and knowledge, shedding light on the links between identity polarisation and the politici-
sation of facts. 
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Introduction 

Veracity is political. When individuals call a truth claim ‘fake news’ or present ’alternative 

facts’, they strikingly exemplify the political nature of controversies about knowledge and 

meaning. Often, these controversies contain implicit and explicit markers of political identity, 

enmeshing disputes over what is (and can be) known with those over political belonging and 

identity. In the contemporary era of “identity politics”, this phenomenon has become almost 

omnipresent, not only in the United States where “affective polarisation” based on party iden-

tity has become the most important social cleavage (Iyengar & Westwood 2015). While the 

“politicisation of facts” (van der Linden, Leiserowitz, & Maibach 2018) may be evident in 

the field of cultural politics and immigration, it also touches areas that rely heavily on scien-

tific experts, such as climate change and economic policy. As the study of identity and 

knowledge construction becomes ever more important to communication science, political 

science, and sociology, the analytical work conducted at the intersection of these traditions 

becomes ever more relevant.  

In this paper, we want to single out three sets of approaches we see as contenders for 

studying the interplay of knowledge and identity in communication: “content” analysis, 

“frame” analysis, and “discourse” analysis. Frequently used in communication and political 

science, they serve as reference points for our subsequent discussion. In the later parts of our 

argument, we will particularly zoom in on discourse analysis, as many approaches falling un-

der its umbrella statedly aim to tackle the co-construction of identities and knowledge (Van 

Dijk 2003). Our core argument is that many analyses drawing on one of these three ap-

proaches — especially those that focus precisely on the identity-knowledge nexus — suffer 

from a limited theorization of human agency and how it shapes public discourses (Leipold & 

Winkel 2017; Carpentier 2017, p. 7).  
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Empirical research informed by content and frame analysis — by choice rather than 

oversight — has a tendency to ignore the ongoing dynamics of identity construction as actors 

are passively portrayed or even actively given space to speak on their own behalf. Discourse 

analyses, meanwhile — even those calling themselves “poststructuralist” (Leipold & Winkel 

2017; Carpentier 2017, Jacobs 2019) — are prone to conceptualising identity and knowledge 

as structural aspects of discourse, thus de-emphasizing the agency that is exercised by those 

appearing in and contributing to public discourse. Overall, this leads to a partial and limited 

understanding of how identity and knowledge are articulated by both — those producing 

texts and statements and those appearing within them. The result are analyses that lack a ro-

bust account of the manner in which participants in public discourse exercise agency in pro-

ducing intersubjective understandings of knowledge and identity, accompanied by a relative 

neglect of the role of implicit power relations herein (Larsson 2015, Jacobs 2019). 

In our view, discourse analysis, frame analysis and most other content-oriented ap-

proaches stand to benefit from an intervention inspired by Latourian Actor-Network Theory 

(ANT) (Latour 1999 2005) and the sociological study of meaning-making and knowledge 

practices. The framework we present here stresses the relevance of ongoing public and medi-

ated controversies about (political) identities and knowledge. Following Latour (2005), we 

argue that such controversies and their closure are key points of entry to understanding how 

actors exercise their agency in shaping identities and knowledge. Our framework, based on a 

combination of ANT and Political Discourse Theory (Laclau & Mouffe 1985/2001), aims to 

allow analysts to capture the often disputed and contested actor-networks presented in dis-

course. It highlights the links between knowledge and identity and aims to do justice to the 

agency of those producing messages, those appearing in them, and the recipients alike.  

This paper advances in five steps. We begin by (1) providing clear conceptual defini-

tions and a brief argument that centring agency is crucial to understanding how knowledge 
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and identity are negotiated in public discourse. We advance with (2) a critical discussion of 

how political and communication science predominantly conceptualize the agency of their 

actors with a particular emphasis on frame and discourse-analytic approaches. We then (3) 

articulate the intervention proposed (inspired) by Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and formu-

late requirements for an agency-sensitive framework that can centre questions of identity and 

knowledge. Subsequently (4), we discuss our take on poststructuralist Political Discourse 

Theory (PDT). Rather than an alternative to our approach, we see it as a suitable theory to 

help operationalize our proposed framework, which we present in detail in step (5). As part of 

our exposition, we return to frame analysis and show how it can be modified to become an 

approach for studying identity and knowledge. 

Agency shapes knowledge and identity 

If we reflect for a moment about the purposes of studying mediated discourse and political 

messaging, what content analysis, frame analysis, and discourse analysis all share is the im-

plicit or explicit aim to uncover patterns of human meaning-making. A crucial feature of the 

enterprise of meaning-making is the construction, interpretation, and expression of the 

agency of a multiplicity of actors. When we watch the news, we do not just gain knowledge 

of current affairs and events; we also watch journalists producing news items, anchors fram-

ing the news, sources giving information, experts offering their opinion, etc. Making sense of 

the world around us is impossible without making sense of how others make sense of the 

world around them, and when they do so, we learn as much about their identity as about the 

world they interpret. Identities and knowledge are thus always temporary outcomes of com-

munication processes in which actors exercise their agency.  

Before engaging with the existing literature in greater depth, a definition of what we 

mean by knowledge, identity, and agency is in order. While all three are thorny concepts, 
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from a philosophical perspective, knowledge poses the greatest difficulties as  “some contem-

porary epistemologists [even] reject the assumption that knowledge is susceptible to analysis” 

(Ichikawa & Steup 2018). Leaving aside such fundamental problems, we turn towards the so-

ciological literature that studies knowledge from a pragmatic lens, focusing on how humans 

define, make, and use it (e.g. Knorr-Cetina 1981; Latour 1999). In line with this notion, we 

draw the reader’s attention to instances of knowledge articulation. They include claims about 

what is known (what the facts are), arguments aimed at distinguishing different types of 

knowledge from another (e.g. scientific fact from common sense or superstition), and ulti-

mately also disputes about what can be known. Taking this perspective, it becomes clear that 

knowledge is inextricably tied to communication and subject to human agency. Inspired by 

the discourse-theoretical framework that we will formulate later in this paper, we see 

knowledge as produced, constructed, and stabilized in discourse. Consequently, what consti-

tutes and does not constitute valid knowledge, depends on discursive power relations. 

Second, the notion of identity is similarly complex and studied from a wide variety of 

social scientific angles. Here, we focus on the communication of identities in public and me-

diated discourse. For this purpose, we build on social-psychological theory arguing that hu-

mans use partially shared “social identity prototypes” (Hogg & Reid 2006) and “schemata” 

(cf. Monroe, Hankin, & Vechten 2000) to elaborate their own identity. In essence, these are 

mental assemblages of, among other things, behaviours, attitudes, norms, values, and beliefs, 

that individuals identify with to varying degrees. These blueprints are shared through sym-

bolic action and the use of language, which “can be seen as reflecting, conveying, or con-

structing identities or as carrying out all those functions at the same time” (De Fina 2012, p. 

1). In doing so, knowledge about identities is articulated together with other objects of 
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knowledge. Thus, analysing public and political discourse offers a key point of entry to un-

derstand the links between identity and knowledge about substantive issues, such as migra-

tion, climate change, or the economy. 

Finally, turning towards agency, we find it fruitful to build on the proposition by 

Emirbayer & Mische (1998). They see agency as the “engagement by actors of different 

structural environments”, which “both reproduces and transforms those structures in interac-

tive responses to the problems posed by changing historical situations” (p. 970). In our view, 

actors’ knowledge claims about their life-world or their (and others’) identities are precisely 

that: engagements of shared meaning structures, transforming and reproducing them. On the 

other hand, other forms of behaviour often have an (implicit) element of agency that engages 

and transforms the identities and knowledge of and about themselves and other actors. We 

argue that analyses of public and mediated discourse, rather than emphasising de-humanised 

‘objective’ meaning structures, should centre on actors and how they exercise their agency as 

entry points for analysing identity and knowledge articulation. While some existing ap-

proaches already facilitate such an endeavour to a certain degree or hold the potential to do 

so, we believe an even stronger focus and more elaborate theoretical background is needed.   

Actors without agency?  

Political and communication scientists studying mediated public discourses usually make 

claims about the production, the content, or the reception of these discourses. In the first and 

the last, human agency is usually well accounted for: most analyses of how discourses are 

shaped and interpreted take stock of the role of actors. In communication science, the produc-

tion side has been theorised and studied using sociological approaches, for example by focus-

ing on the hierarchy of influences journalists have to navigate when doing their work (Reese 

& Shoemaker 2016). At the other end, an entire subfield — media and message effects re-

search — is dedicated to experimentally studying human reactions to public communication 
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in its various forms (e.g. Scheufele & Tewksbury 2007). Prominent macroscopic frameworks 

in political science tend to emphasize the intersection of ideas, interests, and institutions that 

shape discourse (Carstensen & Schmidt 2016) and the resulting political or policy shifts that 

arise from or in response to a changing public discourse (Schmidt 2011). However, when the 

focus shifts from the production or reception of mediated political discourses to their content, 

most actors appearing in the text are reduced to their role as “sources”, or “subject” and 

“speaker positions”, and theoretical frameworks often obfuscate or ignore how actors have 

exercised their agency in articulating the statements presented in the text. 

Missing agency in content and frame analysis  

In communication science, the label “content analysis” is often used to denote a specific com-

bination of textual (including “text” in the form of visual and audio information) analysis that 

relies on “reliable” codebooks and quantitative (statistical) analysis. However, here we use 

the label more broadly and see it as an umbrella term for analytical approaches that focus on 

the “content” of communication and mediated discourse rather than its production, dissemi-

nation, or effects. Content analyses range from strongly positivist to fully interpretative but 

usually settle somewhere on the middle of the scale. At the positivist end of the spectrum, 

studies build knowledge based on analysing seemingly immanent text features (such as word 

counts, sentence length, lexical diversity) and strongly focus on reliability (cf. Lombard, 

Snyder-Duch, & Bracken 2002) and replicability. By adopting an agnostic stance towards the 

meaning created by both the author of the text and the actors appearing within it, this ap-

proach adopts a relatively objectivist stance towards the material used for analysis. Appar-

ently “objective” measures can play a role in an interpretative analysis, for example by 

providing contextual information and insights about the scope and extent of other findings. 
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Still, they limit the researcher in analysing larger blocks of meanings necessary to make in-

ferences about how different actors exercise their agency in constructing and disputing identi-

ties and knowledge. 

Frame analysis, one approach often conducted under the label of content analysis, 

tries to bridge positivist and interpretative stances and make the analysis of meaning con-

veyed in text more explicit. In our view, “frame analysis”, like many other research strate-

gies, is both a theoretical stance and a methodological approach. On the one hand, the ab-

stract concept “frame” is meant to capture a device used for conveying meaning by organis-

ing the material presented, giving emphasis, or presenting equivalent information differently 

(cf. Cacciatore, Scheufele, & Iyengar 2015). On the other, researchers typically operational-

ise frames as the presence of certain frame elements that can be coded relatively “objec-

tively” — so the proponents of this strategy argue (cf. Matthes & Kohring 2008) – giving the 

approach a positivist twist. This strategy shares with “holistic” or “hermeneutic” (Matthes & 

Kohring 2008) approaches to frame analysis that frames are conceptualised relatively inde-

pendent of the actors articulating them. At times, the latter are indicators pointing towards the 

presence of a particular frame or are integrated into the analysis as “frame proponents”. Nev-

ertheless, their agency is rarely central to the analysis, and neither are actors’ identities seen 

as co-produced by the frames attributed to them, giving frame analysis a structuralist under-

pinning. As a rare exception, some constructionist theorising on frames highlights the inter-

play of frame sponsors and journalists in shaping mediated frames (e.g. Gorp 2007) — our 

propositions for an identity- and knowledge-centred approach to frame analysis at the end of 

this paper can be seen as an extension of this line of work. 

Discourse Analysis and its (hidden) structuralism 

Discourse-analytic approaches to content analysis are closest to the interpretivist pole of the 

spectrum. While scholars using discourse-analytic methods and theories mostly reject the 
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positivist paradigm underpinning most traditional content and frame analysis, they share an 

analytical focus on the internal structure of a message. Prominent discourse-analytic tradi-

tions such as Political Discourse Theory (PDT) (also known as Postfoundational, Post-Marx-

ist, or Poststructuralist Discourse Theory) claim to extend their conception of discourse be-

yond the spoken or written message (Laclau & Mouffe 1985/2001) to include the practices 

and actions of the subjects of the discourse in question. Still, their operationalization usually 

focuses on the ‘textual’ component of discourse (Remling 2017) and particularly on how the 

producers of statements and text represent action and behaviour. Agency is thus primarily 

taken stock of in the production of discourse. Once a discourse’s manifest content comes un-

der analysis, the active interventions of the subjects that feature in the text disappear out of 

sight, and thus their agency is largely neglected.  

Furthermore, in explaining discourses and their effects, poststructuralist analyses tend 

towards a renewed structuralism (Leipold & Winkel 2017). Empirical phenomena are ex-

plained by referring to the macro-level ideological structures behind them (the discourse), 

while the power of these macro-structures is explained by a “fantasmatic investment” (Gly-

nos & Howarth 2007), psychological attachment caused by features of that structure. Where 

agency can enter this picture is highly unclear. As a consequence, PDT, which is usually al-

leged to suffer from an institutionalist deficiency (Jacobs 2019), also suffers a deficiency 

concerning agency: The snapshots of a structure at a given point in time, presented as the out-

come of a discourse-analytical study, do not elucidate the ongoing renegotiation and re-con-

struction of that structure by its subjects and underappreciate the abilities of actors to articu-

late political logics. Subjects and speaker positions (and thus identities) are conceptualised as 

features of the discourse rather than as open-ended and disputed articulations of actors that 

retain their agency within the discourse in which they are being subjectivised.  
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Yet, creating additional room for agency need not detract from the central analytical 

concept of discourse, as Carpentier (2017). Instead, it functions as a supplement, enabling a 

“more nuanced perspective on the relationship between the discursive and the material, its 

structuring capacities, and the ways it actually allows for human freedom and agency.” (Car-

pentier 2017, p. 7). Consequently, the way actors facilitate or constrain the shape of their dis-

cursive construction can be taken into account while recognising the power of discursive and 

material structures.   

To sum up, while many studies with a focus on production and consumption of medi-

ated and political public discourse account for the agency of the authors and recipients, the 

tendency to ignore the agency of the actors appearing within it is striking — and that is de-

spite these actors often being the primary source of sense-making. In fact, they are the key, 

privileged source of meaning, and their neglect is precisely the issue that this paper seeks to 

remedy. Below, we formulate an analytical framework built on an intervention informed 

chiefly by Latourian Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Political Discourse Theory. The fol-

lowing section introduces the Latourian intervention, while the ensuing one discusses how it 

complements and fits with PDT. 

The Latourian Intervention: Actor-Network Theory 

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) can be seen as a theoretical and methodological challenge to 

the social sciences, defying their practitioners to flip their perspective on what their science is 

about. According to Bruno Latour (2005), most social sciences explain a range of phenom-

ena, such as social outcomes, education, policy, opinion, knowledge, but also institutional ar-

rangements, by different types of a priori social categories and the relations between them. 

This approach, he argues, should be replaced by an approach that explains social ties and cat-

egories by showing how they are actualised when actors act (figure 1). In other words: the 
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“boundary work” (Lamont & Molnár 2002) done by the actors studied should be a central el-

ement of all social scientific analysis. ANT does this by focusing on the “associations” 

(Latour 2005) between different entities (actors, groups, non-human agencies, objects of 

knowledge, etc.) created by human action. For example, speaking as a representative for a 

civic association, showing up for a meeting, or voting for a party all create links between en-

tities and thus develop the social. In principle, any form of practice can establish associations, 

which means that a wide variety of methods (ranging from ethnography to statistics) is 

needed to establish a comprehensive picture, of which studies of mediated and public dis-

course are one — we would argue central — element.  

Figure 1: relationships between the social, practice, and discourse as commonly conceptualized and inspired by Actor-
Network Theory 

 

 

Consequently, ANT can be read as a critique of structuralism’s dominance in various 

forms of content, frame, and discourse analysis: all associations are the outcome of actors ex-

ercising their agency, rather than properties of a discursive structure or mere expression of an 

existing social order and identity categories. ANT simultaneously also rejects the more posi-

tivist strands of content analysis: following ANT, all media statements are both expressions 

and building blocks of existing and new associations, and to analyse them requires an ele-

ment of interpretation. In addition, in the view of most scholars working with ANT, research-

ers themselves participate in associational work: for example, every time a social category, 
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such as gender or age, is used, the distinctions it establishes are drawn again. As a conse-

quence of this feedback of social research, scholars are challenged to exercise “reflexivity” 

(cf. Michael 2017, p. 16f) and show awareness of their role in making and breaking associa-

tions. Returning to how identity and knowledge are achieved and performed at the level of 

communicative action, ANT encourages researchers to set aside existing identity categories 

and inductively develop them from the empirical material instead. 

This turn away from pre-configured structures and towards a focus on practice and 

agency is undergirded by a complex social theory. ANT, as typically presented, argues for a 

radical departure from the often-debated structure-agency distinction that much social scien-

tific builds on (Latour 2005). Other (in particular sociological) approaches have sought to 

show how actors are at the same time both constrained and enabled by structures and how 

structures are both reproduced and transformed by action (e.g. Boltanski 2011). Following a 

similar line of thought, rather than positing a structure as something that can exist inde-

pendently of agency, ANT emphasizes the work done by actors to bring “collectives” into ex-

istence, imbuing them with a level of agency to act (Latour 2005). The crucial point here is 

that if actors stopped maintaining and speaking out about their collectives (institutions, or-

ganisations, groups, ideas, etc.), these identities would simply fall apart and cease to exist. 

We want to alert content, frame, and discourse analysis to the fact that this way of thinking 

grants a form of agency to actors even as they are situated in the discourse and being discur-

sively constructed.  

In our reading of ANT, most entities and collectives (human and non-human) have 

both a life on their own but also depend on individual human actors to be mobilised to act in a 

particular situation. For example, it is not a matter of human interpretation if a storm un-

leashes itself onto a city, whether bees are dying in the billions or the Earth is getting warmer. 

Nonetheless, without humans claiming that such events and phenomena occur, they would be 
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irrelevant and not exist as objects of knowledge in mediated public discourse. Other beings 

and collectives can only act when they are brought into play — “the Law” may prevent cer-

tain things from occurring, but it cannot act without a range of spokespeople (police officers, 

public prosecutors, judges, etc.). Meaning is thus ultimately dependent on actors’ articulation 

and consequently an object of contestation. As we will discuss in greater depth below, this 

view of agency as meaning-making by reference to partly independent beings and collectives 

(or structures) also underpins PDT and constitutes the fundament of our co-articulation of the 

two theories. 

Knowledge supported by chains of reference 

Above, we argued that questions of knowledge are inextricably linked with the articulation of 

identities. Turning towards knowledge, at an epistemological level, ANT questions the Kant-

ian distinction between the world out there and the representations in the minds of humans 

and articulated within language (Latour 1999 1993). This duality, so Latour, leads to an un-

fruitful discussion about the (in-)ability of humans to represent an external nature. Instead, 

according to the onto-epistemological position developed by ANT (based on a range of stud-

ies of scientific practice), scientific knowledge is a “chain of reference” (Latour. 1999, pp. 

69-73): through multiple steps, more and more general and abstract claims refer to particular 

and concrete “data” at a lower level. While none of these links can claim to represent the 

lower levels of data, science gives strength to its knowledge claims by making these chains 

transparent and explicit. 

Building on this notion of knowledge, we draw on Latour’s earlier work to analyse 

how actors construct knowledge in mediated public discourse by presenting chains of refer-

ence as ‘evidence’. For example, actors may claim that the severity of a downpour is indica-

tive of a relatively high water content in the atmosphere and thus partly caused by climate 

change. The advantage of conceptualising knowledge claims this way lies in bringing ANTs 
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theoretical strands about group formation, agency, and knowledge together and applying 

them to public and mediated communication. We can thus pursue our interest in the 

knowledge-identity-communication triangle from one theoretical framework.   

While ANT, as presented here, offers a way of thinking about identity, knowledge, 

and agency that suits our purpose in this paper, we also find that it holds certain limitations 

that prevent us from outright adopting it as a framework without modification. To begin with, 

ANT scholars have traditionally paid little attention to the arenas where humans explicitly ar-

ticulate their groups and identities: the public sphere and institutionalised politics (cf. Mi-

chael 2017, pp. 10-51). However, precisely these realms hold a wealth of data to study the 

controversies central to ANT (e.g. Venturini 2009; Besel 2011; Marrres 2016) and are critical 

arenas in which power struggles over representation play out. When this field of group-for-

mation and human interaction is ignored, ANTs potential to analyse and critically interrogate 

power and public discourse cannot be realised.  

In our view, this is a moment where Discourse Theory’s capacity to take stock of 

power and political dynamics can make a fruitful addition: its conceptual and methodological 

tools allow us to identify power-laden discursive patterns of meaning-making in the public 

sphere. It has a rich history when it comes to analysing political (e.g. Howarth & Torfing 

2005) and media discourse (e.g. Phelan & Dahlberg 2011), and its conceptual apparatus is at-

tuned explicitly to this purpose. While it was long alleged to suffer a methodological deficit, 

recent interventions in entirely different directions have ensured that there are plenty of dif-

ferent methods available to scholars seeking to operationalize PDT in empirical research (e.g. 

Glynos & Howarth 2007; Remling 2017; Jacobs & Tschötschel 2019). Bearing in mind our 

ANT-inspired intervention, the strengths and theoretical focus of PDT allow us to develop a 

framework attuned to questions of power, identity, and knowledge negotiated in mediated 

and political discourse.  
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The Social Theory of  Political Discourse Theory 

Post-Marxist or poststructuralist Discourse Theory has a highly interesting account of identity 

and knowledge (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002), but despite its best intentions, its applications 

often fail to develop a coherent understanding of agency, as it has a structuralist inclination 

(Leipold & Winkel 2017; Carpentier 2017, p. 7). Put briefly, the agency of a discourse’s sub-

jects disappears, as they are relegated to being articulated into the subject positions estab-

lished by that discourse (Leipold & Winkel 2017, pp. 3-5). At the same time, the hegemony-

driven account of public, political, and institutional discourse offered by Laclau and Mouffe 

(1985/2001) is highly sensitive to power relations, a quality we find lacking in traditional Ac-

tor-Network Theory. A productive cross-pollination between ANT and PDT thus appears to 

be possible, and this section ventures deeper into how PDT stands to benefit from ANT. 

Political Discourse Theory’s core postulate, the idea that meaning is never final or 

fixed but always “dislocated” and hence “political” (Dyrberg 2004), “opens up the way for 

constant social struggles about definitions of society and identity, with resulting social ef-

fects” (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, p. 24). As Laclau and Mouffe (1985/2001, p. 105) put it 

themselves, articulation is “any practice establishing a relation among elements such that 

their identity is modified as a result of the articulatory practice”, and discourse is “the struc-

tured totality resulting from the articulatory practice.” In other words, the construction and 

contestation of knowledge and identity as a political practice are at the very core of PDT. 

However, this interest usually does not translate into a concrete and tangible concern 

with agency exercised at the knowledge-identity nexus. PDT combines a predominantly La-

canian conceptualization of the subject (Hudson 2006) with some Foucauldian influences 

(Laclau & Mouffe 1985/2001, pp. 115-119). Both of these conceptions understand subjectiv-

ity “in the sense of subject positions within a discursive structure”, which “cannot be the 
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origin of social relations” (Laclau 1990, p. 43). Agency is reduced to merely denote identifi-

cation with a pre-existing structure that lends the subject his or her identity (figure 2). Evi-

dently, this hinders a direct focus on subjective agency. While an ontology casting the subject 

as a structural phenomenon should not a priori preclude agency, it requires a theoretically nu-

anced and methodologically complex approach that is de facto often abandoned in favour of a 

focus on the structures that subjects partake in.  

Figure 2: renewed structuralism often implied by discourse theoretical analyses: identities are an indirect consequence 
of the discursive structures, agency is lost  

 

 

 An example of this tendency is the concept of political strategy. Though it originally 

featured in the title of Laclau and Mouffe’s magnum opus and PDT’s foundational text ‘He-

gemony and Socialist Strategy’, for decades, the notion had all but disappeared from Dis-

course Theory’s conceptual apparatus. Only recently has it started to be reappraised again 

(Herschinger 2012; Jacobs 2018; Nonhoff 2019). This long repudiation can be explained by 

the view that strategy is too suggestive of the intentionalist conception of agency in which a 

sovereign and voluntarist subject is unconstrained and free to do as he or she sees fit — 

strongly rejected by Discourse Theory (Howarth 2013, pp. 158-159, 184). However, as 

Herschinger (2012) has shown, strategy need not imply voluntarism, but to avoid this pitfall, 

intricate definitional and conceptual work is necessary – work that is often all too easily side-

stepped in favour of the use of a different concept that is less associated with “decisionism” 

(Howarth 2013, p. 176). 
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What we need then, is an analytical approach to agency that helps put the subject in 

focus, but that respects Discourse Theory’s poststructuralist conception of subjectivity. Zien-

kowski’s (2017) work on how minority activists articulate their self-perception illustrates 

such a possibility by using linguistic pragmatics and meta-pragmatics to tease out the discur-

sive mechanisms supporting this identification process. We believe the Latourian route advo-

cated here could achieve similar results by revealing how the subjectivities that are repre-

sented and constructed in a discourse involve the articulations of actors cast into those sub-

jectivities, thereby granting them a form of agency that needs to be accounted for analyti-

cally. 

A second problematic consequence of PDT’s account of the subject is that it loses 

track of the receptive side of meaning-making. The trio of production, content, and reception 

discussed earlier has a particular status in PDT’s ontological framework. Production and con-

tent are collapsed into a single category via the notion of articulation. The status of reception 

remains unclear, however, precisely because PDT’s interpretation of subjectivity is not con-

ducive to a sophisticated account of agency (Leipold & Winkel 2017). What is the place of 

reception and interpretation of a message in the theory of articulation, and what agency do 

actors exercise in their role as recipients? To clarify this, and hence allow PDT to develop its 

empirical study of reception, PDT could relish an ANT intervention. 

Crucially for the facilitation of this cross-pollination is that both theories seem to be 

compatible at the ontological level: for both, indeterminate external realities seem to exist, 

but their meaning is ultimately dependent on human sense-making. This results in two holis-

tic accounts of discourse that do not need an ‘extra-discursive’ sphere to explain the discur-

sive (Howarth 2010, p. 314; Jacobs 2019, p. 394). Both ANT and PDT see what PDT calls 

‘discourse’ — the association-making through actors’ practice in the words of ANT — as 
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their essential ontological category (Laclau & Mouffe 1985/2001, p. x). Crucially, their per-

spective leads neither of both theories to deny the materiality of events like an earthquake. 

Nevertheless, both wager this materiality itself does not suffice for an event to be significant; 

only in their construction as meaningful through discourses and associations articulated by 

actors do these events become loaded with the meanings we attach to them (Laclau & Mouffe 

1985/2001, p. 108).  

Likewise, both theories imply that the entities raised to exist through communicative 

action have a degree of reality but need to be mobilised again and again to maintain some 

form of stability. Like Latour, Laclau and Mouffe do away with the Kantian distinction be-

tween external reality and our (limited) capacity to make sense of this reality as observers. 

Instead, both collapse this dualism into a single ontological category (Jacobs 2019) – dis-

course (although ANT refrains from using this term). This makes their combination feasible 

in the sense that it would result in a theoretically coherent framework. Discourse Theory’s 

notion of articulation and its ontological monism lie close to ANT’s conception of knowledge 

and identity, as does its view of meaning-making as a relational endeavour. The question is 

now, what could such a combined ANT-DT framework look like? In the next section, we 

draw a potential outline intended as a proposition for further theorising at the intersection of 

these two traditions and a starting point for empirical operationalisations.  

Overlapping networks: towards a new view on discourse 

At the outset of this paper, we discussed three modalities of mediated public discourse: pro-

duction, content, and reception. This distinction into separate realms seemingly creates ten-

sion with the social theories underlying Political Discourse Theory and Actor-Network The-

ory. PDT upholds the view that “everything is discursive” (Laclau & Mouffe 1985/2001), and 

thus any and all forms of human practice should be studied with the same theoretical appa-

ratus. ANT equally emphasizes how actors create associations and boundaries across social 
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realms, establishing a unified framework to analyse them. We subscribe to the notions that an 

element of articulation and associational work can be found in most human interaction and 

that identities and knowledge are (re-)constructed in practice spanning multiple modalities. 

Nonetheless, we contend that analytically distinguishing the production of public and politi-

cal discourse from its content and its reception adds fruitful analytical clarity. 

The framework we propose here builds on the notion of overlapping network views of 

discourse. These include production networks, a network view of “content”, and networks of 

reception, with each having sets of agencies that work internally or link to other modalities 

(see figure 3). Concerning each of these, we take the combination of ANT and PDT as a theo-

retical and methodological point of departure and elaborate the consequences for discourse-

oriented studies that investigate notions of identity and knowledge, illustrating our arguments 

with some empirical insights from a study by one of the authors (author, n.d.) While the other 

two dimensions are left as a sketch, our specific emphasis in this section lies on the “net-

worked view of content”, the area that most directly links to the criticisms we levied against 

common forms of content, frame, and discourse analysis. At the end of our discussion, we 

pick up frame analysis and show how we would modify the approach to emphasise agency, 

identity, and knowledge.  

 Production networks 

The practices constituting the production networks of discourse are specific to the field inves-

tigated. For example, when studying parliamentary discourse, they include the political 

groups and individuals elected as well as the many resources and sources they draw from: 

their formal and informal ties with other parts of government, political parties, scientific re-

search bodies, trade unions, lobby organisations, etc. Especially when media organizations 

are involved, the production networks are vast as few people are as well-connected as jour-
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nalists. They are embedded in a rich organisational, political and cultural environment, de-

serving study in its own right (e.g. Reese & Shoemacher 2016). Ultimately it is up to the re-

searcher to decide how far the analysis should extend, and these choices are informed by the 

empirical focus of the research conducted. 

Figure 3: different modalities of discourse and their associated agencies 

 

 

Nevertheless, in our view, even studies that do not centre the networks of production 

are still well-advised to retain a sensitivity towards how they influence and interlink with 

their primary object of interest. For example, the study from which we present empirical ma-

terial compared climate change-related identity portrayals in news media consumed by audi-

ences identifying predominantly as left- or right-leaning in the USA and Germany. The dif-

ferent outlets are parts of diverse networks, encompassing their ownership structures, the le-
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between partisan politics and the media, and the more substantial influence of owners on me-

dia content (cf. Gustafson et al. 2019) can explain the more pronounced forms of media po-

larisation observed in the US.  

Networks of reception 

A frequently visited pitfall in content- and discourse-analytic studies is to overlook the recipi-

ent. In the former approach, this can, for example, take the form of analysing a selection of 

media outlets and making claims about news coverages impact on “the public”, while not be-

ing aware that the audience reached by these outlets is limited in terms of class, geographical 

location, race, gender, etc. In discourse analysis, it can appear as an exclusive focus on the 

articulation and the composition of the message, while the relation between this articulation 

and the context in which it manifests itself is neglected. There is ample evidence that media 

affect recipients but that these are differentiated depending on a range of audience character-

istics (cf. Bennet & Iyengar 2008). Next to choosing what media to consume leading to “par-

tisan selective exposure” (Stroud 2010) to certain information, opinions, and sources, audi-

ences react to cues in content and context, leading to different interpretations of the same text 

(cf. Gunther & Liebhart 2006).  

To illustrate this, one of the striking phenomena motivating a comparison of identity 

portrayals in US and German media are the vastly different audience profiles in the two coun-

tries. In the US, outlets read by predominantly left- or right-leaning individuals have much 

larger audiences (Newman et al. 2018). Furthermore, the US is deeply divided along party 

lines (Iyengar & Westwood 2015), and partisan identity is crucial in determining how people 

process and respond to climate change-related messages (Newman, Nisbet, & Nisbet 2018). 

Knowledge of this second contextual feature allows inferences (in hypothetical form) about 

the likely consequences of empirical findings. In this case, we argue that portrayals emphasis-

ing differences to the ‘political other’ of most of the audience reinforce negative stereotypes, 
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polarisation and the politicisation of facts (van der Linden, Leiserowitz, & Maibach 2018) in 

the field of climate change. 

A network view of discourse “content” 

As discussed above, studying their “content” is one of the most prominent ways to engage 

with public and mediated discourses. We want to highlight four crucial takeaways from the 

arguments presented so far: First, identity and knowledge are temporary outcomes of the 

work done by a variety of actors, and this often involves struggles over definition. Second, to 

do justice to the complexities involved, analysts need to emphasize all actors’ agency. Third, 

knowledge and identities are products of associations between different groups and actors 

and cannot be understood in isolation. Finally, any articulatory praxis says something about 

the objects being talked about and about the speakers simultaneously, and both dimensions 

deserve in-depth study. In the following, we discuss the implications of these takeaways by 

raising several theoretical and methodological points, illustrated by empirical examples 

gleaned from a recent study by one of the authors (author, n.d.).  

First of all, a network view of discourse content implies a heightened sensitivity to-

wards the fact that identities — group labels and definitions — and knowledge are typically 

contested, in flux, and contingent on who is speaking. Many labels used may, to a considera-

ble degree, be “floating signifiers” in the terminology of PDT (Laclau & Mouffe 1985/2001, 

pp. 113-114) — where little meaning is fixed and shared across groups. For instance, in the 

empirical material we analysed, when used by a Conservative politician appearing in Fox 

News, the term “activists” is typically linked to notions of unrest, disturbance of public order, 

and disruption of regular American life. In contrast, a journalist working for Huffington Post 

would usually associate it with moral integrity, political engagement, and courage. Abstract-

ing from the specifics of this case, the theoretical point here is that capturing these nuances 

allows the analyst to understand that the identities of groups are contingent on who gets to 
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speak about them at a given point in time. Deciding who can speak for or about a group is a 

central aspect of how news media exercise political power.  

However, and this is our second point, their power in this regard is limited: media and 

journalists do not operate in a vacuum and depend on their sources and the information they 

provide, and these actors have agency in shaping how they want to be represented in the me-

dia and public discourse. Even when actors are not given a voice directly but are merely ‘cov-

ered’ or talked about by others, they are not stripped of their agency entirely, as their actions 

and utterances often serve as a point of reference for what is being said about them. This is 

particularly relevant when we remind ourselves that the entities and collectives brought into 

play in public discourse are not only social groups we feel familiar with but extend to what 

we would typically call objects of knowledge. In our empirical data (author, n.d.), the most 

prominent of these is Hurricane Harvey, along with a range of others with a physical pres-

ence (forests, insects, etc.), and without (beliefs, theories, attitudes, etc.). All these entities, 

while not actors with agency of the same flavour as humans, are consistently given causal 

power, attained independently of human action and choice, but with the ability to impact hu-

mans in various ways. The degree to which humans influence and are influenced by these 

non-human ‘actants’ (Latour 2005) is core to much public debate, and what has been said 

about the struggles over definition and identity of human groups and identities also pertains 

to these non-humans. Knowledge, like identity, is the subject of struggles over-representation 

and does not exist independently of the objects under discussion.  

The third theoretical point we raise is that identity and knowledge in media content 

are temporary outcomes of associations and equivalences. Speakers create and transform 

identities and knowledge by setting a range of entities in relation to each other, and we advo-

cate for an approach that conceptually highlights this aspect of discourse content. In our 
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view, this can be achieved by using the Latourian notions of “entity” and “collective” as cate-

gories for content-oriented studies of discourse. Asking what entities are present in the text 

and how they are connected allows the analyst to create a map of the networks of meaning 

presented in each text or statement by individual actors within that text. For example, one of 

the current disputes about climate change can be recast as a dispute over whether or not cli-

mate change (an entity) belongs to the collective of “things that could threaten humanity’s 

existence”. In the “content” of discourse, actors make claims that re-affirm or dispute associ-

ations between entities and collectives and thus establish or transform objects of knowledge 

and identity formations. In a given research project, theoretically motivated guiding questions 

can help to identify relevant types of entities, collectives, and associations. Generic questions 

include asking who is said to belong to which group, have which knowledge or opinion, be-

have in a certain way, hold which goals, and to care about sets of values, norms, and moral 

evaluations. From what we argued above, it should be clear that answers to these tend to dif-

fer depending on whom you ask (metaphorically speaking). In the words of PDT, subject and 

speaker positions are rarely agreed upon, and presenting just one construction of a specific 

position usually does not do justice to the complexities of discursive practice. As researchers, 

we are challenged to attend to the differences between actors, whether they consider them-

selves part of a group or not. 

Finally, we want to stress that when actors establish associations between the entities 

and collectives they talk about, they also relate themselves with those entities, collectives and 

associations. To illustrate this, think of a piece of news quoting a government official claim-

ing that US greenhouse gas emissions are falling faster than those in any other country. This 

claim establishes an association between, say, “greenhouse gas reductions” and “things the 

US can claim leadership on”, but it also establishes a relation between the government offi-

cial and “people who believe the US is a leader in GHG emission reductions”. In other 



BRINGING AGENCY BACK IN 24 

words, any articulation can be analysed with a focus on its content and with a focus on those 

doing the articulating. Both are relevant to understand how knowledge and identities are usu-

ally co-created. In fact, in this example, a third layer concerns the actor producing the text: 

they chose to present this particular government official with this particular opinion, and thus 

also give the analyst information about themselves and the collectives they belong to (chiefly 

the media organisation they work for). Whether or not this last aspect is relevant to the analy-

sis depends on the research project and its aims — when analysing the role of media in public 

discourse, we believe it is crucial and has implications for existing approaches, such as frame 

analysis.  

Recasting frame analysis 

Our points concerning the focus on the in-flux and contingent nature of entities, collectives, 

and their associations have been formulated in relatively abstract theoretical terms, thus tying 

in with our broader arguments for theorising discourses using the lens of overlapping net-

works. These reflections have methodological implications, which can be illustrated in a brief 

return to frame analysis. As discussed above, this approach typically focuses on a range of 

interpretations propagated by and in a text. It can potentially emphasise actors by centring the 

proponents of a frame or making aspects of the actions of those presented core of the indica-

tors pointing towards a frame. This creates the possibility to recast frame analysis as a tool to 

investigate the knowledge and identities articulated by different actors by applying the notion 

of frames at a level more fine-grained than usual. Rather than seeing a frame as something 

present in one text, frames are contingent on individual speakers.  

Within this perspective, the focus shifts towards investigating how identity labels and 

objects of knowledge are tied up in making and articulating frames. Three levels of analysis 

can be distinguished: First, zooming in to the frames propagated by the actors appearing in or 

writing texts, and investigating how other entities and associations are portrayed, the analyst 
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can study how identities and knowledge would differ if we only followed a particular cluster 

of proponents. For instance, we can ask the identity of climate scientists following only Con-

servative politicians appearing in Huffington Post. Second, these external frames are part and 

parcel of speakers and subjects' implicit and explicit self-definition. Thus, we can investigate 

how identities are defined partly by defining other identities. Third, in this regard, the power 

of journalists and media is readily apparent: presenting Republicans talking about Democrats 

in a certain way shapes the perceptions of Republicans among Democrats and Republicans 

alike (and the perception of Democrats). Thus, media framing of identities is partly an out-

come of presenting those groups framing other groups. This should be kept in mind when 

studying public discourse at large (pooling Republican statements from different outlets ig-

nores this aspect of media power) and can be made an object of inquiry in itself.  

Concluding Remarks  

This paper developed a framework for analysing how knowledge and identities are co-con-

structed in mediated public discourse. Inspired by Actor-Network Theory (Latour 2005) and 

Political Discourse Theory (Laclau & Mouffe 1985/2001), its core proposal is to study the as-

sociations between different identity markers by making transparent by whom and how they 

are articulated. In doing so, we responded to what we had criticised in content, frame, and 

discourse analysis: a tendency to theoretically and empirically underemphasise the agency of 

the actors appearing in mediated public discourse as speakers or subjects. Our proposition is a 

framework built around “network views” of production, content, and reception of discourse. 

In our discussion, we exemplified our points by referring to a recently conducted empirical 

case study. In addition, we showed that existing approaches, such as frame analysis, can be 

fruitfully modified to respond to our criticism.  

We believe that this work is relevant to scholars studying mediated public discourses 

or political communication in multiple manners. First, social identity markers and group 
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norms (cf. Hogg & Reid 2006) are inherent features of communication with a political com-

ponent. Analysing the ongoing controversies and (re-)negotiations of the links between 

knowledge and identity will contribute to our understanding of contemporary communication 

phenomena, including populist communication (Laclau 2005) and ‘fake news’ (e.g. Schulz, 

Wirth, & Müller 2018), disputes at the intersection of science and politics (e.g. Newman, 

Nisbet, & Nisbet 2018), the “politicisation of facts” (van der Linden et al. 2017), studies of 

economic policy debates, and many more. Second, the framework put forward in this paper 

can be operationalised for studying a large variety of cases and facilitates the integration of 

findings concerning media production, reception, and content. This possibility is direly 

needed to understand highly complex communication phenomena that have a social identity 

component, such as reinforcing spirals (Slater 2007), boomerang effects in science communi-

cation (Hart & Nisbet 2012), and the causes, mechanisms, and consequences of selective ex-

posure more generally (Stroud 2010). 
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