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This Master Thesis studies the power relationship between NGOs, politics and the society by 

performing a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) on NGO press releases concerning the case 

of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe in the fight against the Dakota Access Pipeline in the USA. 

Interactions between mass media and NGOs are rising, hence the organizations are 

contributing to shape the ‘reality’ and the public’s perception. As CDA has a special interest 

in social representation and power relations, this thesis examines furthermore the 

representation of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe in the light of the theory of victimization. 

The Indigenous communities refused the construction near tribal reservations because the 

Pipeline threatens the public health, the Tribe’s water supply, existing Treaties and cultural 

resources. Especially with the Presidential election in late 2016 and President Trump’s 

signing of an executive order to advance the Pipeline construction aggravated the situation. 

To meet the requirements of a CDA, I transfer the concepts of a micro- and macro-level 

Analysis in the way of Teun A. Van Dijk and connect it in the end with the socio-cultural 

context. I draw on the concepts of power/knowledge as well as on the concepts of media 

logic to explain the power relations but also the social representations in the 28 press 

releases of Amnesty International USA and Greenpeace USA. I conclude with the findings 

that the Indigenous people are represented as the powerless victims, the NGOs use their 

press releases to raise awareness but also to serve their self-interests and that the NGO press 

releases complied the media logics. 
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Introduction 

Interactions between the mainstream mass media and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) are on the rise. Moreover, the mass media are central in conceptualizing a public 

sphere and reader’s opinion making (Van Leuven and Joye, 2014).  

Several studies have already focused on the relationship between news media and NGOs and 

how they are dependent on each other. One can say that their relationship is actually 

interdependent and do exist in several countries, not just in the Unites States of America. 

 

The collaboration can help NGOs to step in negotiations, influence conversations and change 

policies. Media regularly gives coverage to what a certain NGO publicizes and that might 

strengthen the impact which the organization may have in closed-door meetings (De Jong et 

al., 2005). “When NGOs conceptualize their engagement with the international public 

sphere, some of these processes do benefit from exposure in the international media, while 

others, involving sensitive negotiations, can potentially be harmed by it” (De Jong et al., 

2005:108). 

 

A study by Matthew Powers (2016) states that NGOs normally appear as sources after the 

statements of government officials. He also points out that leading NGOs – like Greenpeace 

and Amnesty International – are more likely to appear on the news media than smaller 

organizations. Generally, he says that “NGOs tend to be mentioned primarily in countries 

where the media spotlight is already shining” (Powers, 2016:326). 

 

Nevertheless, NGOs symbolize an important information source for journalists, moreover, 

journalists tend to use press releases from NGOs as so-called “information subsidies” for 

newspapers (Gandy, 1982a, as cited in Van Leuven and Joye, 2014). This is due to the huge 

workload, time pressure and agenda settings of journalists in these days. The fact that press 

releases often get copy pasted into newspapers got tested, studied and approved by previous 

researchers. For example, Van Leuven and Joye (2014:160) found that “the agenda-building 

capacities of NGOs and government institutions are enhanced as journalists present 

information subsidies as original journalistic work in most cases.” Another study from 

Weitkamp and Eidsvaag (2014) verifies this assumption as they identified media releases for 

86 percent of the original research studies in their sample. A previous study by Lewis et al 

(2008), done in Great Britain, found that 60 percent of news articles and 34 percent of 

broadcast stories rise fully or partly from one of the pre-packaged sources. Moreover, Fenton 

(2010) interviewed several NGO communication professionals who told her that it has 

become easier for them to place themselves into the news as the foreign news desks are 

downsizing. Curtin already demonstrated in 1999 that editors view public relation materials 
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as a new trend caused by economic pressure and that they use these materials to fill special 

sections. In her study, she describes that it was seen as a necessary business move when they 

are faced with the lack of staff and a need to increase the circulation. 

As a result, it can be said that NGOs and their press releases are often used as “information 

subsidies” from journalists, because of their workload. Due to the fact that NGO’s press 

releases are often treated as such, the organizations itself got great power, on the one hand as 

so-called watchdogs or lobbyists, and on the other hand with the conceptualization of the 

public sphere. NGOs are also having a great role in the global civil society as they offer their 

expertise and eyewitness accounts in media packages to journalists (Castells 2008a, as cited 

in Van Leuven and Joye, 2014). But NGOs also shape and influence the perception of the 

recipient through their usage of language, expression and representation in the sent-out 

press releases, on which my study will focus.  

Ana Caballero Mengibar (2015) cited a statement of Wodak (2013a) in her article which 

describes the relationship between language and power very accurat: 

 

“Language and power are also therefore dialectically related. Power does not derive from 

language, but language can be used to change perceptions of reality, ultimately affecting 

social change” (Wodak, 2013a, as cited in Caballero, 2015:40). 

 

The analysis of language is not only related to the concept of power and its relationship with 

knowledge, but also to the construction of identity and societal knowledge – and this offers 

opportunities to describe “reality” in a certain way, respectively it can be used as an 

instrument to investigate different representations of social life and how differently 

positioned social actors “see” and represent social life (Caballero, 2015). 

I want to base my research on the case of the “Standing Rock Sioux tribe fighting against the 

Dakota Access Pipeline” to examine, “what kinds of social relations of power are present in 

texts both explicitly and implicitly” (Van Dijk, 1993a: 249, as cited in Hansen and Manchin, 

2013: 119)  

 

In-between the timeframe of April 2016 until March 2017 the dispute about the Dakota 

Access Pipeline (DAPL) in the US was presented in international media. Especially with the 

US-presidential election and the following President Trump’s signing of the executive action 

to advance construction of the controversial DAPL aggravated the situation. At first it began 

as a small protest camp in April 2016 on the Standing Rock reservation. The camp grew and 

established itself in a protest camp with over 1.000 people, including NGO-activists. As 

President Trump signed the executive order, the camp had to be cleared and the fight against 

DAPL was taken into the courtroom (Sidder, 2016). The situation intensified further 
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following news that oil is present in DAPL and the oil flow is pending (Standing Rock Online, 

2017). 

Thesis outline 

The following sections of this paper offer a presentation of the aim and the three research 

questions. The presentation is followed by a literature review on most common studies in the 

field of organizational communication as well as the role of language and the concepts of 

power. Following that, I will define the research gap and therefore, position my own research 

paper against the previous research. Moreover, I will give a brief introduction to the Critical 

theory – also referring to Foucault’s concepts of knowledge/power as well as a description of 

the method of critical discourse analysis as a tool to identify ideologies and representation. 

 

Background 

The DAPL was originally supposed to cross the Missouri river near Bismarck, but it was 

moved over concerns that any oil spilling would have destroyed the state capital’s drinking 

water. Consequently, the pipeline was shifted to a crossing approximately 805 meters from 

the reservation. The Standing Rock Sioux argues that the government did not consult with 

them enough and that the new crossing will cause the destruction of sacred spots and old 

indigenous burial grounds (McKibben, 2016, as cited in Sidder, 2016). Moreover, an oil spill 

into Missouri river would be the death sentence to Standing Rock as it is their only drinking 

water supply. But the real controversy behind the DAPL is about larger philosophical and 

ideological issues. It is a pattern of deep injustice of the US government against the Standing 

Rock Sioux tribe, which roots are laid back at the compliance of treaty rights starting with the 

1860 (Revkin, 2016). Referring to the history of the Standing Rock Sioux tribe, the 

reservation was originally established as part of the Great Sioux Reservation. Article two of 

the treaty of Fort Laramie of April 29, 1868 described the boundaries of the Great Sioux 

Reservation (Standing Rock Online, 2017). In 1851 another treaty was signed defining the 

territory of each tribe. This was in order to end intertribal rivalry and also to permit travelers 

and railroad workers on the Platte River Road. Unfortunately, many tribes never knew about 

the existence of the 1851 treaty and therefore, continued their intertribal conflicts. The US 

government regarded this as an infringement of the treaty, however, it could not compel its 

own countrymen to respect the treaty either. Travelers continuously passed through defined 

Indian territories and ignored the treaty (North Dakota Studies, 2017). In 1868 the Fort 

Laramie treaty was signed, in order to define the relationship that existed between the US 

government and the tribes, but by the time, the US government used treaties as a way to 

extinguish indigenous rights to ancestral homelands. And so when Sioux treaty lands were 
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overrun with gold seekers, the US simply sought to modify rather than honor the existing 

treaty (North Dakota Studies, 2017). Furthermore, in article two of the 1868 Fort Laramie 

treaty it is stated that the reservations shall be set apart for the “absolute and undisturbed use 

and occupation of the Indians herein named, and for such other friendly tribes or individual 

Indians” (Standing Rock Online, 2017). The United States agreed on that “no persons except 

those herein designated and authorized so to do, and except such officers, agents, and 

employees of the Government as may be authorized to enter upon Indian reservations in 

discharge of duties enjoined by law, shall ever be permitted to pass over, settle upon, or 

reside in the territory described in this article, or in such territory as may be added to this 

reservation for the use of said Indians” (Standing Rock Online, 2017). 

 

As the Missouri river is the only and main source for drinking water, land-watering and 

fishing for the Standing Rock Sioux tribe, the United States Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) shared the concerns with the tribe over the building of the DAPL and recommended to 

the Army Corps of Engineers that they publish a new statement to the National 

Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA). The main aim of the NEPA is to ensure that every 

part of the Government gives proper consideration to the environment before starting any 

major federal action that significantly affects the environment (United States Environmental 

Protection Agency, 2017). The NEPA’s requirements are in need when “airports, buildings, 

military complexes, highways, parkland purchases, and other federal activities are proposed. 

Environmental Assessments (EAs) and Environmental Impact Statements (EISs), which are 

assessments of the likelihood of impacts from alternative courses of action, are required from 

all Federal agencies and are the most visible NEPA requirements” (United States 

Environmental Protection Agency, 2017). 

 

The oppression against the Standing Rock Sioux tribe and the ignorance of existing treaties is 

one of the longest wars in the US-American history.  

 

Aim and research questions 

Referring to the history of indigenous rights in the US, ignoring existing treaties and 

oppression against the Standing Rock Sioux tribe, a couple of NGOs were and are still actively 

involved in the fight against the DAPL. In my case, I decided to have a deeper look into the 

official press releases of Greenpeace and Amnesty International which deal with the specific 

“Standing Rock against DAPL case”. Amnesty International USA involved itself in the DAPL 

dispute as they sent a delegation of human rights observers to the protest camp to monitor 

the protests by indigenous communities in North Dakota (Amnesty International USA, 2017). 
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As an environmental NGO, Greenpeace USA announced through an official news release that 

they are in solidarity with the water protectors of Standing Rock (Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

The aim of my research is to study the used language in the chosen NGO press releases, with 

a regard to the representation of the Standing Rock Sioux tribe – a critical discourse analysis 

of NGOs press releases. Thus, the research questions for this paper are: 

 

Q1: How are indigenous people represented in the fight against the DAPL in NGOs press 

releases? 

Q2: How can the compliance with media logics be identified? 

 

Research review 

In the following chapter I will present a literature review on previous research in the field of 

NGO communication, media logic, victimization, organizational communication as well as 

taking the role of language in power relations into consideration.  

 

NGO’s media assistance and agenda-setting 

A study by Cottle and Nolan (2007) examines how communication strategies, designed to 

raise awareness, funds and support, have assimilated to today’s pervasive “media logic”. The 

authors state that NGOs need the media to bring public attention to different aspects. The 

method which the authors used in this case were qualitative, semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews with communication managers and media officers based in Australia and working 

for six of the world leading aid-NGOs. The discussion of Cottle and Nolan (2007) has 

documented how NGOs have become dependent on the news media to fulfill their aims and 

goals. Furthermore, one obvious theory which the author used was the “media-logic” theory. 

In their conclusion, the authors state that there is more to humanitarianism than its 

idealization and project image within media discourse or promotion through NGO 

communication strategies. “More proactive NGO collaborations that mobilize collective 

resources and maximize impact on the media in respect of major world issues and concerns, 

suggest that it may occasionally be possible for humanitarian organizations to lead, rather 

than to follow, prevailing ‘media logic’” (Cottle, Nolan, 2007: 875) In the end of their 

conclusion it was also pointed out that language use may betray more than what the speaker 

intends or even is aware of. 

 

Furthermore, Van Leuven and Stijn (2014) focused in another study on Belgium as home 

base to the EU and as a hub for international non-governmental organizations (INGO) 

activities. They concentrated on two privileged news sources in comparison to two emerging 
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sources of news (INGO Doctors Without Borders and 12-12). The method they used was a 

quantitative and qualitative input-output analysis to investigate how and to what extend 

press releases by these two different types of organizations are adopted in the foreign news 

coverage of four Belgian newspapers. Moreover, the authors gathered information through 

in-depth interviews with communication professionals of the chosen NGOs. Van Leuven and 

Stijn (2014) used the “agenda building” theory. In their study, they examined the assumption 

that the incorporation of press releases in editorial content could be an avenue for INGOs to 

gain wider news access. In line with the study of Cottle and Nolan (2007) the study of Van 

Leuven and Stijn (2014) shows that the two selected INGOs invest a lot of time and resources 

in the production of “media packages” to gain wider news access. As a result, the authors 

found out that Belgian newspapers are more inclined to publish INGOs press releases 

compared to press releases that are distributed by government institutions. Furthermore, 

Van Leuven and Stijn (2014) present in their conclusion that the agenda building capacity is 

enhanced, as in most cases their information subsidies are presented as original journalistic 

work. Also in line with Cottle and Nolan (2007), Van Leuven and Stijn (2014), show that both 

INGOs use different strategies to “brand” themselves and to communicate with journalists 

and audiences.  

 

Media logic 

An article of Jesper Strömbäck (2008) analyzes the concepts of mediated and mediatized 

politics from a process-oriented perspective. It argues that mediatization is a 

multidimensional and process-oriented concept and that it is possible to differentiate four 

phases of mediatization. Strömbäck explains that mediated politics are referring to situations 

when media have become the most important information source and channel of 

communication between the governors and the governed. Thus, there is an interdependency 

between the people of the society, the media and the politics. Therefore, the description of 

“reality” which is transmitted through the mass media does have an influence on how people 

see the “reality”. Furthermore, Strömbäck (2008) points out the importance of concepts of 

media logic and political logic. In his outline of the four phases of mediatization, Strömbäck 

(2008) states that the first phase is reached whenever the mass media represents the most 

important information source and channel of communication between the citizens and 

political institutions and actors. Throughout the remaining phases, the author explains that 

the media has become more and more independent of the government and important for 

political and other social actors so that they have to adapt to the media, rather than the other 

way around. In fact, “no social actor requiring interaction with the public or influence on 

public opinion can ignore the media or afford not to adapt to the media logic” (Strömbäck, 

2008:238). In his conclusion, the author underlines that it is a fact that democracy needs a 
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system in which there is an intercommunicabel information flow between the governors and 

the governed, for a public discussion and consultation as well as for a watchdog function that 

is independent of the state. 

 

In an article of Dai et al. (2017) in the Chinese Journal of Communication, the authors 

examined different publicity strategies and the media logic which were used by 

environmental NGOs (ENGOs). As a method Dai et al. used in-depth interviews with four 

different kinds of ENGOs. They suggest that the different and strategic publicity strategies 

which are used by ENGOs are effective in proving their ability to develop environmental 

campaigns and perform lobbyism. Furthermore, Dai et al. (2017:38) state, that with this the 

aim is to “contribute to the empirical and analytical understanding of the communication 

practices of environmental NGOs in the context of China’s informationally restricted society.” 

The authors structured the article through an opening literature review, secondly they 

described how the NGOs were selected and with what method they were going to analyze the 

gathered data (through in-depth interviews), and finally the authors presented their findings. 

In the conclusion, Dai et al. (2017) point out that they have found four major campaign styles, 

which were represented by four different ENGOs. These campaign styles are, as they say, 

reflections and consequences of the normative aims of the ENGOs. “Those aiming to 

persuade elites and cultivate leadership tend to employ problem-solving strategies and 

develop cooperative relationships with the government. In contrast, ENGOS that focus on 

educating and fostering public engagement use radical and survivalist campaign styles, and 

they have had flexible relationships (either independent or cooperative) with government” 

(Dai et al., 2017:50). 

 

Another study, dealing with the topic of media logic is an article by Laursen and Valentini 

(2015). It examines the European Parliaments press officer’s professional practices. In 

general, the study is based on in-depth interviews with European Parliament press officers 

and offers a conclusion “that these professionals are indeed attuned to a “media logic” in 

their communication efforts, and that they face a daily professional challenge as they attempt 

to promote the European Parliament and its activities to the news media in a way that will 

not compromise their credibility as government sources (Laursen and Valentini, 2015:26). 

With the use of qualitative research methods, the authors focused on investigating the 

behavioral, emotive and social meanings that the government communicators accredit to 

their own and other’s actions. The interviews of Laursen and Valentini (2015) focused on 

gaining insights into key logics that guide the press officer’s professional practices but also 

provided the authors with exclusive insights into organizational dimensions of European 

Parliament’s press work. In the end, their study supports the idea that mediated politics 
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functions through an interaction between journalists and their sources, and moreover, that 

sources can have a considerable influence on the process of co-construction. 

 

Victimization in advocacy communication 

A study by Schneeweis (2015) explains the discourse of victimization as constructed in NGOs 

communication materials. The author points out that the notion of victimization has both, 

positive as well as negative implications. Exposing constructions and treatments of others 

that are racially, ethnically and culturally different is called as victimization by Schneeweis. 

Discrimination against a certain group of people, or a minority, constructs a vulnerable and 

innocent victim, which struggles to rise above racism, in part contributing to further 

discrimination. She used the method of CDA to understand current practices of 

communication about an issue. Schneeweis (2015) points out that advocacy communication 

must be understood in context of its relation to the language. With the CDA she analyzed 

documents to understand the communication practices about the Roma by Roma 

intellectuals, advocates, and activists in contemporary Europe (Schneeweis, 2015). Using the 

CDA as a research method, she wants to suggest possible links between texts and power, 

dominance and inequality, as reflected in sociocultural practices. In her study she explains 

among others, what the literature has meant by victimization. She analyzes materials 

published by NGOs to investigate how NGOs within the movement for Roma rights 

communicate about the Roma and about discrimination (Schneeweis, 2015). In her article 

she concentrates on the victimization theory. Furthermore, the author regarded the NGO 

writing as reproducing and creating a fabric of knowledge (Schneeweis, 2015). She stresses 

about further attention to voice and who speaks for whom in communicating about rights. In 

the end, Schneeweis (2015) stated that any successful NGO, has to reflect and navigate their 

communication very intentionally, especially “as advocacy must overcome the banality of 

repeating the same story report after report, newsletter after newsletter, press release after 

press release” (Schneeweis, 2015: 249). 

 

An article of De Shalit et al. (2014) draws a linkage between federal funding, media myths 

and NGO activities by examining the textual and visual content of NGO websites. They are 

interrogating the language and emotive appeals of NGOs. This article by De Shalit et al. 

(2014) claims that the debate over the nature of trafficking and the implications of state 

policies has been constrained by the stiff ways in which trafficking has been framed in the 

media and elsewhere. The authors focus on the way in which government communication 

strategies intersect with those of NGOs engaged in anti-trafficking programming. In their 

examination of websites of NGOs that receive federal government resources to engage in 

anti-trafficking programming, De Shalit et al. (2014) find that there is a strong tendency for 
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powerful sets of dominant narratives and images to be reinforced. The authors offer a 

“critical analysis of the language and images used and their policy implications, while also 

noting instances where these NGOs challenged dominant discourses and government 

policies” (De Shalit et. al. 2014: 387). In their conclusion they write that human trafficking 

conjures powerful images, associations, and narratives. Also the meaning of victimization 

and rescue gets a bigger part in their discussion. The examination of the websites of NGOs 

which receive federal funding for anti-trafficking initiatives found “that they both draw on 

and reinforce dominant narratives” (De Shalit et. al, 2015: 407). 

 

Organizational Communication 

An article by Edwards and Mynster (2014) provides a rhetorical analysis of organizational 

communication by a non-profit organization (NPO), to illustrate how communication by 

NGOs simultaneously serves organizational self-interest. They state that organizational 

communication is an interactive process through which reality is constructed. Furthermore, 

they situate their analysis in the context of reflexive modernization and the risk society 

(Edwards, Mynster, 2014). With their study they examine how different discourse techniques 

“both provide for individual biographical needs and simultaneously construct organizational 

legitimacy, thereby protecting organizational power” (Edwards, Mynster, 2014: 320). In the 

study, Edwards and Mynster (2014) state that organizational communication is a mean for 

both, defining the organization for itself, and setting the values that frame how and why 

people might identify with it. For a case, they took a deeper look in the communication of 

Amnesty International Denmark. Finally, Edwards and Mynster (2014) draw a conclusion 

that their analysis is one example of how NGO communication can fulfill individual needs for 

biographical certainty and risk reduction by providing a set of rules and strategies. Moreover, 

it shows how NGO communication has to facilitate organizational legitimacy by constructing 

a space within which the organization may claim the moral high ground. With the author’s 

theoretical approach and findings they extend the understanding of the persuasive power of 

NGO communication in modern society.  

 

Media relations from an organizational perspective 

An article from Lee and Desai (2014) has the purpose to clarify the conceptual building 

blocks of relationship building between NGOs and news media. The study is based on an 

online survey and the data got analyzed with SPSS to test six hypotheses related to dialogic 

orientation, media relations, relationship quality and the NGOs structural characteristics. Lee 

and Desai (2014:80) found out “that an organization’s dialogic orientation has a positive 

impact on media relations knowledge and strategy but not on the action dimension that 

focuses on providing information subsidies to journalists. A stronger dialogic orientation is 
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also associated with better organization-media relationships.” Moreover, the authors 

approached media relations from an organizational perspective to investigate media relations 

in the NGO sector in India and to address an under-researched area in public relations. 

Lück et al. (2016) examines the interrelations between journalists and communication 

practitioners from environmental NGOs. As a case point the authors take the annual United 

Nations Climate Change Conferences. The scientific research method was semi-standardized 

interviews with journalists and NGO representatives. Their study aims to help to explain 

message production in a transnational context and moreover, it provides a deeper 

understanding of the relationship between journalism and public relations (PR). To examine 

the coproduction between journalists and environmental NGOs, Lück et al. (2016) conducted 

three comprehensive case studies. The authors used semi-structured interviews which were 

done with journalists, news agencies as well as with representatives from transnational 

NGOs. In the conclusion of Lück et al. (2016) they say that their main theoretical 

contribution lies in moving beyond wholesale characterizations of the roles of “the media” 

and “the NGOs”. Additionally, their analytical model also “shows the significance of specific 

cognitive and social preconditions such as perceptions of target audiences and journalists“ 

(Lück et al., 2016: 42). The authors’ observations and interviews strongly suggest that 

unplanned personal interaction influences what gets said and written even in context of 

strong deadline pressure. 

The study of Lee and Desai (2014) as well as the study of Lück et al. (2016) are relevant for 

my own project as they examine the relationship building between NGOs and news media, 

respectively journalists and public relations, especially with the regard that NGOs provide 

knowledge and therefore information subsidies to journalists.  

 

The role of language referring to power relations 

An article by Caballero (2015) focuses on the principles of CDA as an approach for 

uncovering power relations in the study of identity powers. She examines the role of language 

use and the meaning contained in to main newspapers in Spain when referring to Spaniards 

in relation to immigrants from the Global South. That means, she studied how and why 

discursive representation of immigrants from the Global South has helped re-imagine 

contemporary Spanish national identity. The author also points out that before interpretation 

can take place, the researcher has to uncover the economic, political and social forces in 

which the discourses are produced. Caballero (2015) used, prior to CDA, semi-structured 

interviews of Spanish politicians, governmental organizations and NGOs. Moreover, to fulfill 

a multi-method research, Caballero (2015) also used content analysis – it can help identifying 

patterns in language in the selected texts and later it can also be used to critically interpret 

them. Finally, in her conclusion, Caballero (2015) points out that a major advantage of CDA 
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is that it facilitates through deconstructing of text and analysis of language use, discovery of 

patterns of inequality and / or misrecognition. But it is necessary to combine CDA with other 

methods to fully understand the given context. Drawing from the language use in Spain, 

Caballero (2015:52) argues that “to uncover why these particular production of knowledge 

contribute to the structuring of unequal power relations, it is necessary to use multiple 

interdisciplinary methods.”  

 

Moreover, Thoreson (2013) studies how brokers produce and circulate knowledge among the 

complex challenges of information politics. For that he draws in his paper on fieldwork at a 

northern-based LGBT human rights NGO. The author writes that “when information is 

trafficked transnationally, and translated across multiple societies and interpretive context, it 

becomes strikingly apparent that language and discourse heavily influence whose voices are 

heard how they are used for political ends” (Thoreson, 2013:148). Furthermore, he mentions 

that the concept of power/knowledge illustrates why analysis that exclusively focuses on the 

disproportionate power of northern or global NGOs are incomplete. In his conclusion, 

Thoreson (2013) states the question of “what might it mean to not only acknowledge that 

Northern brokers depend on information and legitimacy from the South, but that practical 

limitations and doubt make this enterprise a profoundly uncertain project?” (Thoreson, 

2013:171). He argues also that many of the brokers with whom he worked with during his 

fieldwork, both in the north and south, were conscious of their limitations in speaking 

authoritatively about LGBT human rights globally. 

This previous study of Thoreson (2013) is relevant for my own research, as the author 

pointed out that language and discourse are able to influence whose voices are heard and how 

they are used, as well as puts that into a relation with human rights NGOs, as my own thesis 

deals with NGO communication and the concepts of power / knowledge and the question of 

indigenous people’s chance to get a voice and be heard by the public. 

Research gap 

Throughout the US presidential election campaign in 2016 the dispute about the Dakota 

Access Pipeline (DAPL) got constantly bigger. While former President Obama listened to the 

Native American people and stopped the DAPL, the new President Trump has financial 

interests in the accomplishment of the pipeline. A shocking turning point for the Indigenous 

people were the news about Trump’s presidential election because he had already been pro 

DAPL in his election campaign. International news media covered the protests at the so-

called Sacred Stone Camp and consequently afforded an international media presence and 

courtesy for the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe. 
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Most of the studies in the field of NGO-/ organizational communication examine the 

relations between NGOs and news websites, respectively newspapers from the media 

institution’s side. Moreover, the focus point of the studies is on how news media represent 

and victimize individuals and therefore on how language is seen as a tool for power relations. 

There are few studies about organizational communication respectively media relations from 

an organizational perspective as a study by Lee and Desai (2014) say it is an under-

researched area in public relations. 

Over all other media channels, like social media or news articles, I chose to switch sides from 

the journalistic point of view, which is my educational background, to the organizational / 

public relations point of view and to analyze official press releases. Their goal is to 

communicate newsworthy information to the journalists and therefore also to the public 

(Catenaccio, 2008). Paola Catenaccio (2008) mentions in an article of hers that press 

releases can be seen as prime examples of “hybrid genres” as they are a mixture of 

information and promotion – genres “which are the result of the blurring of boundaries 

between discourses, and which appear to be especially prominent in – though by no means 

limited to – the domain of contemporary media” (Fairclough 2003a: 35, as cited in 

Catenaccio, 2008:11). As a key instrument of publicity, press releases “should” avoid sales or 

advertising language because the less a press release sees itself as promotion the more it is 

likely that they are used by journalists (Catenaccio, 2008). 

 

Consequently, my own research project aims to contribute in the field of NGO 

communication, focusing on textual power- and knowledge relations of certain NGO press 

releases when referring to the “Standing Rock case” – also to gain a wider field of expertise 

when it comes to NGO’s media relations from the organizational perspective. 

 

Theory 

As the aim of my thesis is to study and examine the used language in the chosen NGO press 

releases, with a regard to the representation of the Standing Rock Sioux tribe, it follows to 

include the critical theory, and also referring to Foucault’s concepts of knowledge/power. 

Additionally, many of the previous research articles took the theory of knowledge/power and 

ideology into account. In my case, it is also important to clarify that the two theories, the 

critical theory and the media logic theory are in contradiction to each other. 

Critical theory 

Rexhepi and Torres (2011) are giving a background to the critical theory and explain that it 

suggests a theoretical principle that is “progressive and conscientious of the manner by which 
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aspects of power and knowledge are produced, disseminated, and ultimately linked” (Rexhepi 

and Torres, 2011: 684). According to Rexhepi and Torres (2011), the critical theory has its 

roots in the work of researchers of the Frankfurt School where many of them worked within 

the Marxist tradition. Critical theory presumes a structured analysis of an in-depth 

interpretation that reveals certain effects of material and institutional reality (Rexhepi, 

Torres, 2011). That means, “the analysis is rooted in the needs and sufferings of the most 

oppressed populations” (Rexhepi and Torres, 2011: 685). Foucault (1972) himself describes 

knowledge as a space in which the subject may inhabit a role and speak of the object with 

which it deals in the discourse. But he has written that knowledge is also the field of 

coordination and subordinations of statements in which concepts appear, are defined, 

applied and transformed. As previous studies reveal, NGOs are often seen as a subsidiary 

source of knowledge and therefore are very powerful these days.  

Victimization theory 

Simultaneously to power relations of NGOs, I also took the theory of victimization into 

account as it is the controversy of knowledge and power, in most cases. Referring to the 

previous research study of Schneeweis (2015), she examined the relationship between 

discrimination and victimization. Discrimination against members of a minority constructs a 

victim that struggles to stop racism and contributes to further discrimination (Schneeweis, 

2015). A victim is in all cases seen as vulnerable and innocent, may it be because of racial, 

ethnical or cultural difference. In general, victimization is defined as an act of treating 

someone unfairly / mistreating or a person is made to feel as being in a bad situation / 

position. According to Best (1997) US American citizens became sensitized to the topic of 

victims and victimization during the 1960s. Later, as the ideology of victimization gained 

more acceptances in different institutions, a victim industry was created – which means “a 

set of social arrangements that now supports the identification of large numbers of victims” 

(Best, 1997:9). Furthermore, Best (1997) explained that claims about victims gain a broad 

coverage in the mass media. They tend to fit the agenda setting as well as the media logic for 

coverage of social problems and inequalities. 

Critical Discourse Analysis in the way of Van Dijk 

Furthermore, critical discourse analysis in the way of Van Dijk can not only be a research 

method, but also function as a theory of language. In my case, I transferred the concepts of 

Teun A. Van Dijk (1980, 1988, 1993) to my own linguistic and socio-cultural analysis. 

 

According to Van Dijk (1993) it is important to understand the nature of social power and 

dominance, in order to do an adequate CDA. He makes an accurate distinction between those 
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two terms. As CDA is especially interested in power abuse, Van Dijk (1993) defines those 

social participants, who clearly overstep boundaries and abuse their power, as a dominant 

group, compared to the legitimate and acceptable forms of power (Van Dijk, 1993). 

“Power and dominance are usually organized and institutionalized. The social 

dominance of groups is thus not merely enacted, individually, by its group members, 

as is the case in many forms of everyday racism or sexual harassment. It may also be 

supported or condoned by other group members, sanctioned by the courts, 

legitimated by laws, enforced by the police, and ideologically sustained and 

reproduced by the media or text- books” (Teun A. Van Dijk, 1993:255). 

 

Moreover, Van Dijk (1993) states that discourse control is equatable with the control of the 

minds of other people, of the public opinion and finally of the media discourse which can also 

be defined as the management of social representation. But, even when different groups are 

present as participants in the discourse, “members of less powerful groups may also 

otherwise be more or less dominated in discourse” (Van Dijk, 1993:260). That means in 

short, the less powerful social participant is less quoted and less spoken about. 

 

A micro-level analysis of Van Dijk is equatable with the utilization of the CDA tools of Hansen 

and Machin (2013) and therefore helps in defining the so-called microstructures of the 

discourse (Van Dijk, 1980). Namely, all those structures that are described at the short-range 

level, for example words, phrases, sentences and connections between sentences (Van Dijk, 

1980). Teun A. Van Dijk (1980) described that as soon as he was talking about a certain 

language use, he therefore used the term ‘discourse’ instead of the term ‘text’. According to 

Hansen and Machin (2013) it is referred to the term discourse when a text communicates 

broader ideas. Performing a CDA involves therefore, “looking at choices of words and 

grammar in texts, in order to discover the underlying discourse” (Hansen and Machin, 

2013:117). But, the meaning of a text and why a certain kind of language was used cannot be 

adequately described on the short-range level / the micro level. Therefore, there is the need 

for a macro-level analysis of discourse. Normally, discourses are built up with a theme or 

topic and this semantic aspect is not able to be described only with a micro-level analysis. 

Therefore, Van Dijk (1988) stated that there is a need for some kind of macrosemantics. 

Those deal with the global meanings of a discourse and make it possible to describe the 

meaning of a whole paragraph or chapters of written discourse. 

My own chosen NGO press releases are resemble to all other press releases in having the 

intention of becoming news discourse, and in general, news discourse is rather a longer text. 

In all cases, longer texts usually consist of different topics and because of that, have a so-

called macro-structure (Van Dijk, 1988). According to Van Dijk (1988:32), 
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“some topics are more general or abstract than others, so the whole macrostructure 

has a hierarchial organization, in which each sequence of macropropositions can be 

subsumed under a higher level macroproposition. These hierarchical relationships 

can be defined by macrorules, which represent what we intuitively understand by 

summarizing.” 

Concept of ideology 

When talking about discourses, it is also important to take the concept of idology into 

consideration as it is a central concept of Critical Discourse Analysis. Accodring to Van Dijk 

(1998), there are several versions of the concept of ideology that are scholarly concepts of 

competing theories. It depends on how a reader defines what a word means, assuming that 

one has the power to do so. Furthermore, Van Dijk (1998) describes that ideologies are seen 

as kind of a system of ideas and therefore, relate to the symbolic field of thoughts and 

believes, what professionals call “cognition”. Ideologies are often brought in relation to group 

interests and conflicts. “They may be used to legitimate or oppose power and dominance, or 

symbolize social problems and contradictions” (Van Dijk, 1998:5). Also, several approaches 

to ideology relate to the concept with language use or discourse. Legitimation and 

manipulation as well as other related ideas can be seen as the main functions of ideologies in 

society and are most of the time discursive social practices. Consequently, discourse has a 

special role in the reproduction of ideologies (Van Dijk, 1998). As Van Dijk (1998) wrote in 

his book that for the development of ideologies, power relations do have a central role. 

Therefore, ideologies function ”as the socially shared mental 'monitor' of social competition, 

conflict, struggle and inequality, and at the local level of situated social practices in everyday 

life” (Van Dijk, 1998: 8). 

 

Theory of media logic 

Moreover, the theory of media logic completes the structure of the news and mass media. 

According to Altheide (2013) the theory of media logic is a form of communication and a way 

though which media spreads and communicates information. This theory is important when 

events and proceedings reflect specific media and formats that govern communication. 

Moreover, David L. Altheide (2013) states that through media technologies social actions can 

be shaped and informed and the media logics orient the behavior and perceptions. In his 

article, Altheide (Altheide and Snow, 1979a, Snow, 1983a, as cited in Altheide 2013:225,226) 

describes: 

“Elements of media logic include the distinctive features of each medium (e.g., 

newspapers, Internet, blogs) and the formats used by these media for the 
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organization, the style in which it is presented, the focus or emphasis on particular 

characteristics of behavior, and the grammar of media communication”. 

 

By formats, D.L. Altheide (2013) means the way communication is organized, selected, 

presented, recognized and used. Compared and put into contradiction to the critical theory, 

the media logic theory includes for example, stereotypization, polarization, visualization, 

intensification dramatization and personalization. 

 

In the previous research study of Cottle and Nolan (2007) it is stated that different 

communication strategies, which are designed to raise awareness, funds and support, have 

been adapted to the contemporary media logic. According to Pallas et al. (2016) the theory of 

media logic is defined as “a set of ideas, norms, principles, routines and activities, guiding 

journalistic work, but also – to an increasing extent – organizational activities (Pallas et al. 

2016: 1662). As Strömbäck (2008) examined and explained that there are four phases of 

mediatization of politics, whereby from the first to the fourth phase the mass media gains 

more and more of importance and independence from the government, but also pointing out 

that there is an interdependency between politics, the society and the media, he referred to 

the concept of media logics too. Strömbäck (2008) states that in the third and fourth phase of 

mediatization the media is the dominant source of information and channel of 

communication between different social actors. Therefore, organizations and other social 

actors are internalizing the media logics and the standards of newsworthiness to become, in 

the end, news discourse (Strömbäck, 2008 and Pallas et al. 2016). The concept or theory of 

media logic is important when it comes to the news-making-process, media practices and 

functions as “guidance” how to present media content to the audience through formats, 

choice of words and a specific news structure. The theory of media logic / mediatization in 

combination with the agenda setting defines how the world is perceived and how reality is 

seen by the audience, because the mass media has the ability to give a different level of 

importance to different news stories. “It endorses what media will portray, who it will 

portray, how actors will be portrayed and how these components are put together” (Pallas et 

al. 2016: 1665). 

Consequently, due to different language users it may be possible that one finds different 

information more important than others and thus, a summary of a given text can be slightly 

or strongly diverse. Anyway, the overall / initial topic of a discourse is very important because 

it serves as a key control element in the further interpretation of the whole discourse (Van 

Dijk, 1988). 

Referring to the media logic, it is often the case that the main topics of news are already 

summarized in the headline and / or in the lead-paragraph and therefore, these parts of the 
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discourse express a macroproposition. In order to create such a macroproposition from the 

text, information has to be deleted (Van Dijk, 1988). Such a deletion of information is always 

a choice of the speaker and summarizes the meaning of the text to its topics (Van Dijk, 1988). 

 

Method 

The method in my Master thesis which I used for finding out how powerful NGOs are with 

their content and text was a critical discourse analysis. However, it is not possible to assess 

how powerful NGOs are by just looking at their press releases, but rather by looking into the 

results of my analysis. The examined texts are official press releases from Greenpeace and 

Amnesty International which deal with the “Standing Rock against DAPL”-case. 

Chosen NGOs 

Amnesty International USA is available online. On the top of the page there is the possibility 

to search within the webpage of Amnesty International USA. There, I was searching for the 

search item ”Standing Rock” which led me to 24 search results. The very first result was 

linked to the main landing side-page of Amnesty International’s Standing Rock issue. On this 

side-page there is also a list of Amnesty International’s USA outputs concerning Standing 

Rock and the DAPL with, among others, nine official press releases in the time frame from 

the 23rd of August 2016 until the 7th of February 2017. As I am interested in analyzing the 

press releases, I left the open letters to institutions, respectively government officials, and 

other kinds of texts aside (Amnesty International USA, 2017). 

 

Greenpeace USA is also present on the web. On the top of the page there are different links to 

side-pages and one of them is called ”News & Media”. Following this link, there are contacts 

for press inquiries and in the section ”Learn more” I followed the link to the sidepage of 

”News Releases”. There are plenty of official press / news releases from Greenpeace USA. 

Firstly, I went through every headline of the releases to find out which of them were related 

to the Standing Rock issue until I recognized that all these news releases are labeled with the 

”climate” label. With this knowledge, I set a tick in the search-filter for all news releases 

under the label of ”climate” and found within six pages, 19 official news releases which deal 

with the Standing Rock fight against DAPL. Those are in the timeframe from the 27th of 

October 2016 until the 10th of March 2017 (Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

 

There is an imbalance between the amounts of press releases. Whereas Amnesty 

International USA (AIUSA) published nine, Greenpeace USA (GPUSA) sent out 19 press 

releases. The reason for this might be that Greenpeace USA works especially with 
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environmental issues whereas Amnesty International USA concentrates on human rights and 

humanitarian treatment of all people in the world. The imbalance does not influence my 

findings as I analyze the 28 press releases as a whole. 

Furthermore, it was important for me to take all given and available official NGO press 

releases from GPUSA and AIUSA that deal with the DAPL case into consideration, without 

regard to the time frame. I chose these two specific international NGOs because they were the 

most mentioned ones when I read up on the dispute about the Standing Rock Sioux tribe 

against the DAPL to prepare myself for this thesis. 

CDA tools 

According to Machin and Mayr (2012: 2) “language is intertwined with how we act and how 

language is part of the way that people seek to promote particular views of the world and 

‘naturalize’ them, that is, make them appear natural and commonsensical.” Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA) is used for analyzing news text, political speeches, advertisements, school 

books, etc., to explain the used language that may appear normal or neutral at first sight, but 

is actually ideological and shapes representation (Machin and Mayr, 2012). “The term 

‘critical’ therefore means ‘denaturalizing’ the language to reveal the kinds of ideas, absences 

and taken-for-granted assumptions in the text” (Machin and Mayr, 2012: 5). As stated by 

Machin and Mayr (2012: 20), 

“the process of doing CDA involves looking at choices of words and grammar in texts 

in order to discover the underlying discourse(s) and ideologies. A text’s linguistic 

structure functions, as discourse, to highlight certain ideologies, while downplaying 

or concealing others.” 

 

Revealing what kinds of social relations of power are implicitly and explicitly present is the 

actual aim of CDA (Machin and Mayr, 2012). “Since languages can (re-) produce social life, 

what kind of world is being created by texts and what kinds of inequalities and interests 

might this seek to perpetuate, generate or legitimate?” (Machin and Mayr, 2012: 24). 

 

Out of the set of tools for analyzing texts through a critical discourse analysis, I chose to 

concentrate on the following specific tools (Hansen and Machin, 2013): 

First of all, the focus was put on the “Classification of social actors”. That means, it was taken 

into consideration whether the social actors were individuals or collectivized because it is 

useful to aks which kinds of people are individualized and which are collectivized. 

Furthermore, it had to be identified if social actors were nominalized or functionalized. Social 

Actors can be nominalized in terms of who they are or functionalized by being represented in 

terms of what they do. For example, “Donald J. Trump” would be a nominalization, whereas 
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“the US president” is a functionalization. Functionalization can either sound more official, 

but it can also reduce people to their role in society, as well as connote legitimacy. Whereas, 

nominalization can sound more personal. But also cases of aggregation can appear in 

discourses where participants are quantified and treated as “statistics”. Moreover, the tool of 

Pronoun/noun: the “us” and “them” division was taken into consideration. The concept of 

“othering” is used to lead the reader alongside or against specific ideas. The writer can evoke 

own ideas as being the reader’s ideas. In general, the concept of “we” is slippery, because “we” 

can mean different things in a sentence. When splitting information from a long sentence 

into two, the othering discourse becomes more direct.  

 

Secondly, I went through the press releases with a special regard for “passivated verbs 

without agents”. It is a way to show suppression because the information about who carried 

out the action is missing. “Van Dijk (1991a, as cited in Hansen and Machin, 2013:131) has 

shown, for example, that ethnic minorities are only presented as active agents when they do 

something bad. Where they are associated with anything positive they are represented in a 

passive role and things are done for or to them.” 

 

Third, the texts were analyzed for so-called “quoting verbs”. Those are words to represent 

how someone in the text has spoken. For example: says, announces, mumbles, comments, 

states, explains, mentions, notes, etc. It can make speakers more personal for the reader 

either in a positive way but also in a negative way. Interesting in this case is to compare how 

different groups and persons are represented as speaking. 

 

Fourth, it was interesting to analyze the “representation of social action”. The way that people 

are perceived can also be shaped by the representation of what are they portrayed as doing – 

what linguists call “transitivity”. With transitivity it is possible to get an idea about who plays 

an important role in a specific paragraph and who endures the consequences which might 

appear. In short, who acts and how, and who does not. Additionally, the texts were gone 

through for identifying categories of verb processes. Here, the linguistic choices for 

representing action can be summed up in categories. A focus was put on the category of 

“Relational” that describes how people are described as being the same, or different to 

something else. 

Limitations of the study 

Without regard to the chosen research method, there are some limitations to my Master 

thesis. First of all, I want to point on the limited time frame, that should be longer in order to 

collect more data from more NGOs and therefore to conduct a more thorough study. Second 
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of all, the dispute about the DAPL is still ongoing after I have finished my thesis in May 2017, 

as the discussions now have been taken into courtroom. This means that the critical and 

actual case of the pipeline is not finalized and a final decree has not been made yet, therefore, 

also the full scope for the indigenous tribe as well as for the US society cannot be assumed 

yet. In general, due to both, the small amount of analyzed NGOs and the incomplete 

discussions as well as the absence of a final decree, the results cannot be generalized for all in 

the DAPL dispute involved NGOs. Which was also not the aim of this study. 

 

Results and Analysis 

At the beginning of the analysis of my chosen PR texts from the two NGOs, I approached the 

discourse initially through the chosen CDA-tools. I began with the smaller part of NGO press 

releases, namely with those of Amnesty International USA, as there were just nine of them, 

compared to the amount of 19 Greenpeace USA press releases. This also helped me to get a 

first overview of the content and the discourse. 

For a further in-depth critical discourse analysis I used the model of Teun A. Van Dijk (1993) 

with the mirco-and macro level of an analysis (Van Dijk, 1980). 

 

In the total 28, chosen NGO press releases are written with the aim of being transferred to 

the news discourse. As a result, the authors, in most of the cases, adapted the news structures 

as well as the concepts of media logic and built the text up with a headline, a dateline and the 

lead paragraph, followed by the body-text. There were just few NGO press releases that were 

not in line with the news structure rules as well as just a minority of them came along with a 

featuring photograph. To a greater or lesser extent the last paragraph of the texts was a short 

summary of what had happened so far on the protesters site, or it had been a legitimization 

for the NGO’s actions.  

 

Micro-level Analysis 

Starting with the micro-level analysis, I identified a couple of noticeable patterns. Referring 

to the CDA tool of “quoting verbs” it was interesting to see that there is apparently a 

difference between quoting of NGO-internal speakers and NGO-external speakers 

(politicians, government officials, financial institutions). For example, the North Dakota 

Governor Jack Dalrymple as well as former U.S. President Obama were both cited with the 

quoting verbs of “announcing”, “stating” or “noting” which sound more official and therefore, 

more important and powerful (Hansen and Machin, 2013). Compared to quoting verbs like 

“saying” or “commenting” when it comes to speech acts of NGO experts. With reference to 
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Hansen and Machin (2013) the quoting verb of ‘said’ is more neutral and “tends to 

background the speaker behind the actual content of their utterances” (2013:141). This is 

applicable to most of the NGO-internal speech acts as the spokespersons wanted to draw 

attention to what had happened at the Sacred Stone Camp, respectively at the Oceti Sakowin 

Camp. Every body-text contained at least one statement of NGO officials, which was then 

introduced with the sentence that a NGO expert said something in response to a 

governmental action or certain proceedings. 

Remaining at the point of speech acts, they were mainly given to organizational experts or 

government officials. Whereby, the NGO experts’ statements were positioned after the one of 

the government official. Moreover, it symbolizes the level of importance and stage of power, 

since government officials are still higher positioned compared to NGO-internal experts. 

This is a typical news structure and is included in the concept of media logics, as all press 

releases have the aim of becoming news discourse. It facilitates and accelerates the work 

process of news journalists when press releases are included in news coverage. PR 

professionals adapted the rules of media- and news structure, respectively the media logic, in 

order to simplify their access to the news media.  

A good example is the first Amnesty International USA press release from the 23rd of August 

2016: 

Police Must Protect the Right to Peacefully Protest 

Pipeline Construction in North Dakota 

As thousands of Indigenous activists gather in 90-degree heat at the construction site 

of the Dakota Access Pipeline at the border of North and South Dakota, North Dakota 

state officials have shut down highways leading to the site and removed state-owned 

water tanks that have served as the main supply of drinking water for the 

encampment, citing public safety concerns. 

Estimates of the number of people protesting the pipeline range from 2,000 to 4,000, 

and 29 people have been arrested over the past two weeks. Though there have been 

isolated reports of disorderly conduct, trespassing, and interference with observational 

aircraft, Governor Jack Dalrymple noted that the protests have been largely peaceful. 

“Law enforcement has a duty to facilitate the rights to freedom of expression and 

assembly for those who wish to peacefully protest,” said Tarah Demant, senior director 

with Amnesty International USA […] (Amnesty International, 2017). 

The headline already signals the main topic which also acts as a summary of the press 

release. The first paragraph, the lead, expresses the main arguments further and gives an 

overview of the rest of the text to the recipient. Following the schematic structure of this 

press release, looking at the text as a narrative, in the second paragraph, Governor Jack 

Dalrymple, as a government official, was mentioned and firstly is given a voice, as he noted 
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that the protests have been largely peaceful. In the third paragraph, Tarah Demant, senior 

director with Amnesty International USA, was given the second, after the government 

official, opportunity to speak and to make the stance of AIUSA clear. 

 

Another example, that proves the adaptation / the compliance of the media logics to NGO 

press releases, is a release from Greenpeace USA from the 17th of November 2017, written by 

Perry Wheeler: 

Largest Bank in Norway Sells Its Assets in 

Dakota Access Pipeline 

Greenpeace pushes the financial institution to pull its loans for the 

pipeline.  

Washington, DC – The largest bank in Norway, DNB, has announced that it has sold 

its assets in the Dakota Access pipeline. The news follows the delivery of 120,000 

signatures gathered by SumOfUs.org to DNB by Greenpeace Norway and others 

urging the bank and other financial institutions to pull finances for the project. DNB 

recently indicated that it is reconsidering the loan it provided, which amounts to 10 

percent of the total funding. 

In response to the news, Greenpeace Norway Sustainable Finance 

Campaigner Martin Norman said: 

“It is great that DNB has sold its assets in the disputed pipeline, and it is a clear signal 

that it is important that people speak out when injustice is committed. [...] 

Greenpeace USA spokesperson Lilian Molina said: 

“The writing’s on the wall for the Dakota Access pipeline. People power is winning” [...] 

(Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

 

The press release shows a meaningful Headline, plus a short subheading. Additionally, there 

is a Lead-paragraph that starts with a dateline and summarizes the main arguments in the 

following body-text. Also, it shows two subheadings which are introductions to Greenpeace 

statements. As this whole press release was about the largest bank in Norway it is just logical 

that an official person from Greenpeace Norway got the first speech act, following a second 

speech act, or statement, from a spokesperson from Greenpeace USA. 

The use of experts itself represents a certain level of power of the NGOs as they provide 

others, for example, government officials or financial institutions, with special knowledge, in 

order for them to take action. 

A direct speech act of the Native Americans or the protesters, which would give them the 

chance to speak up for themselves never appeared in any NGO press release – neither in 

those of AIUSA nor in those of GPUSA. The demonstrators were always objects of the actions 
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of someone else. However, it can be positively mentioned that there were two or three 

referring links and directions to either a statement or a blog post of the Standing Rock Sioux 

Tribe / Sacred Stone Camp that had been included to the NGO press release. During the 

process of the raw-analysis I scrutinized the ideologies of the non-governmental 

organizations and questioned if their idea was to speak on behalf of the Indigenous people 

because the NGOs may also think that those are not able to do so by themselves or if the idea 

was to support the indigenous tribes with the assumed power of an official organization. 

The overall concept of my analyzed NGO press releases is that they either cite organizational 

letters to others or cite statements of NGO internal expert like different directors.  

 

Moving on to another important point of the micro-level analysis, the representation of social 

action, I identified that the active social actors were either the NGO itself, the U.S. police, law 

enforcement, the Army Corps of Engineers or government officials. Following the CDA tools 

they are given a subject and acting as agent/participant. As already mentioned before, the 

demonstrators were always objects and the affected one, the passive, of actions of someone 

else. According to Fairclough (2003:113, as cited in Hansen and Machin, 2013:145) “action 

processes foreground agency, contributing to representations of power.” How different social 

actors are seen is shaped by the representation of what they are portrayed as doing. It is also 

called ‘transitivity’. It presents to the recipient who plays an important role in a certain 

discourse and who has to take on the consequences of that action (Hansen and Machin, 

2013). 

Details of the classification of social actors were in so far noticeable that in all cases the 

participants were collectivized to a generic group. For example, by summarizing them to the 

“water protectors”, “protesters”, “Indigenous communities”, “Indigenous people”, “the first 

Americans”, “Native communities” or “the Tribe”. In the case of AIUSA, their own 

organization internal employees are collectivized by describing them with “a delegation of 

human rights observers” or “Amnesty International USA human rights observers”. This is 

due to the fact that AIUSA has sent four of their organizational workers as human rights 

observers to the Sacred Stone Camp, respectively to the Oceti Sakowin Camp, to monitor the 

response of law enforcement to protests by Indigenous communities in North Dakota 

(Amnesty International USA, 2017). Organization internal employees of GPUSA are not 

mentioned in this section, but in the section of nominalization or functionalization. 

 

Social actors can be nominalized by describing who they are or functionalized by being 

represented as what they do (Hansen and Machin, 2013). Throughout the analyzed NGO 

press releases, there could not be found one clear tendency, neither of the AIUSA nor of the 
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GPUSA. It was rather a mixture of both. Referring to participants with functionalization 

dehumanizes them, but it can also imply legitimacy (Hansen and Machin, 2013). 

In my case, when there has been an introduction to a statement of an NGO internal 

spokesperson it was most of the times the case, that I found both, nominalization and 

functionalization. 

Namely: “North Dakota Governor Jack Dalrymple”, “Greenpeace USA spokesperson Mary 

Sweeters”, ”Tarah Demant, Senior Director with Amnesty International USA”, ”President 

Obama”, ”President Trump”, ”Eric Ferrero, director of communications for AIUSA”, 

”Greenpeace spokesperson Lilian Molina”, ”Greenpeace Norway Sustainable Finance 

Campaigner Martin Norman”, ”Standing Rock Sioux Tribal Chairman Dave Archambault II”, 

”Kelcy Warren, the CEO of Energy Transfer Partners”, ”Greenpeace Nordic Climate and 

Energy Campaigner Rolf Lindahl” and ”Greenpeace USA Executive Director Annie Leonard”. 

It was rarely the case, that participants are only nominalized, just with their names, or the 

other way around, only functionalized, just with their hold role, like “the President” or 

likewise “Donald Trump”. The effects on discourses may be different though. A 

functionalization can sound more official and legitimate whereas nominalization is more 

personal (Hansen and Machin, 2013). Referring to a person with “the President” 

dehumanizes and reduces him to his role. The AIUSA press release where Donald Trump was 

reduced to his role and dehumanized was generally written with a negative spot and criticism 

of him and his actions. This explains why the author used a rather neutral expression in this 

case. The other way around, in a press release of GPUSA from the 9th of November 2016 he 

was nominalized by his name Donald Trump. As it was the day of the US presidential 

election, it was not 100 percent sure yet if he would be the next president for real and 

therefore is seen as a private person, called by his personal name. 

 

When it comes to the concept of othering, the CDA tool of pronoun/noun: the ”us” and 

”them” division, I found out that also both NGOs are not beyond of it. In the beginning of my 

analysis I assumed that NGOs are very careful about their language, as they also operate as 

subsidiary information sources and so-called watch-dogs over other institutions. I claimed 

them to be objective and data-oriented, but I found out that this is not the case because both 

NGOs are using the concept of othering too, it is not just customariness in news discourse. In 

the fourth press release of AIUSA, from September 9th, 2016, I could identify an othering 

discourse for the first time: 

“Authorities have a duty to protect the rights of Indigenous peoples, including their 

right to peacefully protest,” said Tarah Demant, a senior director with Amnesty 

International USA. It is the responsibility of the police to ensure the right to peaceful 

protest and freedom of expression” (Amnesty International USA, 2017). 
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The concept of othering can be proved by calling the protestors, the Indigenous people, 

including “their” right to demonstrate. Although, among the protestors there were also Non-

Native American people who protested against the DAPL. In general, everybody has the right 

to peacefully demonstrate and freely express an opinion, it is not just the right of the 

Indigenous people. 

Another example is an utterance of Eric Ferrero from Amnesty International USA. He said in 

the seventh press release from the 4th of December, 2016: 

“It is critical that Indigenous communities be full participants in any decision that 

may affect their human rights, and the government must seek their free, prior and 

informed consent before any major infrastructure project moves forward” (Amnesty 

International USA, 2017). 

 

As I see it, as a student CDA researcher, human rights are the same for everyone on this 

planet Earth. Besides of the existing treaties between the US government and the Standing 

Rock Sioux Tribe, there are no other human rights, which would explain what kind of “their” 

human rights Ferrero meant.  

Human rights must not be questioned because they are the same for everyone, may it be an 

indigenous tribe, the African American population or the white skinned US population.  

Also GPUSA press releases are offering examples of othering. In a statement of Greenpeace 

Spokesperson Lilian Molina in the third GPUSA press release from the 3rd of November 2016, 

she stated: 

“For far too long, our government has unjustly restricted Indigenous communities’ 

rights and ability to access their own land, repeatedly ignoring Native sovereignty. 

We already know well that this and all other pipelines pose immediate threats to our 

land, water, and climate” (Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

 

At first place, Molina talks about the US government as “our” government, whereby it is not 

clear, what exactly does she mean by that. Who is included in the word “our”? Does she 

exclude or include the Indigenous people in this semantic term? However, obvious is that she 

makes a difference between the treaty and sacred land by calling it “their own land” and “our” 

land. On a second view it can also be seen as a sign of paying respect to the existing treaty of 

Fort Laramie of 1851 and being in solidarity with the Native Americans. 

Throughout the Greenpeace USA press releases it seemed of becoming a pattern of the 

authors to talk about “their own sacred land” and the “Indigenous communities fighting for 

its own survival and sovereignty”. 
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Macro-level Analysis 

Heading to the macro-level analysis, it is important to state that every NGO press release 

signaled or expressed the main theme or topic of the whole discourse already in the headline 

as well as in the lead paragraph. Additionally to the main topics, there were secondary sub 

topics in the further paragraphs. 

In general, the main concerns of Amnesty International USA were obviously the protection of 

human rights, especially the freedom of expression. Freedom of expression is also an 

ideology that is seen by the public opinion as a natural human right and is not disputable.  

With the knowledge that Greenpeace belongs to the category of environmental NGOs, it was 

surprising for me that in a lot of cases their main topics dealt with human rights and its 

protection as well. And self-evidently the second big theme or topic was the protection of the 

water supply. As the Missouri river is the only water supply for the Indigenous communities 

alongside the stream, an oil spill into the river would mean a mortal blow to especially the 

Standing Rock Sioux Tribe and other Indigenous communities. 

Representation of dominant social participants 

I can say that in most cases the US police, law enforcement or the Army Corps of Engineers 

were claimed to violate the human rights and the treaties with the indigenous people. They 

were represented in all analyzed press releases as the dominant participant / social actor. 

This identification and classification was possible to make due to referring to Van Dijks 

(1993) definitions. He made a distinction between the two terms of social power and 

dominance. Those who clearly overstep boundaries and abuse their power are, according to 

Van Dijk (1993), defined as a dominant group, in comparison to the legitimate and acceptable 

forms of power. Especially in November 2016 when the tensions between the police force and 

the protesters escalated, both NGOs called on government officials to end the violent 

suppression against the water protectors. The Native Americans always stated that they were 

standing peacefully with prayers against the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline. 

Objectively seen, the problem started when non-native Americans started to join the protests 

and went with violent acts against the law enforcement. Moreover, the weather conditions 

went worse and colder, which contributed to even greater tensions and human behavior. 

Unfortunately, it is not unusual that the US police is violently going against minorities who 

do not behave like they are supposed to, in the eyes of the police force. The police corps 

clearly oversteps their boundaries and abuses their power. Amnesty International USA as 

well as Greenpeace is mentioning a militarized police force that is acting violently towards 

the water protectors. 

This is especially evident from the press release of AIUSA of the 28th of October 2016: 
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”In some instances, police have responded to protesters with pepper spray and bean 

bags, and in one instance, private security staff used guard dogs. Those recently 

arrested have reported being strip searched and forced to pay bail for minor offenses. 

Members of the media and legal observers have also been arrested or charged with 

minor offenses” (Amnesty International USA, 2017). 

And also in the Greenpeace USA press releases of the 3rd of November 2016, and of the 21st of 

November 2016, written by Perry Wheeler the violent policing is obvious. The main 

arguments are expressed in the lead-paragraphs: 

2016-11-03: ”Yesterday over 100 Indigenous people, allies, and journalists were hurt 

on sacred Native land during a peaceful prayer action. Journalists and water 

protectors were shot with rubber bullets and maced repeatedly by police who were 

occupying a Native burial ground. The water protectors who were attacked were 

peaceful and non-provocative toward the police who have continued to force Native 

communities off their own land” (Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

2016-11-21: “Last night, militarized law enforcement injured over 160 water 

protectors, including three elders, at the Standing Rock encampments. Police used 

tear gas, a long range acoustic device (LRAD), rubber bullets, concussion grenades, 

and water cannons in 25 degree weather against the protectors. The police response 

came as water protectors looked to clear two burnt and damaged military trucks 

from Highway 1806 to improve access to the camp for emergency services” 

(Greenpeace USA, 2017) 

 

In general, the police force tends to behave in a way that the public opinion favors. Also with 

the presidency of Donald Trump people are distinguishing more between them and the other. 

But it is not only Trump. An overall right-wing tendency can be identified in wealthier 

countries, like the USA are. Politics are using the anxieties of the societies when it comes to 

the “unknown” other person, intensified through the refugee crisis too. Trump’s signing of an 

executive order for travel bans and he wanting to build a wall between the USA and Mexico 

are contributing to these fears of the “stranger person”. Therefore, policing and the abuse of 

police power can be seen as a reflection and representation of social inequalities. 

 

Taking the whole picture of the US politics into consideration, according to Mohammed 

Cherkaoui (2016), Trump has been attacking Mexican immigrants, muslims, refugees, 

women and other minorities. He pointed out that Trump’s politics can also be seen as the 

result of the frustration, fear, and intolerance of most conservatives: It is also the connection 

of white, extreme right wing and nativist politics (Cherkaoui, 2016). Robert Paxton (2016a, as 

cited in Cherkaoui, 2016), a fascism scholar, noted in the report of Cherkaoui (2016) that ”the 
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use of ethnic stereotypes and exploitation of fear of foreigners is directly out of the fascist's 

recipe book. A sense of victimhood is absolutely essential to the rise of fascism and that is 

very strong in America today, particularly among the white middle class.” 

Thomas Greven (2016) explained in a study of his that the Republican Party, the Party of 

Trump’s supporters, has a history of using the concept of “us versus them”. Greven claimes 

that the presidency of Trump has changed the American policy into a populist fashion and a 

polarized battlefield, because as Greven (2016) mentions, the Republican Party has appoved 

the use of racism, nativism, demonization of the opponent in the past and is pretending to be 

“shocked” by the statements of the US President Donald Trump (Greven, 2016). 

Furthermore, Greven (2016) clarified that supporters of Trump, namely parts of the white 

working class, is not favoured by these policies. The US President Donald Trump made 

promises for easy solutions to complexer societal problems, without a need for a 

compromise, that are not able to work out as he thinks they are, but they are highly 

applicable to a dissatisfied American society (Greven, 2016). 

Representation of the powerless social participants 

In the same breath of representing the police force/law enforcement as well as the Army 

Corps as the dominant group, abusing its power against the Indigenous people and the 

protesters, I identified that the Native Americans are likely to be presented as the victims and 

the objects of their actions. 

In this case, the victimization theory is clearly recognizable as it explains that a victim is seen 

as vulnerable and innocent. This is exactly how the Indigenous people are portrayed in the 

NGO press releases of AIUSA and GPUSA – because of their racial, ethnical and cultural 

difference, compared to the “white US American population”. As the definition of 

victimization is explained with an unfair treatment or making a person feel as being in a bad 

position, it warrants my findings because of the dominant behavior of the US law 

enforcement, the violent policing against the water protectors and their representation in the 

NGO press releases. 

As already previously mentioned, the Indigenous communities were marginalized, except of 

two or three mentionings and references to statements or blogs of the Standing Rock. The 

fact that they are not given a voice represents the Indigenous people as weak and powerless 

social participants. The only time when a member of an indigenous community actually 

spoke up was when Beaska Niillas from the Norwegian Saami Association published a 

statement within the Greenpeace USA press release: 

“The efforts and all the struggle of those on the frontlines is paying off. This is good 

news as the snake is taking hits all around the world. And after working together with 

our Indigenous brothers and sisters at Standing Rock, especially the Water Protectors 
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Legal Collective and many other allies, it’s showing results” [...] (Greenpeace USA, 

2017). 

The reason why Norway and partially Sweden is playing a big role in the dispute about the 

DAPL is, because Norway’s state-owned oil company Statoil has major ownership stakes in 

the Pipeline and several Norwegian but also US-American financial institutes invested in the 

companies behind the DAPL. 

One explanation of the victimization could also be that Native Americans already are growing 

up with a very strong victim mentality. This could reach from the American history, 

beginning with the colonialization and the suppression of the Native Americans. Moreover, 

the Indigenous people are growing up with their own traditions, rituals, culture and way of 

living. 

 

Further evidence of victimization of the Native Americans is that the construction of the 

DAPL disrupted and desecrated sacred Native Lands.  

Just in December 2016 there has been a small glimmer of hope for the Indigenous 

communities as the Obama Administration and the Army Corps of Engineers denied an 

easement to cross under Lake Oahe and the Army Corps was also supposed to undertake a 

full environmental impact study on the pipeline to look for alternative routes. It meant an 

outstanding victorious moment in the fight to respect the Indigenous rights and sovereignty. 

It would have also meant an alteration of the course of the history between the Indigenous 

people and the US government.  

For example, in the AIUSA press release of the 4th of December 2016, Eric Ferrero from 

AIUSA said in a statement:  

“This is an important victory for Indigenous people who fought to protect the water 

and their rights. While we celebrate this hard-fought victory, we also call on Congress 

to ensure that Indigenous communities are always consulted in decisions like this” 

(Amnesty International USA, 2017) 

 

Additionally, in the press release of GPUSA of the same day, the 4th of December 2016, Lilian 

Molina was cited with the statement: 

“The water protectors have done it. This is a monumental victory in the fight to 

protect Indigenous rights and sovereignty. Today’s decision shows that when people 

unite to stand for what’s right, they can alter the course of history. Greenpeace is 

grateful to the over 300 Indigenous communities, allies, and veterans at Standing 

Rock for standing up for all of us and showing us the way forward (Greenpeace USA, 

2017). 
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With the expression of altering the course of history, Molina meant the centuries-long 

oppression of the Indigenous communities in the US, which started with the colonization and 

the enslavement of the Indigenous people, as well as the ignorance and violation towards the 

existing treaties of Fort Laramie between the US government and the indigenous 

communities. With those statements the audience gets a prove and justification of the fact 

that the discussion about the DAPL is not just about environmental and climate impacts, but 

stands for larger philosophical and ideological issues, namely the protection of Indigenous’ 

rights, altering the course of the history of oppression and the respect to sacred Indigenous 

treaty land. But, the rerouting from north of Bismarck to go through Standing Rock’s treaty 

land was just another breach of those Treaties. Greenpeace USA also pointed out in their 

press releases that the DAPL jeopardizes land and water supply. Moreover, it contributes to 

the worst impacts on climate change. An oil spill into the Missouri River, the only water 

supply of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, would mean the death sentence to the Indigenous 

community. But it would also affect the health and the lives of Non-Native People alongside 

the downstream, and moreover, to say nothing of the environmental and climate impacts. 

In the press release of Amnesty International of the 4th of December 2016, the Eric Ferrero 

from AIUSA mentioned furthermore:  

“It is critical that Indigenous communities be full participants in any decision that 

may affect their human rights, and the government must seek their free, prior and 

informed consent before any major infrastructure project moves forward. That was 

not what happened with the Dakota Access Pipeline, and we are heartened by the 

government’s announcement today” (Amnesty International USA, 2017). 

 

The government’s announcement in September 2016 was that the Army Corps would halt the 

construction of the Pipeline. 

The actual change in the US presidency in 2017 was a big turning point in the fight against 

the DAPL, but it also means a continuing oppression and victimization of the Indigenous 

people. While former President Obama was actually listening to the Native Americans and 

protected the tribal land, rights and sovereignty, the new President Trump undid his 

predecessor’s actions. Through the signing of the executive order of President Trump, he 

decided to ignore the existing Treaties of Fort Laramie of 1851 and 1868 and put the interest 

of the oil industry over the public health and paying respect to the Indigenous peoples’ rights. 

On the 24th of January, 2017 AIUSA published in a press release a statement of Amnesty 

International USA's Managing Director of the Individuals at Risk Program, Zeke Johnson, 

which confirms the fact that any oil spill has wide-ranging negative consequences for 

everyone: 
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”By choosing to advance the Dakota Access Pipeline, President Trump is putting 

Indigenous people’s access to clean water at risk and seems to be sending a signal to 

the American people that he will prioritize the interests of the extractive industries 

over people’s fundamental human rights. The federal government should seek the free, 

prior and informed consent of Indigenous people affected by infrastructure projects 

before they are approved” (Amnesty International USA, 2017). 

 

In a GPUSA press release of the 7th of February 2017, GPUSA Climate Campaigner Mary 

Sweeters put out the following statement: 

“The Trump Administration has decided that profits for the corporate elite are more 

important than sovereign rights of Indigenous communities, clean water, the climate, 

and the voices of millions of people worldwide who have called for a halt on the 

Dakota Access Pipeline. We are only a few weeks into this administration, and 

already Trump has put on full display a blatant disregard for Indigenous sovereignty, 

public health, and public outcry. This decision to smash through the EIS process is 

nothing but a reward to Trump’s corporate, oil industry cronies. The ongoing 

Environmental Impact Statement process — which is being discarded to grant this 

easement — was deemed a necessary step forward by both the Standing Rock Tribe 

and the Army Corps of Engineers. The Dakota Access Pipeline poses a significant 

threat to the water supply of Standing Rock and to millions of other people 

downstream. Its construction has already desecrated sacred burial grounds and other 

historical sites nearby” (Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

 

On the same day, Amnesty International USA published a press release as well. Eric Ferrero 

from AIUSA stated that the easement to complete the DAPL violates the Indigenous rights, 

their lands and their sovereignty:  

”This is an unlawful and appalling violation of human rights. The United States is 

obligated under international law to respect the rights of the Standing Rock Sioux 

Tribe and all other Indigenous Peoples. To allow this pipeline to go forward without 

sufficient assessment of how it will impact their land, culture, and access to clean 

water is a violation of their rights and sovereignty of their land” (Amnesty 

International USA, 2017). 

 

With the utterance that the US is obligated under international law to respect the rights of the 

Indigenous communities, he references to the existing treaties of Fort Laramie of 1851 and 

1868. 
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Representation of the powerful social participant 

After having represented the dominant and the powerless social participant I want to discuss 

the representation of the powerful social participant, as a completion, namely, the non-

governmental organizations Amnesty International USA and Greenpeace USA itself. The 

reason for classifying the organizations as powerful are the distinctions and definitions of 

Van Dijk (1993) because the legitimate and acceptable forms of power, compared to the 

dominant group, do not overstep boundaries or abuses power. 

As already mentioned a couple of times previously, both NGOs used experts and gave them 

speech acts in the press releases. Experts are viewed as reliable what positions the statements 

and the actual actions of the organizations on a legitimate level. Furthermore, it gives them 

power through special knowledge. 

According and referring to Foucault’s concepts of knowledge/power (1972), knowledge is a 

space in which the subject may inhabit a role and speak of the object with which it deals in 

the discourse. In the NGO press releases it is clearly noticeable that AIUSA as well as GPUSA 

inhabited the role of the expert and spoke of the Indigenous communities as the objects with 

which they were dealing in the discourse. 

Simultaneously, it can be referred to the critical theory as Rexhepi and Torres (2011) stated 

that a structured analysis of an in-depth interpretation has its roots in the needs and 

suffering of the most oppressed populations (Rexhepi, Torres, 2011). In my specific case, the 

Indigenous communities can be counted into one of the most oppressed populations in the 

US because they are suffering unjustified and unfair treatment by the US law enforcement, 

the police and last but not least by the US government itself. 

 

Due to a particular use of language in the press releases, the non-governmental organizations 

are influencing the reader’s opinion and controlling the minds of the public at large and 

therefore, also the public discourse. 

For example, in a GPUSA press release from the 7th of February 2017, it is recognizable that 

either the author or the person with the statement has a clear negative perspective / attitude 

on the proceedings and uses sloppy language: 

“We are only a few weeks into this administration, and already Trump has put on full 

display a blatant disregard for Indigenous sovereignty, public health, and public 

outcry. This decision to smash through the EIS process is nothing but a reward to 

Trump’s corporate, oil industry cronies” (Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

 

In this single paragraph I could recognize emotion words like ”blatant”, ”smash” and 

”cronies”. It is colloquial language and inappropriate in an official press release, which has 

the intention to become news discourse. Any kind of press release is supposed to be written 
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in data-oriented language, objectively and with a kind of impartiality. Furthermore, they 

should also include statements and subtitles that are likely to be picked up and used by 

journalists. As an involved NGO it might certainly be difficult to not let the emotions become 

predominant, which is until a certain level legitimate because it approaches the recipients’ 

emotions too. Moreover, as NGOs are always writing from their point of view, it will never be 

fully objective, but this should not turn a press release into an emotion-overloaded text.  

Referring to the previous research study of Edwards and Mynster (2014), it is already stated 

that NGO communication simultaneously serves organizational self-interest, but also 

constructs organizational legitimacy in order to protect the organizational power. Moreover, 

the authors of this previous study said that organizational communication is an interactive 

process through which reality is constructed (Edwards, Mynster, 2014). Therefore, my own 

analysis and findings are contributing to the study of Edwards and Mynster (2014), but also 

prove their conclusion. 

A further argument for the NGOs to be seen as powerful is that they are representing 

themselves as an activated social actor (Hansen, Machin, 2013). As Fairclough was cited 

(2003:113, as cited in Hansen & Machin, 2013:145): “Action processes foreground agency, 

contributing the representations of power.” In an AIUSA press release from the 24th of 

August 2016, the fact that Amnesty International USA is the active, dynamic force in an 

activity is presented very clear: 

“As a federal court issues a decision regarding whether construction of a disputed 

pipeline can go forward, Amnesty International USA has sent a delegation of human 

rights observers to monitor the response of law enforcement to protests by Indigenous 

communities in North Dakota” (Amnesty International USA, 2017). 

In this and in several more press releases the last paragraph states kind of an organizational 

legitimacy for AIUSA’s actions as they explain their experiences with protests: 

“Amnesty International has history of monitoring protests and police conduct to 

ensure adherence to international standards for human rights. In the United States, 

AIUSA has deployed delegations of observers to Ferguson, MO, and Baltimore, MD, to 

monitor protests in the wake of police killings, as well as to Cleveland and 

Philadelphia to monitor the protests outside the Republican and Democratic National 

Conventions earlier this year” (Amnesty International USA, 2017). 

 

Additionally, NGOs, AIUSA as well as GPUSA, are taking on action to raise awareness for the 

Indigenous people’s struggle by sending out open letters to government officials and other 

institutions, which also includes the provision of special information – knowledge – in order 

for them to take action. This is most notably by sending out informative letters to financial 

institutions that are investing in companies behind the DAPL. One could even say that the 
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NGOs are acting as a so-called watch-dog over those. For example, in a GPUSA press release 

from the 1st of December 2016 it was written that the NGO has sent out a letter to financial 

institutions and even outlined demands for them: 

“Greenpeace delivered a letter to Citibank reiterating the demands outlined in a 

coalition letter initiated by BankTrack and sent to all 17 financial institutions backing 

the project. TD Bank, Bank of America, Suntrust, and Goldman Sachs are among the 

other financial institutions backing the project and the subjects of ongoing protest. 

DNB, the largest bank in Norway, recently decided to sell its assets invested in the 

companies behind the pipeline and is exploring the possibility of terminating its loans 

as well, which amount for 10 percent of the project. ING has also expressed concerns 

about the project and its impacts to the Standing Rock Sioux” (Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

 

In the GPUSA press release from the 24th of November 2016 it is even more clear and written 

down that institutions are provided with information and special knowledge, as Beaska 

Niillas from the Norwegian Saami Association published a statement included in the press 

release:  

”Now it’s time for DNB (largest Bank in Norway) to be accountable. DNB made the 

promise themselves: ‘we won’t be part of projects that violate Indigenous and human 

rights.’ We provided them with information, and after they’ve seen the pictures and 

videos, there should no longer be doubt in their minds. But still every rubber bullet 

gets ten percent DNB funding. The clock is ticking and DNB wants to be on the right 

side of history when the aftermath comes. The only right thing to do in this urgent 

situation — terminate the loans” (Greenpeace USA, 2017). 

 

But not only financial institutions got provided with knowledge, also government officials, 

which is identifiable, for example, in an AIUSA press release from the 28th of October 2016: 

“AIUSA also has sent a letter to the Morton County Sheriff’s Department expressing 

concern about the degree of force used against the protests. The organization will also 

call on the Department of Justice to investigate police practices” (Amnesty 

International USA, 2017). 

 

NGOs, AIUSA as well as GPUSA, were articulating issues of culpability and agency in their 

press releases. They imply that different institutions have been provided with information 

and knowledge so that they can act upon the situation. It is a way to make the financial 

institutions and government officials responsible for acting in order to support the 

Indigenous communities in the fight against the DAPL and at the same time to set an 

example of respecting the existing Treaties of Fort Laramie. In this point of view the NGOs 
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can be seen as so-called watchdogs over these institutions. The NGOs are pressuring those 

institutions to act so they can reduce the negative effects and consequences of the Pipeline on 

the Indigenous communities and treaty land, which means they act as an enforcer of 

adoptions by the institutions of “social responsible” actions. 

 

 

Conclusion 

At the end of the year 2016 the disputed Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) gained wide news 

coverage within the US but also in other countries. Especially through the US presidential 

election and following President Trump’s signing of the executive action to advance the 

construction of the controversial DAPL aggravated the situation. Soon it was clear that the 

dispute about the Pipeline was not just about environmental and climate issues, but more 

about cultural, historical and legal concerns regarding the Native Americans of the Standing 

Rock Sioux Tribe and other indigenous communities. What originally began as a small 

protest camp in tribal reservations, established itself in a protester’s camp with over 1.000 

people, including non-governmental organization (NGO)-activists. With the involvement of 

the international NGOs Amnesty International and Greenpeace into the fight against the 

DAPL, I studied the representation of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe with a special regard to 

the power relations of those mentioned NGOs through a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of 

their NGO press releases.  

Performing a CDA means studying the choices of words and grammar in texts in order to 

discover the underlying ideologies which were linked to the socio-cultural and political 

environment in the US (Hansen, Machin, 2013). Furthermore, to meet the requirements of 

exploring the power relations of the NGOs, I transferred the concepts of Teun A. Van Dijk 

(1980, 1988, 1993) to my own linguistic and socio-cultural analysis. 

I structured this Master thesis in a provision of background information to my specific case, a 

literature review of previous research, a definition of the research gap, the usage of different 

theories and concepts, a description of the method with which I analyzed the NGO press 

releases as well as a discussion of my results and the analysis. 

 

In mass media coverage, NGOs are often used as subsidiary information sources due to the 

high workload, time pressure and agenda settings of journalists in these days. Therefore, the 

interactions between the mainstream media and NGOs are on the rise, whereby there is an 

important interdependency between the media, the society, the NGOs and the politics. As 

previous research shows that NGO press releases are often copy pasted into news coverage, 

the organizations are getting great power through shaping and influencing the perception of 
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the audiences’ reality, due to the specific usage of language, expression and representation in 

the sent-out press releases. These interactions between the NGOs, politics and the society, I 

could retrieve in my own analysis, but also pick up the power by representing different social 

actors. This brings me to the answer of my first research question, how indigenous people are 

represented in the fight against the DAPL in NGOs press releases. 

The Indigenous people in the fight against the DAPL are represented in the NGO press 

releases as the vulnerable and innocent victims who are mistreated by the US government as 

well as the law enforcement and the police. In the press releases, the Indigenous people were 

treated as the passivated objects of actions of someone else. This was especially observable 

through the NGO’s utterances about the violent policing and the power abuse of the law 

enforcement. Furthermore, the ignorance of President Trump towards the existing Treaties 

of Fort Laramie is contributing to the victimization of the Indigenous people. 

As much as the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe was represented as the powerless social actor, the 

US police and law enforcement officers were represented as the dominant, power-abusive 

social participant. The NGOs represented themselves in the analyzed press releases as the 

powerful social actor who actually has the authority to make a difference, to change 

something. 

Additionally, my own interpretation of the NGOs aim with their press releases can be 

discussed in so far that their overall aim is to raise awareness of the struggles of the 

Indigenous communities in the fight against the DAPL. Moreover, the NGO communication 

also serves organizational self-interests as well as a certain level of legitimacy. Furthermore, 

Amnesty International USA and Greenpeace USA articulated issues of agency and culpability 

in their press releases. Also, through the adaptation of the media logics into their press 

releases the final goal of the NGOs is to attract a positive media attention in order to gain a 

wide media access. 

This leads me to the answer of my second research question, how the compliance with the 

media logics can be identified. Most of the analyzed press releases complied the news 

structure and composition of articles, respectively the theory of media logics, as they 

provided a meaningful headline, a lead-paragraph that started with a dateline and summed 

up the most important arguments and main topics. A meaningful headline was for example, 

when GPUSA stated that the Trump Administration decided that profits for the oil industry 

are more important than human rights, clean water and climate protection. Additionally, in 

order to attract press coverage, the headlines of the NGOs press releases stated a special 

achievement, a milestone of GPUSA or AIUSA. Also, the most used primary topic was the 

forceful and violent proceeding of the US police against the water protectors which attracts a 

media coverage too. In the further paragraphs I could identify different secondary topics. 

Additionally, I could recognize validation of Strömbäcks mediatization (2008). The media is 
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and stays the dominant source of information and channel of communication between social 

actors, because there is a clear interdependency between politics, the society, the NGOs and 

the media. In the press releases AIUSA and GPUSA defined through the adaptation of the 

media logics, how the world should be perceived and how reality should be seen by the 

audience because they gave a different level of importance to different topics, whereas most 

of the time, the main topic was the protection of the human rights of the Indigenous people 

and compliance of the existing treaties of Fort Laramie, followed by the secondary topic of 

environmental and climate issues caused by the DAPL. In general, the NGOs complied with 

the media logic by providing the media workers with special expert knowledge so that the 

journalists were able to write a more in-depth coverage about the issue of the Dakota Access 

Pipeline in the news media. Moreover, the NGOs provided the news media with outstanding 

quotes that allowed to “connect” with the audience. The organizations did not just 

concentrate on their specialities, as it is the environment for GPUSA and human rights for 

AIUSA, but rather helped to gain a wider understanding of the contemporary socio-cultural 

and political context by explaining financial and political issues too. 

 

With this Master thesis, I contribute to a wider understanding in the field of NGO 

communication by focusing on textual power- and knowledge relations of certain NGO press 

releases. Press releases are still an under-researched area because they can be seen as 

examples of “hybrid genres” as they are a mixture of information and promotion (Catenaccio, 

2008).  

 

Due to certain limitations of this Master thesis there can be found inspirations for further 

research. Firstly, the amount of the chosen and analyzed NGOs and their press releases could 

be bigger. Though, in my case, due to a rather short timeframe it was not possible to extend 

the amount of collected NGO press releases of more than two non-governmental 

organizations. Moreover, as the final decree in the dispute of the DAPL has not been made 

yet, in June 2017, the case is not finalized yet and assumingly many important NGO press 

releases could not be analyzed yet. 
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