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UNDERGOING OR ENACTING CHANGE? 
SOCIETAL CHANGE AS DISCURSIVE PRACTICE 

Cornelia Ilie1 

“Isn't it funny how day by day nothing 
changes, but when you look back, 
everything is different...” (C.S. Lewis) 

 
Introduction 
 

With changes occurring in all sectors of social and professional activity more 
regularly and more rapidly than ever before, we are faced with the constantly 
daunting task of trying to make sense of the sources, mechanisms and effects of 
these changes. In modern and postmodern socio-political thinking the notion of 
change has taken centre stage through identifying, analyzing, comparing, disputing 
different approaches to, or interpretations of change: major or minor changes, 
economic or political changes, long-term or short-term changes, deliberate or non-
deliberate changes, peacefully or coercively implemented changes, successful or 
failed changes, to name but a few. In the realm of politics a landslide mandate for 
change occurred in the 2008 US election campaign during which the phrase 
“Change we can believe in” led to the victory of Barack Obama’s party and his 
election as President of the United States.And in Europe, François Hollande, 
challenging Nicolas Sarkozy, opened his 2012 official campaign as a socialist 
presidential candidate with the slogan “The time for change is now”. 

Change has been a recurring buzzword in mainstream institutional 
discourses promoted at both micro- and macro-levels in the European public sphere 
during the past few decades. Due to its geopolitical, cultural and ethnic diversity, 
the EU, as an officially endorsed pan-European body, feels compelled to 
continuously legitimize its existence and policies both internally and externally. Its 
communication strategies have largely focused on branding its self-image as a 
diverse, interdependent and citizen-oriented entity, based on democratic and 
consensus-seeking principles. As a result, the notion of change has been embraced 
as a token of the progressive, exploratory and self-regenerating spirit characterising 
the cultural and geo-political entity represented by the EU. Since the meanings of 
facts and phenomena are socially co-constructed and communicatively conveyed 
through language, what matters are not only facts and phenomena in themselves, 
but how they are perceived and interpreted. Consequently, EU representatives have 
constantly endeavoured to achieve political influence by articulating carefully 
constructed meanings of the concept of change that Europeans are expected to 
respond favourably to. 

                                                           
1 Zayed University, UAE, cornelia.ilie@gmail.com 
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Institutional discourse is the result of socio-discursive practices that are 
meant to establish and legitimize specific well-defined relations between concepts 
and their meanings. Such practices are generally associated with the notion of ‘soft 
power’, which was defined by Nye’s (2004) as ‘getting others to want the 
outcomes you want’ (p. 5) or to shape what others want, not by means of coercion, 
but by attraction. A frequently used rhetorical strategy of inducing change by 
attraction is the recourse to the use of euphemisms, which are meant to operate a 
semantic shift by turning a negative into a positive description, thus dissimulating 
potentially offensive, repulsive or hurtful expressions, and therefore face-
threatening,with agreeable or less offensive expressions that are perceived as face-
saving devices. Thereby harsh, unpleasant or negatively sounding words often get 
replaced with gentler, positive or neutral ones. For example, in many cultures, a 
doctor is expected and thus likely to say “the patient passed away” rather than “the 
patient died”. On social and human considerations, the word “unemployed” is 
increasingly changed with the euphemism “between jobs”. Political discourse in 
particular displays a great number of euphemisms used as substitutes for 
distasteful, unpopular or problematic vocabulary, which could alienate or cause 
offence to the audience or some third party. In order to attract and maintain public 
support, and ultimately power positions, politicians resort torhetorical strategies of 
euphemistic manipulation of people’s minds: for example, instead of explaining the 
mechanisms of “economic decline” they try to mitigate its negative meaning by 
speaking about “disinflation” and “negative growth”;and instead of“dismissal from 
service” or “firing staff” they try to minimize their negative impact by speaking 
instead of “downsizing” or “workforce adjustment”.  
 
How is change contextually instantiated in official discourses of EU 
institutions? 
 

Endless examples of such semantically manipulated expressions are to be 
found in EU official documents. For the purposes of this study, a sizeable number 
of recent documents issued by the European Parliament, the European Commission 
and the Council of the European Union have been examined. In order to avoid the 
negative connotations triggered by the implementation of changes in certain sectors 
of activity, several ‘watered down’ semantic alternatives are used to replace the 
straight forward notion of change, as illustrated in extract (1) below: 
 
 (1) 

Now with the proposed package the main common objective of the 
proposal for the amendment of the Regulation and of the parallel 
proposal for recast of the Directive is to foster innovation and 
economic growth by making trade mark registration systems all over 
the EU more accessible and efficient for businesses in terms of 
lower costs and complexity, increased speed, greater predictability 
and legal security. These adjustments dovetail with efforts to ensure 
coexistence and complementarity between the Union and national 
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trade mark systems. (Comments by ICC – International Chamber of 
Commerce – on the European Commission Proposals for Reform of 
the EU Trade Mark System, 1 July, 2013, p. 2) 

 
This official EU document was prepared by the Commission on Intellectual 

property and presents a package of initiatives aimed at making trade mark 
registrations systems in the European Union cheaper, quicker, more reliable and 
predictable. The largest part of the document (particularly sections 2 “Changes to 
the Regulation”, 3 “Changes to the Directive” and 4 “Changes to Fees”) is actually 
devoted to the application of changes (to the regulations and to the directives). One 
recurrent way of discursively conveying different types, extents and implications of 
change is simply to refer to this notion by means of other, partly synonymous, 
terms.In excerpt (1) above, three different euphemistic synonyms are used to 
substitute the word change, i.e. “amendment”, which is normally defined as a 
formal or official change made to a law, contract, constitution, or other legal 
document; “recast”, which is the result of anew form produced by recasting; and 
“adjustment”, which is a small change that improves something or makes it work 
better (cf. online Merriam Webster, Macmillan and Oxford dictionaries). The 
substitution of the word “change” with these three words contributes to conferring 
a more positive note on the whole passage by directing the reader’s attention to the 
positively connoted “innovation and economic growth” as outcomes of these 
changes. 

Another way of discursively conveying the notion, extent and implications 
of change related to EU institutional discourse is to use the word “change” itself, 
while contextually emphasizing its positive or negative connotations. The rhetoric 
of change at institutional and inter-institutional levels is often used to legitimize or, 
on the contrary, to delegitimize planned or ongoing policies, new administrative 
practices, re-allocation of financial resources, to name but a few. In order to reach 
ordinary citizens and to obtain their support, various institutional rhetorics of 
change have been tailoring their appeals to popular concerns and interests. In EU 
discourses, whether referring to the recent past, the present or the future, change is 
one of the words most frequently used with regard to the phenomena pertaining to 
politics, social sciences, economics or ethics. Through its frequent occurrence, the 
use of the word “change” singles out an ongoing qualitative and paradigmatic shift 
in the very process of inducing, implementing and monitoring the very process of 
change. 
 
Theoretical framework of analysis 
 

Processes of change can take different forms and target different outcomes, 
but above all, they affect, and involve, all members of the respective 
communities.From a sociological and psychological perspective, a process of 
change brings to the fore two main categories of agents enacting two basic roles:  
on the one hand, “change-takers”, who need to follow and adapt to changes 
determined or decided by other agents, and,on the other hand, “change-makers”, 



16 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 2

,  
20

13
 

who are responsible for initiating and fostering change (Scheuer, S. and Scheuer, J. 
2008). The latter are often acting from positions of power that give them legitimacy 
and authority to initiate change and persuade others – the “change-takers” – to 
follow. At the same time we should not lose sight of the fact that change may be 
more or less legitimate depending on the extent to whichit resonates with jointly 
accepted institutional principles and a widely shared system of norms and beliefs. 
Moreover, there may be diametrically opposed perspectives on one and the same 
process of change, depending on the roles and goals of those involved: the same 
phenomenon or event may be perceived as a welcome change, or as unwanted 
change. 

A relevant parallel to the two categories of agents – change-makers and 
change-takers – identified by Scheuer, S. and Scheuer, J. can be found in the 
framework of the semantic theory of semantic, or thematic, roles (Fillmore 1968, 
Carlson 1984, Jackendoff 1987) which was integrated into a pragma-semantic 
approach by Ilie (1998, 2005). These semantic roles represent large classes of 
participants in a communicative event in the sense that they specify who did what 
to whom. Such a role is associated with a particular participant in an event and it 
designates his/her relationship with other participants in the same event. This 
relationship is articulated through the intermediary of the predicate in the sentence 
reporting the event. Semantic roles are also called participant roles, because they 
can be viewed as the linguistic encoding of the parts participants play in an event. 
This is why the term participant role has been adopted in this study to refer to the 
pragma-semantic interface of the notion of role. The most basic participant roles 
are Agent (compatible with Change-maker) and Patient (compatible with Change-
taker).  
 
Defining change 
 

What do we understand by change, or rather, how do we understand the notion 
and implications of change in a pragmatic and discourse-analytical perspective? No 
matter what focus or analytical goal we pursue, we are confronted with the basic issue 
of distinguishing between two linguistic instantiations: (to) change as a verb and 
change as a noun (cf. online dictionaries: Merriam Webster, Macmillan and Oxford 
dictionaries). For the present discussion it is further necessary to understand the nature 
of the verb “to change”, which is an ergative verb, i.e. a verb that can be used both 
transitively and intransitively. The following dictionary meanings have been selected 
for their salience regarding the present analysis: 
 
To change – transitive verb 
1 

a :  to make different in some particular way:  alter <never bothered 
to change the will> 
b :  to make radically different:  transform <can’t change human 
nature> 
c :  to give a different position, course, or direction to  
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2 
a :  to replace with another <let’s change the subject> 
b :  to make a shift from one to another:  switch <always changes 
sides in an argument> 

 
In the transitive meaning, the Agent (+/- animate, performing the action) is the 
subject of the verb and acts upon a Patient (+/-animate, undergoing the Agent’s 
action), that undergoes the effects of the action, and is the direct object, as 
illustrated in (2) below: 
 

(2) The history teacher (Agent, subject) changedher life (Patient, 
direct object). 

 
 
To change – intransitive verb 
1 

to become different <her mood changes every hour> 
2 

to undergo transformation, transition or substitution <winter 
changed to spring> 

3 
to exchange, switch <neither liked his seat so they changed with 
each other> 

 
In the intransitive meaning, the focus is on a self-empowered Patient role (+/-
animate) that is usually placed in initial position and becomes the subject of the 
verb. There is no ascription of the Agent role in such cases. As a result, the Patient 
role becomes all important, by assuming the responsibility ofachieving the 
outcome of the action performed by the verb, as illustrated in (3) below: 
 

(3) She (Patient, subject) changed dramatically. 
 
A significant difference between the transitive and the intransitive meanings can be 
identified at the pragma-semantic level: the transitive use lays the emphasis on the 
role of the Agent, whereas the intransitive use lays the emphasis on the process or 
outcome whereby the Patientis in focus. By ascribing the two roles – Agent and 
Patient – the transitive verb construction enables a more accurate accountability for 
the outcome than the intransitive verb which ascribes only the role of Patient. This 
difference between the transitive and intransitive uses emerges more clearly in 
particular context-specific usages. Whereas a semantic framework of analysis treats 
these participant roles as more or less static entities that are examined in isolated 
sentences, a pragmatic framework of analysis enables a contextualization of 
participant roles both at micro-level, by investigating their word-specific features, 
and at macro-level, by analysing their dynamic correlation across passages of 
interconnected utterances. This is particularly relevant in institutional discourses, 
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which display many-layered, collectively constructed messages addressed to 
multiple audiences, which share the rhetorical goal of inducing positive reactions, 
or genuine belief, and ultimately persuading the audience to act in certain ways. 
 
Shifting uses of the concept of change 
 

Prototypical change-focused rhetorical strategies are noticeable in widely 
disseminated official EU documents where the concept of change tends to acquire 
shifting meanings in different discursive contexts. The present analysis is based on 
randomly selected documents issued by the European Parliament, the European 
Commission and the Council of the European Union after the 2008 crisis that was 
followed by a series of institutionally introduced changes meant to operate in 
social, economic, political and cultural areas across EU member countries.The 
changes initiated and promoted in EU discourses have been widely discussed and 
debated, but considerable less attention has been paid to the very discourses 
recommending and reinforcing change in many EU documents. Whereas the 
discourse of change– in all its forms – has been continuously in the spotlight, the 
change of discourse has been mostly sidelined and overshadowed by the 
discussions and negotiations regarding the proposed changes. However, underlying 
those discussions are the actual struggles of competing discourses for assuming the 
control over the final outcome of master discourses defining, identifying and 
imposing change throughout the EU region. Eventually, inter-institutional, inter-
cultural and inter-personal disputes and divergences had to be reasonably 
neutralized and euphemized. It is particularly symptomatic that institutional EU 
discourses about change exhibit changes indicating a gradual marginalization of 
institutional, as well as social, actors (= pragma-semantic Agents) through 
rhetorically manipulated discursive practices.  

Change has been the default process underlying the evolution of EU 
institutions and organisations during the last ten years. Thus, between 2005 and 
2009, the balance between member states and the Commission was widely reported 
in the literature as having changed at the expense of the latter (Barbier, 2011). The 
Lisbon Treaty, which came into force in 2009, introduced institutional grounds for 
change with the entry into the arena of the new President of the European Council. 
Moreover, the balance between social and economic actors within the Commission 
itself (i.e. among Commissioners), as well as the balance between DGs, changed, 
not least because, with the arrival of Central European member states, centre-right 
governments were in a majority. In the aftermath of the financial crisis, the 
“Agenda for Change” (2011) was laboriously worked out and implemented by the 
European Commission with a view to reducing poverty in a rapidly changing 
world. A proliferation of the discourses of change has constantly occurred since 
2013, when the preparation of the 2014 elections for the European Parliament 
started. On the whole, however, no specifically targeted changes are being 
discussed: it is rather the concept of change itself that is being recycled over and 
over again, gradually gaining ground in the public sphere, as illustrated in the 
following excerpts: 
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(4) 
As times are changing, so are we. Since the last European 
elections, the rules of the game have changed. The European 
Parliament now has more power, both to set the political direction of 
Europe and over the day-to-day decisions which affect us all. A 
more powerful European Parliament means more influence for 
everyone, more ability to deal with our problems, more ability to 
change what needs changing, more assertiveness to conserve 
what we want to keep. (European Parliament – Elections 2014, The 
power to decide what happens in Europe, 10-09-2013 - 11:39) 
 
(5) 
As times have changed, so has the European Parliament. 
(European Parliament – Elections 2014, Act React Impact, 10-09-
2013 - 11:41) 

 
By using the intransitive verb “to change”, the process of change in (4) and 

(5) is obviously interpreted in rather general terms, which makes the description 
sound vague since no Agentis identified. There is a noticeable absence of 
information about the cause(s) of change, the kinds of change and the tangible 
effects. Both people (As times are changing, so are we) and institutions (“As times 
have changed, so has the European Parliament”) are described as undergoing 
change, but the initiation of change is not ascribed to any Agent(s). The 
Agentlessness is supposed to signal that neither the people, nor the institutions can 
be held accountable for the respectiveongoing changes. In other words, according 
to the authors of the document, neither the people, nor the European Parliament are 
treated as playing a significant role in the changes that they have been undergoing. 
Hence, the changes are ascribed to the indefinite and abstract concept of “times” 
(“times are changing; times have changed”). However, paradoxically, in (4) this 
manipulative Agentless use of change points in fact to a contradiction deriving 
from the juxtaposition of two statements expressing contrary messages about the 
actual direction taken by the European Parliament: on the one hand, (i) in favour of 
change – “more ability to change what needs changing”, and, on the other hand, 
(ii) against change – “more assertiveness to conserve what we want to keep”. 

In more recently published  reports (by the European Commission) on the 
new Horizon 2020 programme, the default EU discourse displays an updated 
rhetoric in a more interactive and dialogic perspective. There are fewer occurrences 
of instances describing vague, Agent-less “change” like the ones in (4) and (5). 
Although the verb “to change” is still often used intransitively, i.e. grammatically 
deprived of Agent, there are contextually explicit mentions of a responsible Agent, 
as illustrated in (6) below. 
 

(6) 
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Since its creation, the European Union has been constantly 
changing, shaped by European citizens, and young people 
represent both its present and its future. 
(Horizon 2020: Work Programme 2014-2015. Europe in a changing 
world: inclusive, innovative and reflective Societies. European 
Commission Decision C 2690 of 29 April 2014) 

 
In (6) the verb “to change” is obviously used intransitively (“the European 

Union has been constantly changing”) and it emphasizes the process of change that 
the European Union has been undergoing, without ascribing it to any Agent. 
However, in the subsequent parenthetically introduced explanation (“shaped by 
European citizens”) an implicit correlation is established between the process of 
change and an explicitly identified multiple Agent (“European citizens”). Hence, 
the underlying message of the overall sentence is that the European Union has been 
shaped by European citizens through successive processes of change. Thereby the 
multi-level changes undergone by the European Union are explicitly accounted for 
by ascribing them to the agency of European citizens. In this instance, as well as in 
a few other instances, we can witness a transition of the emphasis in the rhetoric of 
change – from the process of (the European Union) undergoing change to the 
process of (European citizens) enacting change. 
 
There are also several instances in EU documents where the verb “to change” is 
used transitively, thus providing a clearer and more nuanced description of the 
situation, as illustrated below: 

 
(7) 
Economic and monetary integration in Europe, underpinned by 
the creation of the euro, has changed the landscape of 
international monetary relations with far reaching impacts both 
for the EU and its external partners. 
(Horizon 2020: Work Programme 2014-2015. Europe in a changing 
world: inclusive, innovative and reflective Societies. European 
Commission Decision C 2690 of 29 April 2014) 

  
In excerpt (7) the verb “to change” is used transitively, which involves an 

emphasis on the causal relation between the Agent (“Economic and monetary 
integration in Europe”) and its corresponding Patient (“the landscape of 
international monetary relations”). Whenever the transitive, rather than the 
intransitive, use of the verb “to change” is selected, we are provided with a more 
transparent account and a many-sided picture of the process of change, due to the 
fact that the transitive verb is supposed to imply, and often to specify, the essential 
pragma-semantic relation between a change-enacting Agent and a change-
undergoing Patient. The paradigm represented by the transition between the 
transitive and the intransitive uses of the verb “to change” reflects, and at the same 
time, prompts discursive and rhetorical changes in the assumed value of change as 
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the driving force of the joint effort towards the harmonization of cross-European 
social and economic co-construction.  

It is apparent that the change-related discourses of EU documents are meant 
not only to describe changes, but also to evaluate these changes in terms of their 
causes, effects and feedback on those experiencing them. Consequently, an in-
depth analysis of the discourses of change calls for a context-based approach that 
should not be limited to semantic analysis, but integrate a pragmatic and discourse-
analytical framework. Moreover, since change is a diachronic phenomenon par 
excellence, its multi-layered functioning can most appropriately be explored in a 
historical perspective (Skinner, 1999; Kosseleck 2002). The shifting use of 
concepts has been examined in a rhetorical perspective by Skinner, who argued 
that “there cannot be a history of unit ideas as such, but only a history of the 
various uses to which they have been put by different agents at different times.” 
(1999: 62). If we take a closer look at the most frequent occurrences of the concept 
of change, we will notice that conceptual shifts occurring over time can reveal 
significant changes in thinking patterns and ways of approaching social 
phenomena. 

An examination of varying uses of the concept of change (as a verb and as a 
noun) in several documents issued by EU organisations during the past few years 
reveals shifting meanings in terms of positive vs. negative evaluation. A significant 
example is the following: 
 

(8) 
The reputational risks of not making a change outweigh the risks 
of making a change. 
(Council of the European Union, 14 October 2011, Impact 
Assessment Communication: EU Development Policy “Increasing 
the Impact of EU Development Policy: An Agenda for Change”. ST 
15560 2011 ADD 1.) 

 
In (8) an absolute dichotomy between making or not making a change can be 

seen as a parallel to the intrinsic distinction between the will to change and the 
wish to keep things unchanged in excerpt (4) above: “A more powerful European 
Parliament means more influence for everyone, more ability to deal with our 
problems, more ability to change what needs changing, more assertiveness to 
conserve what we want to keep”. The following two excerpts illustrate two 
viewpoints: a positive and a negative evaluation of the process of change: 
 

(9) 
At the same time, the Bologna Process attracted worldwide 
attention and changed the image of European higher education 
“from being regarded as a (rather sclerotic?) collection of 
traditional but administratively hidebound institutions to being seen 
as more dynamic, composed of modern and potentially more 
entrepreneurial institutions” (Scott 2009a:7). 
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(European Parliament, Directorate-General for External Policies, 
2013: Towards the Negotiation and Adoption of the Stockholm’s 
Programme’s Successor for the Period 2015-2019)   

 
(10) 
But even in countries where institutions still benefit from or had no 
reductions in public funding (e.g., Sweden), there is a fear that the 
situation will change in the future. 
(European Parliament, Directorate-General for External Policies, 
2013: Towards the Negotiation and Adoption of the Stockholm’s 
Programme’s Successor for the Period 2015-2019) 

 
The positive perception of change in (9) is conveyed through the transitive 

use of the verb “to change” which requires the specification of an initiating Agent 
(“the Bologna Process”) and a concrete Patient that undergoes change (“the image 
of European higher education”): “the Bologna Process […] changed the image of 
European higher education”. Typically, this positive meaning of change is further 
reinforced by adding concrete details that are intended to enhance the persuasive 
force of the statement. In (10) the negative perception of change is expressed 
through the intransitive use of the verb “to change” whose action is not ascribed to 
any Agent. Instead its meaning is associated with the co-occurring notion of “fear”, 
which expresses a negative but rather vague feeling of insecurity: “there is a fear 
that the situation will change”.  

It is apparent from the discussion and illustrative examples above that the 
notion of change – whether conveyed by a noun or by a (transitive/intransitive) 
verb – has the potential to set the tone and impact the content of the recent and 
currently prevalent discourse in representative European institutions. Depending on 
the issues under debate, the historical moment, as well as the prevalence of 
divergent or convergent voices, the shifting discourse of choice in official EU 
documents can be perceived as both reflecting and shaping the social-political 
agendas of certain influential Agents of change.  
 
Concluding remarks 
 

The range of changes that have been taking place in the ongoing process of 
European integration is rooted in a complex system of shared beliefs, values and 
ideals, as well as of diverse perceptions, assumptions and expectations. Against 
such a complex social, cultural, and geo-political background, the notion of change 
has been at the heart of position-takings, debates and choices made by European 
citizens and their representative institutions. For obvious reasons, not all changes 
can be unanimously accepted, which makes the overall discussions on the pros and 
cons of proposals for change a constant and valuable feature that contributes to 
shaping EU institutional discourse at all levels. 

The aim of this study has been to capture and explore the shifting 
interpretations of change as a socio-political paradigm and a discursive strategy in 
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EU policy-making and policy-reviewing documents.The analysis has focused on 
identifying competing perspectives and representations of change as a positive vs. 
negative challenge (i.e. as a valuable opportunity or as a potential danger), as a 
randomly occurring Agentless process vs. a deliberately pursued institutional and 
popular goal. Methodologically, a major emphasis has been on the 
conceptualization of change articulated at the interface of semantic and pragmatic 
levels of discourse in terms of the interaction of participant roles. The use of a 
pragma-semantic approach to change as a phenomenon, process and goal, has 
made it possible to establish relevant correlations between the discourse of change 
and the change of discourse which have been manifest in a wide range of EU 
documents over the last ten years. A significant finding is that the change-related 
discourses of EU documents are often meant not only to describe changes, but also 
to evaluate these changes in terms of their causes, effects and feedback of those 
experiencing them. 
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