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Context

Scotland has consistently had one of the highest imprisonment rates among European countries, a statistic of much concern to policymakers. 2008-10 has been major period of penal reform. The concept of ‘payback’ was introduced, as part of a wider attempt to make community service, rather than imprisonment, the default sentence for a range of offences. It should be noted that policy in Scotland is independent of the rest of the UK, and currently moving in a different direction from England and Wales, where there is concern to be seen as ‘tough on crime’.

Corpus

1. Scotland’s Choice: Report of the Scottish Prison Commission (July 2008)

2. Revitalising Justice – Proposals To Modernise And Improve The Criminal Justice System (September 2008)

3. Protecting Scotland’s Communities: Fair, Fast and Flexible Justice (December 2008)

4. Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Bill [as introduced] (March 2009)

Methodology

We combined two approaches. We used WordSmith Tools v5 to identify most frequent word forms, and identified all instances of figurative language in the top 200 word forms, using the pragglejaz procedure for borderline cases of metaphor. This showed relatively little use of figurative language.
We hand-searched the four documents and identified metaphors and metonymy. We did not analyse highly conventional uses of grammatically ‘empty’ or nearly empty words such as prepositions.

We grouped metaphor vehicles into semantically related sets, named ‘systematic’ metaphors, following Cameron, Low and Maslen (2010).We used WordSmith Tools v5 to produce concordances for the most frequent figuratively used words, and for all members of the ‘systematic’ metaphors identified.

Using the concordance data, we identified the contextual meanings of the figuratively used words. We compared these findings with concordance data for the same word forms from a reference corpus, the Oxford English Corpus (OEC) (a 2 billion word corpus of contemporary written and spoken English).

Linguistic and Sociological Findings

We found relatively little use of lexical extensions of the payback metaphor, which suggests that this does not permeate the texts or underlie thinking. We found extensive use of the lexis of management and business. Sociologically, the payback metaphor is interesting as a novel use of the concept in penal discourse. The linguistic findings about payback suggest that it is not yet doing any substantive ‘work’ reframing underlying understandings about practices or purposes of punishment. The pervasiveness of business language, on the other hand, offers a means of exploring  socio-legal claims about a managerial ethos in public sector areas such as criminal justice. For example, ‘deliver’ has three object types in our documents: activities (services), business goals (returns, value) and abstract ideals (justice). This may provide evidence of the claim that the effect of a managerial mindset is a levelling of incommensurable aspects of government (values and actions treated comparably). We conclude by considering how interdisciplinary work in metaphor anlaysis can contribute to the respective disciplines involved in a given collaboration.
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