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Abstract 

This essay is a qualitative study where the theory of face and image repair theory evaluate the 

apologetic strategy of a pudel. The analysed data is from Swedish former Members of Parliament that 

had to leave their positions due to scandals they were involved in that affected them personally. The 

analysis shows that the image repair strategy of bolstering is commonly used, that bolstering poses a 

threat on the speaker’s positive face, and that bolstering is a jeopardising move when attempting to 

perform a pudel. This study also confirms that when executed successfully, a pudel could restore image 

and be a successful face-saving strategy. The results also detect the need to further research on how 

linguistics and rhetoric can cooperate to make more thorough analyses of speech acts. 

 

Keywords: face, apologies, scandals, political scandals, excuses, face theory, image repair theory 

 

Sammanfattning 

Denna uppsats är en kvalitativ studie där teorin om face och image repair analyserar och utvärderar 

den kommunikativa strategin pudeln. Det analyserade datat kommer från pressmeddelanden, 

presskonferenser och officiella Facebookmeddelanden från svenska riksdagspolitiker som på grund av 

en skandal behövt lämna sin ledamotsroll i Sveriges Riksdag. Resultatet påvisar att strategin bolstering 

inom image repair teorin, är vanligt förekommande, att samma strategi utgör ett ansiktshot på den 

person som använder sig av den strategin och att om man inte lyckas med sin bolstering, riskerar man 

att inte rädda sitt ansikte eller anseende. Studien visar också på att en lyckad tillämpning av pudeln 

kan rädda en persons anseende och ansikte. Resultaten i studien öppnar även upp för framtida 

undersökning, och påvisar att lingvistiska teorier och retoriska teorier kan komplettera varandra vid 

mer ingående analyser av talakter. 

 

Nyckelord: ursäkter, skandaler, politiska skandaler, ansikte, artighetsstrategier 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Purpose 

By evaluating the communicative strategy of a pudel, this essay’s main purpose will be to evaluate if a 

merger of the theory of face and image repair theory can be useful and which of the two presented 

theories is more suited to analyse apologies and excuses. The evaluation will, therefore, allow the 

secondary purposes of investigating if a perceived pudel is a pudel and how a public person handles 

face-threatening acts. To make this happen, four cases where members of the Swedish parliament 

were held accountable for a political scandal will act as groundworks as to connect the theory of face 

and image repair theory.  

Hopefully, this essay will be able to tell something linguistically about politicians and their public 

apologies and excuses. 

 

1.2 Background 

1.2.1 Previous work and research 

Based on an English folk term of when someone is embarrassed, or “loses their face”, Goffman 

presented the concept of face, and that face is the image a person takes on to either please or displease 

a social group or social interaction. That face, or image, will be either maintained and upheld or ignored 

by the participants (Goffman, 1967). The concepts of face have, since Goffman, been further 

developed and the theory is frequently discussed and utilised as to what a face desires (Brown & 

Levinson, 1988). The idea of a positive face is the desire to be accepted, and a negative face is the 

freedom to be unimpeded (Brown & Levinson, 1988). Depending on the hearer’s face, the speaker can 

orient according to two types of politeness, the positive and negative politeness, or involvement 

politeness and restraint politeness (Bailey, 1997, cited in Dunn, 2011). The positive politeness, or 

involvement politeness, is directed towards the audience’s positive face, while negative politeness, or 

restraint politeness, is directed towards the audience’s negative face. 

Image repair theory derives from the theory of face and allows a better understanding of how the 

masses perceive the person making an apology or excuse (Benoit, 2015). A typical domain where image 

repair is necessary is after a political scandal. Political scandals can be categorized into five types, 

mediated scandals, political scandals, sex scandals, financial scandals, and power scandals (Thompson, 

2000). 

For Swedish politicians having to save face and repair image, the communicative strategy of a pudel 

has been proved useful. Rosqvist (2008) analyses pudeln as a strategy to save a person’s credibility, 

and what effects it has on said person’s credibility. Rosqvist’s work is based on Benoit’s image repair 
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theory and theories on credibility and trust, the Hermagoras Stasis theory and applies them on cases 

where people have been using the strategy of a “poodle” to save their credibility. Rosqvist concludes 

that the pudel strategy is far more complex than it first may seem, and each situation caters to own 

factors that ultimately decide if the strategy could be successful.  

 

1.2.2 What is “scandal?” 

As a consequence of the ever so changing media landscape, scandals have become more present as a 

phenomenon in modern societies due to the increasing exposure of public figures and their decreasing 

possibility to separate private life from public life, and therefore public figures are under constant 

“threat” of a possible scandal (Thompson, 2000).  

Thompson (2000) establishes that the word ‘scandal’, has its origin in religion, and in non-desired 

behaviour, where the ‘scandal’ was either something that was hindering or endangering religious 

belief, religion itself or an action that challenged the moral thoughts and decency. Today the word 

‘scandal’ is most commonly associated with actions or events involving certain kinds of transgression 

which become known to others and are sufficiently serious to elicit a public response (Thompson, 2000, 

p. 13).  

No one can with absolute certainty predict when a scandal may get exposed, how long it will last, or 

how the media will portray the scandal (Bromander, 2012). 

Thompsons suggested list of certain qualities for a “scandal”; 

1. Their occurrence or existence involves the transgression of certain values, norms or moral 

codes; 

2. Their occurrence or existence involves an element of secrecy or concealment, but they are 

known or strongly believed to exist by individuals other than those directly involved ([…] ‘non-

participants’); 

3. Some non-participants disapprove of the actions or events and may be offended by the 

transgression; 

4. Some non-participants express the disapproval by publicly denouncing the actions or 

events; 

5. The disclosure and condemnation of the actions or events may damage the reputation of 

the individuals responsible for them (although this is not always or necessarily the case […]). 

(Thompson, 2000, pp. 13-14) 

The above list of characteristics will have an important role when researching and selecting what 

scandals should be analysed in this essay. The analysed scandals will have to comply with Thompson’s 

list. 
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1.2.2.1 Political scandal 

A political scandal involves a political figure or leader, who’s scandalous act is something extraordinary 

from the normal political day-to-day events, that the sudden awareness of the scandal can over-throw 

the entire political agenda, and also disturb the order of prioritized political tasks because it has to be 

addressed as quickly as possible to minimize damage and allow the “normal” day-to-day work to settle 

again (Thompson, 2000). 

According to Markovits and Silverstein (1988 cited in Thompson, 2000, p.91), a political scandal is a 

‘violation of due process’, legally binding rules and procedures that govern the political power. One of 

Markotvits’ and Silverstein’s (Thompson, 2000/91-92) arguments is that a political scandal can only 

arise in a liberal democratic state because ‘the logic of the due process is firmly institutionalized only 

in the liberal democratic state, and hence it is only in liberal democracies that political scandals can 

arise’ (Thompson, 2000, p. 91). Another argument stated by Markovits and Silverstein (Thompson, 

2000, p. 92) is that scandals that only involve political figures cannot be referred to as political scandals 

at all, but, that a political scandal can only refer to a political figure abusing their position in power at 

the expense of procedure and process. Thompson agrees to some degree with Markovits and 

Silverstein, that a scandal within politics is not only something superficial but also part of how 

structural features of modern societies are portrayed, however, he opposes to their strict and narrow 

definition of “political scandal”.  

This essay will apply the broader definitions stated by Thompson at the beginning of this section. 

 

1.2.3 What is “pudel”? 

One strategy to use when recovering from a scandal is the pudel. According to Rosqvist (2008), when 

making a pudel, the person accused of scandalous behaviour admits the scandal, shows mortification 

about the situation, and offers a corrective action. This strategy is not new and has been applied 

throughout history, but it seems as quite recently, Swedish politicians recognized that owning up to a 

scandal or event is a better strategy to disarm media who is equipped with sharp and critical questions. 

The expression “att göra en pudel” (“to make a poodle”) originated when it was uncovered that Jan O 

Karlsson, the Swedish Minister for Development Aid and Migrations, was receiving both a termination 

wage from his past duties in the EU parliament and a salary as a Minister of the Swedish Parliament 

(expressen.se, 2016). As if this was not enough, he had also hosted a private “kräftskiva” (crayfish 

party) financed with tax-payers money (expressen.se, 2016). When confronted by the media, Karlsson 

told them off and stated that he is allowed to do whatever he wants with his money (Rosqvist, 2008). 
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When Karlsson later held a press conference, media expected him to announce his resignation as a 

Minister och Parliament, instead, he began the press conference with admitting to and showing 

remorse about the uncovered facts, as well as to all the allegations towards him (st.nu, 2007). Later a 

PR-strategist, Pål Jebsen, was interviewed by the Swedish newspaper, Dagens Nyheter, about 

Karlsson's mortification, and compared the mortification strategy with his poodles and how, when they 

are being told-off, roll over to expose their stomachs and wave their paws in the air to place them in a 

submissive and forgivable position (st.nu, 2007).  

 

1.3 Theory  

1.3.1 Face 

Originally, the theory of face says that in every interaction, all participants take on a face that defines 

them and that creates a social status towards the other participants. This social construct can be 

something that the other participants agree with and it is expected that all participants will uphold and 

maintain the chosen faces of the participants throughout the rest of the interaction while upholding 

and maintaining their faces (Goffman, 1967). This phenomenon emerges from a silent and processed 

acceptance and is not necessarily representative of the real acceptance since interactions tend to make 

participants support conditions they wouldn’t normally support (Goffman, 1967). To conduct oneself 

with self-respect, and to not act upon actions threatening your social status, is therefore crucial when 

minimising face threats (Brown & Levinson, 1988). Actions threatening to face may originate in lack of 

self-respect, or in performing actions above or under the person in question. However, other choices 

of action may be the cause of threats to face (Goffman, 1967). 

Newer definitions of a face are that it can be demonstrated as a request or some sort of support, 

depending on the participant's desires and needs, and that it is not expected of other participants to 

uphold and maintain another participant’s face, and that a face can be, and often is, ignored. When 

this happens, it is known as an FTA, face-threatening act. (Brown & Levinson, 1988) 

 

1.3.1.1 Positive Face 

Positive face is a person’s desire to be appreciated by the other participants and its social group, and 

that the person’s wants are the same as the other participant’s wants, a desire for the presented self-

image to be accepted (Brown & Levinson, 1988). A threat to a speaker’s positive face can be realised 

when the speaker apologises, accepts a compliment, or in other ways exposes their emotions (Brown 

& Levinson, 1988). To threaten a participant’s positive face, the speaker has to act negatively towards 
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the participant with, e.g. complaints, bad news, disapproval, and criticism, anything that would 

indicate emotional weakness on the participants part (Brown & Levinson, 1988). 

1.3.1.2 Negative face 

A negative face is based on a person’s freedom, the want to be unimpeded, and the right to do as one 

pleases and therefore ignoring the other participant’s wants (Brown & Levinson, 1988). To threaten a 

speaker’s negative face, their freedom must be threatened, which would affect their right to act 

unimpeded. This can be realised with the speaker expressing gratitude because they feel they 

obligated to do it (Brown & Levinson, 1988). For a participant’s negative face to be threatened, the 

participant’s freedom must be challenged and can be acted out as a promise towards the participant, 

or an order, anything that would hinder the participant to do as they please. (Brown & Levinson, 1988) 

1.3.1.3 Face-work 

When a speaker threatens a face without applying face-work, that person forces the other participants 

to compensate for the speaker’s action (Goffman, 1967). To resolve an offensive act is important, and 

satisfactorily for all participants rather than pointing out who made the side-step and caused the 

offensive act (Goffman, 1967). It is also implied that all participants should help the offence-making 

person to save their face. When saving face, the other participants apply face-work to help and save 

someone else’s face (Goffman, 1967). Many cultures, tend to divide the responsibility of a person’s 

actions when facing threat to face based on where they originated from. Goffman (1967) suggests that 

one level of responsibility being if the person acted innocently without the intention to offend, making 

the participants evaluate that, had the offender known the consequences they wouldn’t have acted in 

that way. Such wrongdoings are often referred to as “faux-pas”. A second level could be, the person 

actively acted with the intent to offend. The third level, proposing a momentary offend arises as an 

unexpected, but sometimes as the probable effect of an action. The person acts despite the offending 

consequences, but not with the intention to offend. 

Depending on the participants, these three levels of threats can be applied by a participant, to their 

face, to the other participant's face’s, by the other participants to their own faces or other’s faces. If a 

person conducts themselves smoothly in each of these situations, that person possesses a register of 

face-saving strategies. (Goffman, 1967) 

1.3.2 Image restoration 

To begin restoring one’s image, there has to be something causing damage, or an attack, towards it. 

Benoit (Benoit, 1997) specifies an attack on image with two components: 

1. The accused is held responsible for an action 
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2. That act is considered offensive 

(Benoit, 1997, p. 178) 

 

When both of these components are considered true, the accused person’s image is at risk, and a crisis 

strategy can be applied to restore the accused’s image (Benoit, 1997). 

Suitable strategies to repair someone’s image should focus on the communicative choices based on 

the five categories, Denial, Evasion of Responsibility, Reducing Offensiveness, Corrective Action, and 

Mortification. Presented here are each category as described by Benoit (Benoit, 2015) 

Denial 

Simple denial –  The accused straight-up denies the occurrence of the offensive act or their involvement 

with it. If accepted, the accused should be freed from guilt. 

Shift the Blame – The accused may present evidence liberating them from responsibility, or just pure 

denial. If it is accepted by the intended audience, the person should be released from the accusations. 

Evading Responsibility 

Provocation - The accused might have acted on being provoked, and that the act was a result of said 

provocation. If accepted, the accused can shift the guilt onto the provoker of the situation. 

Defeasibility – Instead of denying the act, the accused points out the absence of information on their 

part, and therefore should not carry the whole blame for the act. If accepted, the accused responsibility 

should be reduced. 

Accident – Claiming that an accident occurred, can stop the audience from holding the accused 

responsible for an act entirely out of their control. Should it be accepted, the responsibility should be 

reduced. 

Good Intentions – The offensive act is not ignored, but the focus lies on the good intentions instead of 

the bad. If accepted, the blame can be lessened. 

Reducing Offensiveness 

Bolstering – The accused focuses on strengthening their character so that the audience reduces their 

negative feelings towards the accused. By doing so, the accused might mention positive character traits 

and former positive deeds. 

Minimization – Trying to convince the audience that the act was not as offensive as it first appeared. 

Should the strategy work, the accused’s reputation will be repaired. 

Differentiation – The accused attempts to differentiate the act with other acts less desirable, it can be 

successfully used to get a new perspective towards the current act. If successful, the audience can feel 

less negatively about the act and the accused. 
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Transcendence – The act is placed in a different context to allow the audience to re-evaluate their 

stand. If the strategy is successfully executed, the accused’s reputation might be improved. 

Attack Accuser – The accused flips the situation around and accuses the confronters so that the 

confronter’s credibility is reduced, and therefore reduce the offensiveness of the original offensive act. 

It can also be used to shift the attention elsewhere, and by that move reduce the damage on the 

accused’s image. 

Compensation – Offering financial reimbursement or services to pay off for the offensive act. There is 

a risk that the compensation can be interpreted as a bribe, but if the compensation is of relevant value 

and accepted by the accuser, the act can be compensated for and therefore repairing the reputation 

of the accused. 

Corrective Action 

The accused swears to correct the act for the situation to return to its normal state as before the 

offensive act occurred and promises to ‘mend one’s way’, and to learn from the situation to hinder 

future ones. This strategy does not require the accused to admit their guilt or responsibility of the 

offensive act. Under the circumstances that the accused is in a position to offer corrective action, image 

can be strengthened again. 

Mortification 

The final category posed by Benoit (2015), mortification, allows the accused to admit to their offensive 

act and asks to be forgiven. An important factor, being sincerely perceived, is needed to achieve the 

desired effect on the audience. The strategy is complex, and it can be combined with the corrective 

action strategy. If the strategy works out and the strategy appears sincere, the offensive act can be 

forgiven. 

 

1.4 Data  

1.4.1 The analysed data 

An important factor when researching data is, that the public statement is considered as a “last 

chance” to redemption for the politician who is leaving their assignment in Parliament. Therefore, the 

statements may originate from different platforms, such as press conferences, press releases, 

interviews, social media, and so forth. The statements might have also been published by either 

accused politician’s party press team or through their public channels. The important thing is that the 

statement’s purpose is to give the accused politician a last chance to save their face and their image. 

Public statements are, as the name entails, available to the public, and are therefore open to the 

general public and without cost.  
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1.4.2 The Swedish Parliament 

A list of resigned Members of the Swedish Parliament is the starting-point of this essay, and due to the 

Swedish fundamental law of Freedom of the Speech Act and the principle of public access to official 

documents, getting a list of, for example, resigned members of parliament are the right of a Swedish 

citizen (regeringen.se, 2014). 

 

1.4.3 Retriever Mediearkivet 

A very important source of data has been Retriever Mediearkivet (referred from now on as 

“Retriever”). Retriever is a subscripted media database that allows access to both digital and printed 

media from a majority of Swedish newspapers, such as national-, regional-, and local media. In some 

extent there is access to international media, however, that feature has not been relevant in this essay. 

Retriever can also give you access to so-called “locked articles”, articles that require some kind of 

membership or subscription to be read. The service of Retriever is provided through Uppsala 

University. 

In rare cases where Retriever has failed to provide relevant articles or has become too intricate, the 

disputed and controversial discussion forum Flashback Forum has been proved useful.  

 

1.5 Method 

1.5.1 Methodology 

This essay will be a qualitative observation where both the theory of face and image repair theory will 

have to work together to analyse public statements considered as apologies. The method will, 

therefore, be qualitatively cross-disciplinary. 

The approach in previous research has been mainly hermeneutic due to their rhetorical and 

communicative orientation, but missing linguistical theories.  

The methodological approach is to define the notion of a scandal, a pudel, and the theories of face and 

image repair, which has been presented in the Theory section. The analysis of each case will be 

evaluated with the theory of face and image repair theory and will help to determine if the statement 

is a pudel and if the person making the statements is able to save their face and/or to repair their 

image. 

1.5.2 Selection 

For the data to be as authentic as possible, it has been selected according to four conditions; The first 

condition being, the event has to fit the criteria of a scandal stated by Thompson (2000), (section 1.2.2). 

The second condition, the scandal had to be committed by a Member of the Swedish Parliament. The 

third condition, the scandal has to originate from a personal blunder, and not from the political 
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position they are in. The reason behind the criteria being the apology is perceived as a personal 

statement and not as a political statement. The fourth condition being that the person accused had to 

leave their political career after the apology so that the apology is their “last chance” to save their face 

and restore image.  

A list of resigned Members of Parliament between the period of September 2006 and September 2020 

(Appendix 1, 2, 3, and 4) represents three and a half terms in office, one term being four years long. 

Since the last, and current term hasn’t ended, it was decided to limit the period to the first day of 

writing this essay, 31st August 2020.  

Among the 128 resigned Members of Parliament, nineteen of them left as a consequence of a surfacing 

scandal. Out of these nineteen, ten were so-called ’personal’ blunders. However, to further narrow 

down the selected data, a public apology or excuse must have been stated, therefore only eight former 

Members of Parliament qualified for the next round in selecting data.  

Since the period span over three and a half office terms, one scandal from each term was selected, 

therefore the first chronological scandal in each term was selected for further analysis. These scandals 

involved Maria Borelius from Moderaterna (from now on referred to as the Moderate Party) in 2006, 

Erik Almqvist from Sverigedemokraterna (from now on referred to as the Sweden Democrats) in 2012, 

Anders Forsberg from the Sweden Democrats in 2017, and Erik Bengtzboe from the Moderate Party in 

2019. 

It’s essential to point out, that not only the Moderate Party or the Sweden Democrats are represented 

among those Members of Parliament that had to resign due to a scandal that fits this essay’s four 

criteria for further analysis. Amongst them are also Centerpartiet (the Centre Party) and 

Kristdemokraterna (the Christian Democrats). Also, the big picture illustrates that all parliament parties 

are represented amongst scandals, making no Swedish political party, perfect or without scandals, 

hence, this essay focuses only on the person in the centre of the offensive action and the scandal itself. 

However, due to the method of selection, it so happened that only two parties were represented in 

the analysis.  
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2. Analysis 

2.1 Maria Borelius, 2006 – the past never forgets  

Rhetorical situation 

After 12 years of the Swedish Social Democratic Party in Government, Sweden had elected a coalition 

government consisting of the Moderate Party, the Centre Party (Centerpartiet), the Liberal Party 

(Folkpartiet), and the Christian Party (Kristdemokraterna) (socialdemokraterna.se, n.d. & ne.se, n.d.). 

The Prime Minister-elected, Fredrik Reinfeldt, was about to organize a new Government, and the press 

media was thoroughly screening the new Ministers (dn.se, 2006), when the newspaper, Expressen, 

screening the new Ministers. A screening that later caused the resignation of Maria Borelius, the 

intended Minister for Trade (expressen.se, 2008), and other intended Ministers to leave (dn.se, 2006). 

The screening revealed that Borelius had intentionally avoided paying the public TV-license and had 

nannies and domestic workers being paid ‘under the table’ while working for her and her partner in 

the ’90s (expressen.se, 2008, dn.se, 2006). Borelius claimed their financial situation at the time was 

slim, and to make the day-to-day life work, they needed to take someone in to help them. After some 

digging, journalists found out Borelius and her partner had a joint income of 16,7 million Swedish 

Crowns (expressen.se, 2008, svd.se, 2006), had registered two companies in the tax haven Jersey, a 

Channel Island, with whom they had purchased two properties, one in the Swedish region of Skåne, 

and the other in Cannes, France (expressen.se, 2008). When confronted about the income, Borelius 

claimed she and her partner had separate economies and that it had been her financial responsibility 

to finance the domestic help, and since she was a struggling entrepreneur, money was tight. With 

media chasing Borelius, she decided on the 14th of October, to resign from all of her newly appointed 

assignments with a press release (sverigesradio.se, 2006). 

Analysis 

Extract from the press release (Appendix 5): 

- […]Skälet är den press som satts på min närmsta krets. Min familj, mina vänner, 

mina grannar och deras barn, affärsrelationer, släktingar, till och med mina barns 

vänner, har utsatts för en närgången bevakning som medför att ett normalt 

familjeliv blir omöjligt.1 

Borelius starts this statement out by criticising the press media and guilting them for putting her in this 

situation, complying with the strategy of attacking the accuser. By doing that Borelius states a threat 

to her negative face, which in return threatens the positive face of the audience by listing how the 

 
1 Freely translated to English as, “The reason is the pressure put on my closest circle. My family, my friends, my 
neighbors and their children, business relationships, relatives, and even my children's friends, have been 
affected by the close surveillance making normal family life impossible.” 
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press media’s approach to her offence has affected her social support system, and for her to ultimately 

resign.  

- Jag brinner för att göra Sverige till ett ännu bättre land, där företagandet blommar, 

där forskning och utbildning hjälper Sverige till en tätplats i en komplex och global 

värld. Jag sattes för att sälja Sverige utomlands, och för att förbättra den 

internationella handeln, eftersom det är främsta medlet för att lyfta människor i 

tredje världen ur fattigdom. Jag bedömer nu att det uppdraget är omöjligt för mig 

att utföra.2 

Borelius continues her announcement with a negative face posing a threat on the audience’s positive 

faces when explaining what kind of politician she is, thus bolstering herself and also transcending the 

attention. Continuously, Borelius threatens the audience positive face with her negative face, when 

again bolstering her persona as to why she was chosen to shoulder the role as Minister, but now 

transitioning back into the strategy of attacking the accuser. This part ends with Borelius stating her 

corrective action together with a negative face. 

- Den information om mig som är relevant finns i offentliga register. Enda undantaget 

har varit informationen att jag använt svart hjälp i hemmet för mellan 1990 och 

2000. Detta har jag varit helt öppen med under mina år i politiken.3 

When telling the audience, in this case, the press media, Borelius acts with a negative face and 

threatens the positive face of the press media, while also telling them that relevant information is 

available for them, which is, evading responsibility. Next, Borelius continues to threaten the audience’s 

positive faces while attacking the accuser, by that explaining the only undocumented information 

about her was the information about the domestic help getting paid ‘under the table’. Since she states 

that previous information may not have been documented, she hasn’t been withholding it, and when 

doing so, Borelius continues to threaten the audience’s positive faces while executing reducing 

offensiveness by combining bolstering and attack the accuser. 

- […]Tack alla ni som trodde på mig. Tack alla på UD för ert engagemang och hårda 

arbete under en tuff vecka. Tack nära och kära. Jag är bedrövad över den press ni 

fått gå igenom och är tacksam för allt stöd i en svår tid.4 

 
2 Freely translated into English as, “I am passionate about making Sweden an even better country, where 
entrepreneurship flourishes, where research and education help Sweden to become an urbanised area in a 
complex and global world. I was selected to sell Sweden abroad, and to improve Sweden’s international trade, 
because it is the main means of lifting people in the third world out of poverty. I’m now evaluating the task as 
impossible for me to perform.” 
3 Freely translated into English as, “The relevant information about me can be found in public registers. The only 
exception has been the information about the un-taxed domestic help between the years 1990 and 2000. This, I 
have been completely open about during my years in politics.” 
4 Freely translated into English as, “Thanks to all who believed in me. Thank you to all at the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs for your commitment and hard work during a tough week. Thank you, to my near, and dear ones. I am 
saddened by the pressure you had to go through, and I am grateful for the support during a difficult time.” 
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Borelius ends the press release with a threat to her positive face and applies the reducing offensiveness 

strategy by combining bolstering and transcendence when thanking her support system for being there 

for her, while also demonstrating that she is a decent person. The final words from Borelius indicate 

mortification and pose a threat to her positive face. 

Summary: 

The strategy to choose a press release as a final statement is the act of a negative face since it allows 

the announcer to speak freely and uninterrupted, as well as getting the announcer to pose a threat 

towards their audience’s negative face.  

In this press release, Borelius makes few shifts in her face-work and it is clear that she is putting her 

foot down on how the press media has treated her, her loved ones, and her professional contacts. The 

majority of the announcement is an attack on the accuser and presented with a negative face, 

threatening the audience’s positive face.  

Borelius is not denying her offence, actually, she even claims she has been open about her offence, 

she presents a corrective action, and demonstrates mortification. This makes Borelius’s press release 

a pudel, not the kind type of poodle, rather one that bites back when maltreated. 

 

2.2 Erik Almqvist, 2012 – it’s all fun and games until someone leaks your shortcomings  

Rhetorical situation 

After a summer night on the town in the year of 2010, three high-ranking members of the Sweden 

Democrats, Kent Ekeroth, Christian Westling, and Erik Almqvist took part in the infamous 

järnrörsskandalen (the iron pipe scandal). The situation had been escalating during a few hours with, 

in most part, verbal confrontations, which later transformed into a more physical confrontation 

involving iron pipes which each of the three party-members obtained from a nearby building site 

(sverigesradio.se, 2012). At the time, the Sweden Democratic Party wasn’t elected in Parliament but 

were well on their way to enter Parliament (SCB, 2011). Before the election to Parliament, Soran Ismail, 

a Swedish comedian and public figure, who had confronted the troika on that actual night, released 

footage from the eventful night (Ismail, 2010). The troika, in turn, released fragments of their footage 

and their version of the night. In November of 2012, the newspaper Expressen initiated a new 

investigation of järnrörsskandalen and received the full footage recorded on Kent Ekeroths mobile 

phone unveiling a less than positive image of the three Sweden Democrats, now Members of 

Parliament (sverigesradio.se, 2012). On November 14th in 2012, the Sweden Democratic party leader, 

Jimmie Åkesson, held a press conference in Parliament announcing the resignation of Almqvist, all 

while accompanied with roll-ups depicting the Sweden Democratic party logo (expressen.se, 2012). 

Moments later, Almqvist held his press conference addressing the situation and confirming his 
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resignation, but no trace of the Sweden Democratic logo was to be seen. The symbolism was strong – 

Almqvist was now a persona non grata. 

Analysis 

Extract from the Almqvist’s press conference (Appendix 6): 

- Välkomna till en presskonferens om den värsta och mest skamfyllda dagen i mitt liv. 

Anledningen är såklart att jag, för några år sedan, under en väldigt jobbig period i 

mitt liv, betedde mig på ett helt oacceptabelt sätt efter en natt ute på krogen.5 

This is a case of presenting mortification and a way to bolster his persona when addressing the positive 

faces of Almqvist’s audience. Almqvist is very clear about what the press conference’s main issue will 

be and poses a huge threat to his negative face, and he is very concerned about pleasing his audience’s 

positive face.  

- […] Ilska över att jag hade förlorat en stor del av mitt liv på grund av mitt partival, 

blivit av med arbete, relationer och vänner och hade utstått mycket trakasserier. 

Ilska över att ha kallats ”rasistmongo” och annat. Över att ha fått mitt hem 

vandaliserat och blivit fysiskt attackerad ett antal gånger. Strax, inte så långt 

innan den här natten blev jag t.ex. överfallen av två män med knivar som jagade 

mig igenom stan. Men allt det här som jag beskriver som bakgrund är såklart bara 

petitesser i sammanhanget och ursäktar inte på något sätt mitt agerande.6 

When explaining what his private situation looked like at the time of the incident, Almqvist poses a 

threat to his negative face and is pleading to the positive faces of his audience, he wants to reduce the 

offence by trying to transcend the situation. The transitioning of attention explains that Almqvist was 

feeling as if the surrounding world was rejecting him, and by putting himself in a victimized position, 

he attempts to reduce offensiveness by attacking the accuser, and therefore an attempt to further 

dampen the situation. In this particular circumstance, it might be a bit bold. 

- Det finns inga ursäkter för mitt agerande. Men då i ruset, och i mitt psykiska 
tillstånd så blev det här hela en chans för mig att, på något konstigt förvridet sätt, 
att ge igen. Och det är såklart något som jag självklart ångrar oerhört idag.7 

 
5 Freely translated to English as, “Welcome to a press conference about the worst and most shameful day of my 
life. The reason is of course that a few years ago, during a very difficult time in my life, I behaved in a completely 
unacceptable way after a night out at the pub.” 
6 Freely translated to English as, “I felt angry about losing a large part of my life due to my choice of a political 
party, about losing my job, relationships, and friends. I had endured a lot of harassment and felt angry about 
being called a "racist mongoloid" among other things. I was angry about having my home vandalized and being 
physically attacked a number of times. Not so long before this night, I have been e.g. attacked by two men with 
knives who chased me through town. But all of this I’m describing as a premise, are of course small details in 
context and do not in any way excuse my actions.” 
7 Freely translated to English as, “There are no excuses for my actions. But then, in intoxication, and in my 
mental state, this whole thing became a chance for me to, in some strangely distorted way, be retaliated. And 
that, of course, is something I’m obviously immensely regretting today. “ 
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Again, Almqvist repeats his reason for the incident to try and strengthen his positive face and addresses 

the positive faces of his audience, a strategy applied to reduce offensiveness by transcendence. The 

wording “det finns inga ursäkter för mitt agerande” (”there are no excuses for my actions”), is indeed 

contradictory since the phrase clearly states there are no excuses, and by using “men” (“but”) Almqvist 

shows a need to present an explanation to his actions, therefore posing a tremendous threat to that 

positive face he just had launched. All this to strengthen his intentions of utilising mortification. 

- Jag har jobbat mycket med mig själv sedan den där natten för några år sedan. Jag 
har fått stöd från kollegor och familj, jag har gått i terapi. Och jag måste säga att 
jag, det senaste året framförallt, har mått bättre, bättre än någonsin tidigare 
sedan jag kom ut som sverigedemokrat. 8 

When Almqvist declares the amount of work he has invested in himself since the night of the scandal, 

he attempts to appeal the positive faces in the room and makes an effort to both bolster himself and 

to deflect the audience with transcendence to reduce offensiveness. He continues to work hard on the 

positive threat he poses to his positive face when he continues the bolstering by demonstrating how 

his communal support system has been helpful to him when improving his persona. This, I would say, 

is bolstering and transcendence by corrective action to reduce offensiveness, a combination of 

bolstering, transcendence, and corrective action, since he points out therapy as the corrective action 

he has been implementing. Almqvist continues with sharing the positive news of him making personal 

progress, and does so by continuing to direct his announcement towards the audience’s positive face 

and at the same time threatening his negative face. Next, Almqvist makes a very interesting statement 

with a positive face, to begin with, telling his audience he’s never felt better (transcendence), he 

follows that rather positive faced message with a huge threat on that very same positive face. The 

phrasing “jag kom ut som sverigedemokrat” (“I came out as a Sweden Democrat”), is an expression of 

emotion which creates a threat on the audience’s positive face. This is predominately a strategy to 

differentiate Almqvist’s ideology by comparing the action of announcing a person’s political views with 

announcing e.g. a person’s sexuality.  

- […]Jag är oerhört ångerfull. Jag ber om ursäkt av hela mitt hjärta, till alla 

partikamrater och alla väljare ute i landet.9 

Almqvist poses damages to his negative face by showing mortification when stating that he is 

extremely remorseful. The actual apology also categorises mortification and is an appeal on his 

audience’s positive face by threatening his negative face. 

 
8 Freely translated to English as, “I’ve been working a lot on myself since that night a few years ago. I’ve 
received support from colleagues and family, and I have gone to therapy. And I must say that I, the last year, in 
particular, have been feeling better, better than ever before, since I came out as a Sweden Democrat.” 
9 Freely translated to English as, “I'm extremely remorseful. I apologize with all my heart, to all party comrades 
and all voters out in the country.” 
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- Jag inser såklart att jag har förbrukat mycket av mitt förtroende hos 

partiledningen, och därför så kommer jag från och med nu att ta ett steg tillbaka. 

Att lämna alla mina uppdrag inom partiet. Och kommer under den närmsta 

framtiden kommer jag att fundera för egen del av vad jag kommer att göra i 

övrigt.10 

Rounding off the apology, Almqvist threats the audience’s positive face and attempts to act 

correctively (corrective action) when stating that he, most likely, has spent up all the trust the party 

management had confined in him, and as a consequence, he realises that the most beneficial strategic 

move is to leave all of his assignments. Almqvist ends the initial state of the press conference with 

posing a threat on his negative face when presenting his corrective action. 

Summary: 

This scandal had a huge impact on Swedish politics and coined a few new terms, järnrörspolitiker (iron-

pipe politicians) (spraktidningen.se, 2013), and the concept of the Sweden Democrats having järnrör 

instead of språkrör (party leaders) as The Swedish Green Party do have.  

The choice of medium, a press conference, allows the person holding the press conference to speak 

freely (the act of a negative face), but also allows the audience to ask questions and therefore 

permitting them to dissect the speaker completely with questions about the press conference’s 

subject. A situation threatening face and image repair. However, calling a press conference is only 

acceptable if the matter is absolutely crucial, but it might get your message to reach a bigger public 

(WestanderPR, 2015). If executed properly, there’s a good chance the announcer can save their face 

and repair their image. 

Almqvist explains why the event transpired, while over and over again stating that his actions were 

unacceptable, and therefore shows remorse towards his actions. His corrective action is relevant to his 

offence, and he does explicitly apologise to his party and the people that elected him. All in all, 

Almqvist’s apology contains the three important criteria of a pudel.  

 

2.3 Anders Forsberg, 2017 – it’s not embezzlement if the money is returned 

Rhetorical situation 

In February of 2017, the Sweden Democratic Member of Parliament, Anders Forsberg, had to take a 

leave of absence while being investigated for embezzlement (DI.se, 2017). Forsberg had been running 

a private business that, at the time, was struggling to meet ends, so, the business was reconstructed 

(expressen.se, 2017). In an attempt to save his business, Forsberg made several money-transfers 

between the years of 2013 and 2015, which had a total worth of 1,1 million Swedish crowns (DI.se, 

 
10 Freely translated to English as, “I realize, of course, that I have used up a lot of my trust with the party 
management, and therefore I will from now on take a step back. Leaving all of my assignments within the party. 
And I will in the near future, think about what I will do otherwise [henceforth].” 
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2017). At the time of the money-transfers, Forsberg was the treasurer of the Skaraborg district for the 

Sweden Democrat’s and had, therefore, access to the district’s bank accounts (DI.se, 2017). When the 

district's external auditor was examining the district’s accounts, the auditor discovered some 

irregularities and requested to see all of the bookkeeping material (expressen.se, 2016). The districts 

president, Hanna Wigh, inspected the current and older paperwork and found peculiar information 

(expressen.se, 2016). At first, it was requested that the ones who knew about Forsberg’s actions were 

to stay silent about the matter, but Wigh felt it was not fair to the tax-payers and the voters to keep 

silent. (aftonbladet.se, 2016, expressen.se, 2016) When the investigation commenced, Forsberg took 

a leave of absence and was later convicted of embezzlement and penalised with a one-year prison 

sentence (expressen.se, 2017). 

In a text message to the Swedish newspaper (DI.se, February 2017) Forsberg says; 

- Mitt agerande har varit direkt förkastligt och jag är medveten om att jag gjort fel 

i sak och brustit i förtroende.11 

In the same text-message, Forsberg also emphasised the fact that the money he transferred had also 

been returned the very same year as they were “taken” by him from the party treasury.   

On May 31st in 2017, the Sweden Democrats published a press release stating that Anders Forsberg 

had asked to be released from his duties as a Member of the Swedish Parliament and that he 

henceforth will be acting as a consultant within the field where he was active, and his formal apology. 

Analysis 

In the text-message to DI, it seems as if Forsberg makes a positive faced statement when minimising 

the situation. It also might seem as the mortification-strategy is applied here, but looking at the poor 

choice of words in the phrasing “i sak” (“in principle” in English), Forsberg is evading responsibility and 

is demonstrating that his negative face is threatened. Forsberg also tries to save his image when 

emphasising that the money was actually returned to the party treasury and therefore applies 

minimisation and transcendence. 

Extract from the press release, (Appendix 7): 

- Min politiska gärning har varit mer av ett kall än ett yrke. Jag kommer att se 

tillbaka på den här tiden med glädje. På grund av både yttre och inre 

omständigheter har jag trots detta under en tid känt att min nuvarande arbets- 

och livssituation varit ohållbar. Därför har jag bestämt mig för att lämna samtliga 

 
11 Freely translated in to English as “my actions have been reprehensible I am aware of the mistakes I’ve done in 
principle, which have led to a breach of trust” 
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politiska och offentliga förtroendeuppdrag jag innehar som representant för 

Sverigedemokraterna12. 

This statement is a change in strategy from the recently mentioned text-message. When Forsberg 

initiates this statement, he begins with reminding his audience (in this case, the readers of the press 

release) of his character, that he first and foremost chose to be a politician due to a calling and not to 

make a career out of this position, and that he will look back at that time with joy. This statement 

correlates well with the bolstering and is applied with a negative face. While applying a threat to the 

audience’s positive face, Forsberg continues the statement with transcendence in reducing 

offensiveness by presenting the consequences this situation has brought upon his professional and 

personal life. Lastly, Forsberg uses a positive face while notifying the readers that he is resigning from 

his assignments as a way to compensate for his deeds.  

- Det här beslutet är fattat på mitt initiativ i samråd med gruppledningen. Min 

förhoppning är att jag med min erfarenhet och kunnande även fortsatt ska kunna 

bistå partiet framförallt i arbetet med Miljö- och jordbruksfrågor. 13 

In this first sentence, Forsberg uses positive face when announcing his resignation as part of the 

corrective action strategy. However, the phrasing “in consultation with the management” might unveil 

a threat to his negative face when this consultation took place. Forsberg concludes his last official 

statement with positive face while also trying to compensate and minimise the offence when 

presenting a request to not be excluded entirely from his commitments. 

Summary: 

In this case, the choice of media, a press release is a strategy to avoid a direct face-threatening act on 

Forsberg. It’s a strategy that allows the statement-givers to “speak” freely without being interrupted. 

This should stimulate the recipients of the message to supports Forsberg’s positive face, but since the 

phrasing “in principle” in his text-message and the request of, in some way, continuing with his 

assignments, the final statement he made indicates that Forsberg is not sincere and that he believes 

he has made no wrongs and therefore is his image not repaired, nor his face saved.  

Even though Forsberg does confess to the accusations and presents a way to correct the wrongdoing, 

he is not remorseful, which makes the Forsberg statement not a pudel. 

 

 
12 Freely translated into English as “My political deeds have been more of a calling, rather than a profession. I will 
look back at this time with joy. In spite of that, due to internal and external circumstances, I have for a time now, 
felt that my current work- and private situation hasn’t been bearable. Therefore, have I decided to leave all of my 
political and public commissions of trust that I have as a representative for the Sweden Democrat’s.” 
13 Freely translated into English as “This decision is made upon my initiative in consultation with the management. 
My hopes are that with my experience and knowledge, I will be able to continue to aid the party, especially in the 
field of environmental and agricultural matters.” 
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2.4 Erik Bengtzboe, 2019 – home is where you lay your head 

Rhetorical situation 

On April 25th in 2019, Erik Bengtzboe, a Member of Parliament representing the Moderate Party, 

announced his resignation after a week of heavy reporting on him receiving compensation based on 

incorrect information of his current living situation. According to media (sn.se, 2019 & expressen.se, 

2019), Bengtzboe received a total of 158,000 Swedish crowns in compensation for travels and 

accommodation while going back and forth to Stockholm based on his reporting that his population 

registration address was registered at an address outside of Nyköping, while his wife and child were 

registered at an address in southern Stockholm. Bengtzboe insinuates a complicated family situation 

(Bengtzboe, 2019) and therefore the situation had occurred. When the situation surfaced, Bengtzboe 

announced his willingness to financially correct the alleged mistake and was later freed on the count 

of illegal compensation (Bengtzboe, 2019). 

Bengtzboe made his resignation official through his Facebook-account on April 25th of 2019. 

Analysis 

Extract from Bengtzboe’s announcement (appendix 8): 

- Jag brinner för Moderaterna och våra idéer men det är uppenbart att mitt misstag 

gör det svårt att verka som ledamot i riksdagen. Partiet behöver nu full kraft att 

driva sin politik, det är inte rättvist för alla partikollegor att behöva prata om mig 

istället för vår politik. Därför har jag meddelat Ulf Kristersson att jag lämnar 

riksdagen och mina uppdrag för Moderaterna.14 

To begin with, Bengtzboe’s negative face is threatened and he, therefore, threatens the audience’s 

positive face when pointing out that he is passionate about his party’s matters. Bengtzboe also 

attempts to reduce offensiveness by bolstering himself when presenting himself as an upright person 

for the party. When Bengtzboe’s positive face is threatened, his strategy is to continue to reduce 

offensiveness by transcendence when explaining how his mistake makes his role as a Member of 

Parliament difficult. Continuing on this transcendence-path, the announcer now acts with a threatened 

negative face when claiming his mistake must’ve affected his colleagues negatively. This part ends with 

Bengtzboe announcing his departure from politics, a threat to his negative face presented with a 

positive face, hoping that the corrective action will save his face. 

 
14 Freely translated to English as “I am passionate about the Moderate Party and our ideas, but it is obvious that 
my mistake makes it difficult to work as a Member of Parliament. The party now needs full force to pursue its 
policy, it is not fair for all party colleagues to have to talk about me instead of our policy. That is why I have 
informed Ulf Kristersson that I am leaving the Parliament and my assignments for the Moderate Party.” 
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Extract from Bengtzboe’s announcement (Appendix 8): 

- Jag har varit slarvig med min bostadssituation i Sörmland. Jag ändrade framförallt 

inte min folkbokföringsadress 2017, vilket gjort att jag fått felaktiga ersättningar. 

Jag har hela tiden försökt göra rätt för mig, men uppenbart misslyckats här. Jag har 

fört samtal med riksdagsförvaltningen och kommer nu betala tillbaka det som blivit 

fel.15 

In the above statement, Bengtzboe begins with addressing the mistake he’s committed and applies 

the image repair strategy of mortification, all while presenting a threat to his positive face. He 

continues to explain his mistake and therefore is still applying mortification with a positive face. When 

addressing his intentions to always doing what seems right, is what makes the mortification strategy 

work. Showing remorse and being perceived as genuine is the successful way to achieve mortification. 

Rounding up this part, Bengtzboe applies both the compensation of reducing offensiveness and 

corrective action to try and make the threat on his positive face as minimal as possible. 

Extract from Bengtzboe’s announcement (appendix 8): 

- Jag förstår att alla de som kampanjat för mig i valet är besvikna. Jag är besviken på 

mig själv. Förtroendet för mig är skadat och det tar jag ansvar för. Jag vill inte att 

det ska drabba Moderaterna mer än det redan gjort. Därför är det rätta nu att kliva 

åt sidan. Att få företräda Sörmland i Sveriges riksdag är det finaste jag kan tänka 

mig, och något jag har gjort med stolthet. Nu får andra krafter ta vid, som kan göra 

det fullt ut när vårt parti behöver det som mest.16 

By reminding his audience that he had people believing in him, Bengtzboe attempts a final move on 

the bolstering while exposing his positive face to a threat. He tries to soften the blow by another threat 

to his positive face by implying self-criticism and taking responsibility for it when showing remorse 

(mortification).  Stating that he doesn’t want the situation to further afflict his party, he transcends the 

attention from himself for a short while, a strategy that brings out his negative face but threatens his 

positive face. Again, he declares his resignation with the work of a negative face and reminds his 

audience with the compensation he has taken. By rounding up the announcement with informing the 

audience about the privilege and pride he took on when representing his region, Bengtzboe is 

 
15 Freely translated to English as ”I have been careless with my housing situation in Sörmland. Above all, I did not 
change my population registration address in 2017, which meant that I received incorrect compensation. My 
intentions have always been to do the right thing, but obviously, I failed here. I have had talks with the Parliament 
administration and will now pay back what was incorrectly paid out.” 
16  Freely translated to English as “I understand that all those who campaigned for me in the election are 
disappointed with me. I'm disappointed in myself. My credibility is damaged and I take responsibility for that. I 
do not want it to affect the Moderate Party more than it has already done. Therefore, the right thing to do right 
now is to step aside. Being able to represent Sörmland in the Swedish Parliament is the greatest thing I can think 
of, and something I have done with pride. Now, I let other strengths come forth that can support our party when 
it’s needed the most.” 
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presenting a positive face, and therefore risks a threat to it, and also combines transcendence and 

bolstering while in the last attempt trying to reduce offensiveness by making sure what the 

consequence his mistake has brought upon him. 

Summary: 

Bengtzboe chose to make this statement on his own social media platform, Facebook, allowing him to 

avoid a face-threatening act and any follow-up questions a room of reporters would have. The 

intention is to expose his positive face and to try and appeal to his audience’s positive faces, but the 

announcement itself is the act of a negative face. Although repetitive, Bengtzboe is sincere, remorseful 

and takes responsibility for his actions. The repeated self-blame and the sense of responsibility for his 

actions, makes Bengtzboe’s apology is sincere, and therefore also agrees with the definitions of a 

pudel.  
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3.  Discussion 

Are the cases political scandals? 

Avoiding to pay for the TV-license and taxes for household help, to steal money from the party 

treasure, to conduct yourself in a gravely disorderly manner in public, and to inaccurately report your 

population registration and therefore receive financial compensation; these cases are fitting the 

criteria of a scandal. But are they fitting the criteria of a political scandal? To decide if the analysed 

scandals are political scandals, it is necessary to evaluate according to the definition of a political 

scandal (see section 1.2.2.1). In the previously mentioned section, the Thompson criteria of a political 

scandal differ from the criteria stated by Markovits and Silverstein. This would mean that according to 

Markovits and Silverstein, the Forsberg scandal and the Bengtzboe scandal would be political scandals 

since they both abused their position in power and took advantage of their political positions. Their 

definition would also mean that the Almqvist scandal, though serious, would not be defined as a 

political scandal and that the Borelius scandal would be some sort of hybrid between a political scandal 

and a “normal” scandal since Borelius’ offensive act began before she took on the role as the Minister 

of Trade and continued until she left that role. However, since Thompson’s criteria (see section 1.2.2.1) 

is broadly specified, the four scandalous cases are defined as political scandals. The Thompson criterion 

is also stated to be applied in this essay (see section 1.2.2.1). 

 

The choice of statement media 

Based on Brown and Levinson’s statement (1988, p. 74) the most favourable strategy when handling 

an offence with a high risk of face-threatening act, is to not go “on record”. But to avoid a public 

statement is a strategy Benoit does not necessarily agree with, instructing instead to thoroughly 

evaluate the situation, the audience, and to respond accordingly (Benoit, 1997).  

The analysis is based on four public statements, but only one of them is performed in front of an actual 

audience, the press conference held by Almqvist. A press conference should only be used in certain 

and explicit cases, for different reasons, i.e. the need of appropriate preparations based on who the 

audience is, who they’re representing, the time-limit, and the expected follow-up questions that may, 

or may not, be asked (WestanderPR, 2015, Benoit, 1997). A threat to a person’s face, positive or 

negative, is performed at a press conference where the announcer is placed in the situation as a sitting 

duck. A successful way to make a pudel isn’t necessarily performed, as the original one by Jan O 

Karlsson, at a press conference. 

A press release is still a threat to the announcer’s face, and with the announcement being in text form, 

the risk of misinterpretation is higher. A press release, therefore, poses a huge threat of face to the 

announcer. But the risk is also reduced by not giving the audience the possibility to ask follow-up 
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questions. Borelius used the press release as a strategy to cease further question and to attack the 

accuser, exiting the situation with a negative face and a slightly more restored image. The Forsberg 

press release, on the other hand, offered little space for Forsberg to redeem himself, making the 

announcement forced, and therefore posed a vast threat on Forsberg's negative face. In the Forsberg 

press release, the Sweden Democrats took the opportunity to answer a few follow-up questions, 

undermining the chance of sincerity from Forsberg himself (possibly, he was not sincere with his 

apology). 

Ultimately, Bengtzboe’s decision to make his statement on his social media, speaks for the possibility 

of him being the one who constructed the announcement, which also is a threat to one’s face and does 

not offer the chance to shift the blame if the apology is misinterpreted. The strategy allows his 

audience, probably consisting majorly by his supporters, to ask follow-up questions, and to defend him 

from critics. The negative aspect of posting on social media is that the post will always be available to 

the public if not removed, allowing it to be viewed by new and old visitors to his social media profile. 

On the other hand, removing the announcing post may also cause controversy.  

 

Bolstering as a threat to face 

The analysis demonstrated that the former Members of Parliament’s choice to use bolstering was a 

repeated strategy to repair image and therefore an attempt to strengthen their positive faces. This is 

conceivably when a person is trying to highlight their positive qualities or positive actions they have 

done, to remind the audience that the accused person’s persona is not based on this action of 

wrongdoing. When successfully performed, this strategy might divert the negative feelings towards 

the wrongdoing and improve the person's image and reputation (Benoit, 2015). Although the strategy 

is made with a negative face, they all strive for a positive face response from their audience. 

In three places of her press release, Borelius uses the bolstering strategy to try and save either her 

positive face or to threaten the positive faces of her audience. Her strategy may be perceived as a bit 

arrogant and of an attacking nature, but with good reason considering she had been quite badgered 

by the Swedish media, making the bolstering strategy that softens her fall but increases her threat 

towards the audience’s positive faces. 

During his press conference, Almqvist is using the bolstering strategy and posing a threat to his positive 

face for him to give the appearance of being humble, which he might very well be, and is pleading to 

the negative faces of his audience. To plead towards a negative face is often performed with a positive 

face since the pleader wants the audience to accept them but is simultaneously hindering the 

audience’s freedom.  

The Forsberg press release doesn’t offer too much to analyse, but enough to tell that also he uses 

bolstering to try and repair image. The bolstering is performed with a positive face addressing the 
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negative faces of the audience, making it similar to Almqvist’s press conference. However, Forsberg 

isn’t perceived as humble, as is Almqvist, Forsberg’s bolstering is more resembling Borelius’s press 

release. Since Forsberg didn’t get much space in the press release, due to it being composed and 

distributed by the party management, there can be difficulties analysing the whole sense of the 

account.  

When Bengtzboe is bolstering, he isn’t only pointing out his good qualities specifically, he is also 

pointing out his good character by being understanding that his actions have affected far more than 

himself. This bolstering is similar to Almqvist’s bolstering, an attempt to be humble and to have acted 

on their good characteristics to further bolster themselves. Bengtzboe’s bolstering is directed towards 

the audience’s negative faces, and his attempt to humbleness is a threat to his positive face. 

Borelius uses bolstering to demonstrate what kind of competence and visions are being lost when she 

leaves her commitment, while Almqvist, Forsberg, and Bengtzboe use bolstering to demonstrate the 

loss of a passionate politician, and not necessarily what competence is being lost. Is this something 

related to gender, or is it related to its era? The Borelius scandal took place in the year 2006, a regime 

shift had just taken place and the Swedish citizens were looking forward to a change. When Almqvist, 

Forsberg, and Bengtzboe caused their scandals the political landscape looked different, and maybe the 

societal atmosphere had changed as well. Borelius on the other hand was an acting Minister, and the 

other offenders weren’t acting Ministers, which could affect the way they used their bolstering. 

All in all, to bolster, is to pose a threat on your face, regardless if it is performed with a negative or 

positive face, it all depends on if the receiving end is supportive of the bolstering. All cases demonstrate 

bolstering as a way to repair image. Bengtzboe, Forsberg, and Borelius are very keen on bolstering 

themselves in their announcements, pointing out their passion and drive within politics. When 

successfully performed, bolstering might divert the threat towards the speaker’s face, but if not 

performed successfully, it might be that persons famous last words. In these cases, it does appear as 

the bolstering was their final chance to redemption before removing themselves from the situation. 

 

Sincerity in apologies 

This analysis has discerned that, apologies and excuses can be executed differently, and may or may 

not fit in the description for a pudel. If an apology is considered sincere, it could lessen the offence. 

Two of the presented cases show strong remorse and sincerity and pleads to the positive faces of their 

audience. Whilst other acts with a negative face, they do show sincerity but isn’t as apologetic or 

remorseful. And lastly, one case shows no remorse, no sincerity, and a negative-faced statement. If a 

statement is offering to clean up a mess and a corrective action, the audience is more prone to perceive 

the statement as sincere, and if it demonstrates mortification the audience is even more motivated to 

believe the statement as sincere. (Benoit, 2015). However, Benoit (2015) also points out that a simple 
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“I’m sorry” can be ambiguous and just because an offender utters the phrase “I’m sorry” that is not 

automatically the case. 

The Borelius’s statement, at first glance, might not be entirely clear if she is apologetic about the 

situation, something that is apparent is that she is not offering to clean up the mess, she dictates her 

corrective action, and will not stick around to be persuaded otherwise, making her statement truthful, 

but not sincere. The decision is not made on the grounds of her realising her offence, it is based on a 

political decision. What she is sincere about, on the other hand, is the remorse towards all the people 

that in the recent time being, have been affected by her wrongdoings. However, the apology itself is 

not sincere. 

With Almqvist, he is very apologetic about the offence and has been cleaning up pieces of his mess 

since the event of the offensive act. While his statement is constructed in a way so that the immediate 

audience (the press media present at the press conference) will be persuaded by his sincerity. The last 

sentences of his statement are offering a clean up of the mess, and corrective action, and therefore 

his apology may be considered as sincere. 

The Forsberg announcement is quite restricted, but again, it’s the poor choice of words, “i sak” (“in 

principle”) and the request of, in some way, continuing with his assignments, is carrying out incoherent 

signals to his audience. Is he remorseful, sincere, or forced to this decision? Judging by the overall 

phrasing stated as his own words, it does seem as though Forsberg is not sincere, and is with the belief 

that he has cleaned up his mess, and therefore should be forgiven for his offensive act. However, his 

one-year sentence speaks otherwise. 

Besides Almqvist, Bengtzboe is showing a great deal of remorse and is being very apologetic towards 

the offence stated upon him. Bengtzboe, as Borelius, is also demonstrating a somewhat dictation 

about how he is cleaning up his mess and is not staying long enough to hear what the public has to say 

about it. And just as Almqvist, Bengtzboe finishes his statement with addressing that his trust has 

expired and that it is his duty to leave his position, again cleaning up his mess and presenting a 

corrective action, and just like that his apology is perceived as more sincere rather than not. 

The apologies might or might not be sincere, nevertheless, it appears that the accused former 

Members of Parliament felt sincere when making their apologies, but then they might have been more 

sincere about wanting to save their faces and images, and therefore regret being caught doing their 

offences.  

 

Using the theory of face and image repair theory to analyse a pudel 

The application of the two theories, the theory of face and image repair theory, has been useful in 

providing a broader idea in understanding an utterance’s, or in this case an apology, communicative 

role. The linguistic approach with the theory of face uncovers how to interpret an utterance according 
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to certain regulations; is the utterance’s character a request or a demand? This decides how the 

utterance will be decoded by the recipient. The more rhetorical approach allows an analysis of why 

and utterance is made, what intentions it has, and when it is uttered. That’s why it is important to 

include the rhetorical situation in the analysis, to better understand what caused the utterance in the 

first place. In linguistics, it could be compared with Grice’s study on implicatures (Matthews, 2014). 

In literature and articles that treat image repair, it is not uncommon to read about Goffman and his 

theory on face, also it is not uncommon to encounter Brown and Levinson in the same literature, 

maybe it is time for linguists to get more acquainted with image repair theory and other important 

rhetorical ground stones.  

 

Future research 

To analyse these cases has been very interesting, and of course, while executing the research and 

analysis, other research questions tend to announce themselves. In a continuing study, it would be 

interesting to read further comparisons between the rhetoric discipline and the linguistic discipline. 

Suggested approaches would be, image repair vs. implicatures, Aristotle’s ethos, logos, and pathos vs. 

Grice’s maxims, semantics in apologies, more specifically propositional logic, and how an audience 

perceives sincerity in apologies.  
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4. Conclusion 

In this essay, Swedish former Members of Parliament have been evaluated according to the theory of  

face and image repair theory, to see how well the communicative strategy of a pudel applies to their 

apologies and excuses to, by them, committed scandals.  

The analysis indicates that what may seem as pudel strategy might not always be exactly that, but by 

using the strategy it is possible to save face and restore image. Image repair theory is helpful to 

evaluate and analyse excuses, whilst the theory of face offers a perceptive view and analyses more 

precise what is communicated by the accused person. 

The discussion part of the essay treated the strategy of how bolstering is a way of the speaker to pose 

a threat to their face, and that it is in the eyes of the beholder to determine how a bolstering move 

will be recognized, was also discussed. It also seems as bolstering is a common strategy when trying to 

save face and to repair image, but it is potentially a jeopardising move. 

Further, it was discussed if the apologies were sincere, and what might make an excuse sincere. 

Evaluating sincereness is difficult as it is decided by the audience if the accused person is sincere or 

not. However, chances increase if the accused person fulfils certain criteria, such as that the person's 

intentions with the apology or excuse, the corrective action, and also if the accused person seemed 

remorseful about the situation. 

Lastly, it was discussed how the two disciplines of linguistics and rhetoric could be more included in 

each other’s disciplines to broaden the comprehension of utterances and as further research. 
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Appendix 6 

Erik Almqvist – Presskonferens, avskriven 

14e november 2012, Sveriges Radio (https://sverigesradio.se/artikel/5345922)  

Välkomna till en presskonferens om den värsta och mest skamfyllda dagen i mitt liv.  

Anledningen är såklart att jag, för några år sedan, under en väldigt jobbig period i mitt liv, betedde 

mig på ett helt oacceptabelt sätt efter en natt ute på krogen. 

Jag lät mig provoceras, jag provocerades själv och jag sa saker som jag inte kan stå för. Jag tryckte ur 

mig själv en ilska och en frustration som jag hade inombords. Ilska över att jag hade förlorat en stor 

del av mitt liv pga. mitt partival, blivit av med arbete, relationer och vänner och hade utstått mycket 

trakasserier. Ilska över att ha kallats ”rassistmongo” och annat, över att ha fått mitt hem vandaliserat 

och blivit fysiskt attackerad ett antal gånger. Strax, inte så långt innan den här natten blev jag t.ex. 

överfallen av två män med knivar som jagade mig igenom stan. Men allt det här som jag beskriver 

som bakgrund är såklart bara petitesser i sammanhanget och ursäktar inte på något sätt mitt 

agerande. 

Det finns inga ursäkter för mitt agerande. Men då i ruset, och i mitt psykiska tillstånd så blev det här 

hela en chans för mig att, på något konstigt förvridet sätt, att ge igen. Och det är såklart något som 

jag självklart ångrar oerhört idag. Jag har jobbat mycket med mig själv sedan den där natten för några 

år sedan. Jag har fått stöd från kollegor och familj, jag har gått i terapi. Och jag måste säga att jag, det 

senaste året framförallt, har mått bättre, bättre än någonsin tidigare sedan jag kom ut som 

sverigedemokrat. Den senaste tiden så har jag känt att frustration och ilska har kunnat bytas ut till att 

glädja någonting konstruktivt, och jag har känt att jag har kunnat ge tillbaka, bidra till mitt partis 

framväxt, och det är så mycket som jag Vill ge. I den kontexten så kommer såklart dagens debatt som 

ett dråpslag för mig.  

Jag är oerhört ångerfull. 

Jag ber om ursäkt av hela mitt hjärta, till alla partikamrater och alla väljare ute i landet. 

Jag inser såklart att jag har förbrukat mycket av mitt förtroende hos partiledningen, och därför så 

kommer jag från och med nu att ta ett steg tillbaka. Att lämna alla mina uppdrag inom partiet. Och 

kommer under den närmsta framtiden kommer jag att fundera för egen del av vad jag kommer att 

göra i övrigt. 
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https://www.mynewsdesk.com/se/sverigedemokraterna/pressreleases/anders-forsberg-avsaeger-sig-

samtliga-politiska-och-offentliga-foertroendeuppdrag-1993985  
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