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Abstract	
	
As part of a doctoral research project to evaluate James’ (2014) Framework for 

Intentional Positioning in Public Relations, it was found positioning theory, and 

James’ (2014) Framework which is based on positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 

1999; Harré & van Langenhove, 1999), offers a model for examining how 

legitimacy is constructed in public relations texts. This paper examines how strategic 

positioning was undertaken in a case study of political speech transcripts, by applying 

James’ (2014) Framework and the concept of master plots (Tobias, 2011) to examine 

how legitimacy was attributed or withheld in the speech transcripts of former 

Australian Labor Party (ALP) Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, and former Leader of the 

Liberal/National Opposition Coalition, Tony Abbott. The common purposes of 

Gillard and Abbott were seen to be to construct particular versions of social reality, 

with the strategic goal of legitimising their own positions while simultaneously 

delegitimising the positions of their opponents. The findings indicate that strategic 

positioning, as conceptualised by James (2010, 2011, 2014), will assist in the analysis 

of public relations strategies, particularly as it relates to processes of 

legitimation/deligitimisation.  
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Introduction		
	
Tobias (2011) suggests twenty master plots or patterns of action (the plot) and 

patterns of behaviour (the characters) that integrate to make a complete story. 

James (2011) drew on Tobias (2011) to argue that these master plots are,  

…essentially examples of the storylines the can be used in public relations 
positioning programs with which narratives can be formulated and framed, 
and messages developed (p. 191).  
 

In this study Tobias’s concept of a ‘quest’ master plot or storyline was applied to 

the speech transcripts of former Australian Labor Party Prime Minister, Julia 

Gillard, and a ‘pursuit’ storyline was applied to the speech transcripts of former 

Liberal National Coalition Opposition Leader, Tony Abbott. The aim was to 

examine strategic positioning within these texts. 

 

‘Quest’	Master	Plot:	Gillard	
	
Act One 

Act One of a quest storyline is the set-up or the place where “the hero is at the 

point of origination, usually home” and “a force moves him to act, either out of 

necessity or by desire” (Tobias, 2011, p. 96). In this case study, Gillard’s point of 

origination was a speech delivered to the New South Wales Branch of the ALP 

State Conference held in Sydney, which could be considered a ‘home’ of sorts in 

terms of it was a place where Gillard was among “friends” (Gillard, 2011a, n.p.). This 

was evidenced through speech acts such as, 

“…Friends, we are not here to discuss history. We are here to make history” 
(Gillard, 2011a, n.p.).  

This speech, overall, was found to be an example of strategic positioning that had a 

goal of legitimating Gillard’s role as leader of the ALP, through the enactment of 

leadership discourses.   

Act Two 

Whereas “Act One asks the questions, and Act Three gives the answer. All Act Two 

does is make the story interesting” (Tobias, 2011, p. 101). Thus, in a quest storyline, 

the sole purpose of the middle is to connect “the beginning and the end” (Tobias, 



2011, p. 101). For Gillard, Act Two consisted of a series of speeches delivered to 

various targeted audiences where she repeated the key messages about the benefits of 

a carbon price. This intention, of what was to come, was suggested in Gillard’s 

“Address to the National Press Club (2011c) where Gillard asserted,  

And if we listen to Australians, we’re going to learn a lot more in the coming 
months, we’re going to learn about more than the carbon price. We’re going to 
learn something about this country’s capacity for reform” (Gillard, 2011c, 
n.p.) 

These speech acts attribute Gillard as possessing leadership qualities of being 

cooperative and conciliatory, and thus as having the right to introduce a carbon price 

in the way in which she did.  From a public relations perspective, this and the other 

speeches Gillard enacted ‘in the middle’ of the quest storyline are an example of the 

segmentation of publics, a process that involves defining the public relations problem, 

and then mapping out which sub-segments of the population to target in terms of 

communication (Kim & Ni, 2010).  

 

Act Three 

In Act Three of a quest storyline “the protagonist frequently ends up in the same place 

where she started” (Tobias, 2011, p. 109). This was evident in Gillard’s final speech, 

wherein she introduced the Clean Energy Bill 2011 to the Australian Federal 

Parliament. The strategic goal of this speech was again to position Gillard with the 

rights associated with leadership, and these ultimately hinged on public perceptions of 

her legitimacy. As the discussion of Abbott’s pursuit storyline shows, this was far 

from successful.  

	
‘Pursuit’	Master	Plot:	Abbott	
	

In a pursuit storyline, “the basic premise of the plot is simple. One person 
chases another. All you need is a cast of two: the pursuer and the pursued” 
(Tobias, 2011, pp. 123-124).  

 
Act One 

In Act One of a pursuit master plot, “the first dramatic phase should have three stages:  
 

1. Start the race with a motivating incident; 

2. Establish the ground rules for the chase; 

3. Establish the stake (Tobias, 1999, p. 132). 



Like Gillard before him, Abbott delivered a televised “Address to the Nation” 

(Abbott, 2011a) wherein he outlined his motivations for his pursuit of Gillard. One of 

these was Gillard’s ‘deal’ with the Australian Greens Party to form a minority 

government after the 2010 federal election. For example, Abbott asserted, 

 
Why should we trust the Prime Minister to stand up to the Greens in the future 
when she can’t stand up to them now? (Abbott, 2011a, n.p.) 

 
In terms of establishing the ground rules for the chase, it is important that we “know 

who the good guy is and who the bad guy is and why one will be chasing the other” 

(Tobias, 2011, p. 124). Abbott thus used this same speech to assert the following: 

The Prime Minister says that the tax won’t hurt you but why should we trust 
her now when we couldn’t before the election? (Abbott, 2011a, n.p.); 
 
We will deliver the hope, reward and opportunity that good government 
fosters” (Abbott, 2011a, n.p.). 

 
The social force of these speech acts is to position Gillard as the “bad guy”/the 

villainess ad the Coalition/Abbott as the “good guy”. Establishing the stake of 

deposing Gillard, the Gillard Government, by the positioning of both as untrustworthy 

was also suggested in speech acts such as: 

Why should we trust this government with a new tax when we know where it 
will all end: with more spending, more waste and more spin?  

 

Act Two 

“The second dramatic phase is pure chase. Here we rely on a series of twists, turns, 

and reversals, perhaps more than any other plot. Keep your reader involved in the 

chase by using all the tricks in your bag of surprises” (Tobias, 2011, p. 124). In Act 

Two Abbott “pursued’ Gillard by delivering speeches to diverse audiences in equally 

diverse places around Australia, including some ‘surprising’ speeches that ensured the 

media reported on the ‘chase’. Tobias (2011) argues that the “story and characters 

should be stimulating, engaging, and unique” (p. 131) and these speeches- for 

example at anti-carbon tax rallies or workplaces- encapsulated this approach. Abbott, 

notably, was frequently filmed or photographed at these and other events wearing 

high visibility vests or a safety helmet, and was also filmed riding a horse, surfing, or 

riding his bike. This arguably helped to create a public persona of physicality and 



action and it ties into Tobias’ argument that a pursuit storyline relies “heavily on 

physical action” (p. 131).  

	

Act	Three	
	
In act three, the chase is resolved (Tobias, 2011). 
	
Discussion	
	
“In the quest plot, the revelation occurs once the protagonist obtains (or is denied) the 

object of her search” (Tobias, 2011, p. 105). Thus, for Gillard, her quest ended when 

she introduced the carbon pricing legislation to the Federal Parliament. However, it is 

not where Abbott’s story pursuit story ended. On the contrary, Abbott’s “chase” of 

Gillard continued unabated until the 2013 Federal election where he eventually 

‘resolved the chase’ by gaining power and deposing the Gillard Government. He also 

removed the carbon tax shortly thereafter.  

 

Conclusion	
 

The rights and duties associated with Gillard’s positioning strategy were primarily in 

terms of constructing the right to lead (in her role as Prime Minister) coupled with a 

duty to act on climate change for the betterment of the country. Abbott’s positioning 

strategy was challenge these rights and duties and wherein he sought to position as 

having the right to power/government, and the right to remove the carbon tax. In so 

doing both sought to legitimise their own positions while deligitimising the positions 

of the Other. This study is a work in progress however early indications are that 

James’ (2014) Framework, which is based on positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 

1999; Harré & van Langenhove, 1999), and the concept of master plots (Tobias, 

2011), provide a framework for analysing strategic positioning in public relations 

texts.  
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