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= T Los talk shows politicos han sido una de las herramientas mas rele-

i | vantes en la comunicacion politica desde su irrupcion en la televi-
sion estadounidense a finales del siglo XX (Baum & Jamison, 2006).
El auge del «infoentretenimiento» (Thussu, 2007) en aquellos afios
provocd una alianza entre informacion politica y entretenimiento que
tradicionalmente se habfa abordado por separado (Delli Carpini &
Williams, 2001). La necesidad de partidos y dirigentes de acercar su
mensaje a amplios sectores de la poblacion y la voluntad de las ca-
denas de television de buscar formatos baratos que reportaran bue-
nos resultados de audiencia, ha hecho que, desde entonces, estos
espacios se hayan consolidado plenamente en la mayoria de las ca-
denas alrededor del mundo, contribuyendo a dar forma a lo que se
ha conceptualizado como «politica pop» (Mazzoleni & Sfardini, 2009)
e incluso como «polientretenimiento» (Berrocal, 2017).La conclusion
mas relevante del andlisis es que La Sexta Noche y, en general, los
tertulias politicas emitidas en la television espafiola, como conse-
cuencia de sus caracteristicas formales, se convierten en actores
decisivos en la promocion de la polarizacion social y politica, asi como
potenciadores de un debate emotivo y agresivo sobre los asuntos
publicos y el sistema democratico que no debemos subestimar.

Palabras claves: Tertulias politicas; television; polarizacion; discur-
sos incivicos; toxicidad.

ABSTRACT

Political talk shows have been one of the most relevant tools in political
communication since they burst onto American television at the end of
the 20th century (Baum & Jamison, 2006). The rise of «infotainment»
(Thussu, 2007) in those years caused an alliance between political in-
formation and entertainment that had traditionally been addressed se-
parately (Delli Carpini & Williams, 2001). The need for parties and lea-
ders to bring their message closer to broad sectors of the population
and the willingness of television networks to look for cheap formats that
would report good audience results, has meant that, since then, these
spaces have been fully consolidated in the most networks around the
world, contributing to shaping what has been conceptualized as «pop
politics» (Mazzoleni & Sfardini, 2009) and even as «politainment» (Be-
rrocal, 2017). The most relevant conclusion of the analysis is that La
Sexta Noche and, in general, the political talk shows broadcast on Spa-
nish television, as a consequence of their formal commitment, become
decisive actors in the promotion of social and political polarisation,
as well as an emotional and aggressive discussion on public affairs
and on the democratic system that we should not underestimate.
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INCIVILITY, POLARISATION
AND MEDIA

Incivility, though expressed in very
different ways, has been present in
political interactions throughout his-
tory (Shea & Sproveni, 2012), but
recently there have been numerous
studies confirming a growing colo-
nisation of public discourse by such
practices and behaviours (Gervais,
2017; Mutz, 2015; Sobieraj & Berry,
2011). This is basically due to the
massive use of the Internet and social
networks as the preferred places for
participating and exchanging opinions
on matters of a political nature (Ros-
sini, 2022; Frischlich et al., 2021; Ma-
tamoros-Fernandez & Farkas, 2021;
Gervais, 2015; Coe, Kenski & Rains,
2014; Borah, 2012). In a way, the-
se studies indicate that, on the one
hand, social networks have encou-
raged deliberative, horizontal practi-
ces that have broadened the extent
of political participation (Dahlgren,
2005), but on the other, the anonymi-
ty they provide, among other reasons,
has enabled very high levels of incivi-
lity, which brings with it a high degree
of dissatisfaction among the partici-
pants. There has been an increasing
online aggressiveness that can be
seen among the political and media
elites, especially among those that
embrace populism (Ernst et al., 2019;
Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017), as well as
among citizens and in everyday life
(Kenski, Coe & Rains, 2020).

However, incivility is a “notoriously
difficult term to define” (Coe, Kenski
& Rains: 2014: 660), since there are
certain conceptual discrepancies that
have yet to be cleared up (Gervais,
2019). If we understand civility to be
a communicative practice (Benson,
2011), there is a broad consensus
that incivility can be interpreted as
a transgression of the communica-
tive norms that such civility is based
upon (Kenski, Coe & Rains, 2020;
Mutz, 2015; Papacharissi, 2004).

From that perspective, deliberative
theory has understood incivility to
be a lack of respect and cooperation
towards another participant or their
arguments in a discussion (Habermas,
1996) and more recent research has
defined incivility as a discussion in
which a tone is used that is unneces-
sarily disrespectful towards the forum
in which it takes place and towards its
participants or topics (Coe, Kenski &
Rains, 2014). Doubts arise, however,
when defining which norms are being
transgressed. Muddiman (2017) dis-
tinguishes two types of transgression:
communication that goes beyond
norms in the personal and individual
sphere that are related to correctness
and courtesy, and communication
that attacks collective agreements
related to public and democratic va-
lues. The author suggests calling the
former “offensive discourse” and the
latter “hate speech” in that it is an
extreme form of anti-civic communi-
cation.

Based on these parameters, inci-
vility has been measured in various
ways (Sydnor, 2018; Coe, Kenski &
Rains, 2014). Most studies have con-
ceptualised it as a violation of a dis-
cussion and social norms, indicated
by the tone of the messages (insults,
vulgarity) or how they are expressed
(shouting, condescendence). Gervais
(2015: 171-172), for example, has ca-
tegorised it into three big areas: in-
sulting language, where we can find
personal attacks or a condescen-
ding attitude towards the opponent,
among other variables; extreme and
hyperbolic language; and histrio-
nic and emotional language, which
would include vulgarity. Furthermore,
like other authors (Otto, Lecheler &
Schuck, 2020), he warns that incivility
is found in both linguistic and non-lin-
guistic interactions.

These are valuable attempts to
scientifically approximate a concept
that is mostly understood as a situa-
tional communicative practice, since
the norms that determine what is ac-
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ceptable and what is not are flexible
and depend on the context (Rossini,
2022; Otto, Lechler & Schuck, 2020;
Muddiman, 2018; Schuck, Vliegen-
thart & DeVreese, 2016). As a result,
an interaction is perceived as uncivil
according to the cultural and social
environment in which it occurs, to the
person who has uttered it (Schmid,
Kumpel & Rieger, 2022), the type of
expression and even the topic it refers
to. To sum up, “incivility is very much
in the eye of the beholder” (Herbst,
2010: 3).

Taking these variables into ac-
count, the academic debate is set
out mainly between authors for whom
incivility is not incompatible with de-
mocratically relevant political dis-
cussion, and those who believe that
incivility basically brings with it ne-
gative effects for democracy. Among
the former, Rossini (2022: 399-400)
points out that informal political dis-
cussion is a vital component in the
everyday life of democratic societies
and that, in this sense, there may be
expressions or interactions that may
be offensive or disrespectful, but in
no way do they pose a challenge to
pluralism and coexistence. On the
contrary, rude and emotional exchan-
ge in certain contexts raises attention
and interest towards political issues
and increases citizens’ participation in
public debates (Bjarnoe, De Vreese &
Albaek, 2019; Brooks & Geer, 2007).

Moreover, according to this stan-
ce, such practices in social networks
allow citizens to escape from the echo
chambers that foster polarisation and
social isolation, and can even be seen
as entertainment (Sydnor, 2018). For
Rossini, however, it is necessary to
differentiate between uncivil and in-
tolerant expression, the latter being
unacceptable within political discour-
se because it is contrary to democra-
tic values (2022: 405). Xenophobia,
racism, hate speech, threats of vio-
lence, homophobia, religious intole-
rance, offensive stereotypes, attacks
on gender, sexual preferences or eco-
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nomic status, to name a few catego-
ries, are such intolerant expressions,
which are much more offensive and
less susceptible to interpretation than
uncivil ones (Gibson, 2007).

As for those who believe that in-
civility entails negative effects for
democracy, they maintain that the
widespread lack of civility in public
debate today represents a crisis for
the free, respectful exchange of ideas
and opinions that has been a part of
the democratic ideal since the an-
cient Greeks (Papacharissi, 2004).
This “anti-deliberative” trend found in
the media, and particularly in the so-
cial networks, has very harmful con-
sequences in terms of the quality of
debate—which has been described
as “unpleasant or toxic” (Anderson et
al., 2018)—and, by extension, of de-
mocracy. One of the reasons for this
is that it generates a loss of trust as
regards exchange in public affairs,
which can lead to cynicism (Mutz,
2015) and disaffection among citi-
zens towards politics (Mutz & Reeves,
2005). From this perspective, con-
flict and the incivility among political
and media elites is demotivating and
reduces participation from people in
debates of social and political interest
(Gervais, 2017, 2015; Borah, 2013)
instead of raising it, though it would
be necessary to take into account the
context and place in which such in-
teractions occur, since the responses
would not always be homogeneous
(Otto, Lechler & Schuck, 2020).

But beyond this distancing from
issues of a political nature, uncivil
discourse produced by the different
social classes can also lead to negati-
ve affective responses such as anger
and polarisation (Suhay, Bello-Par-
do & Mauser, 2018; Hwang, Kim, and .
Huh, 2014; Borah, 2014). According to
Waisbord (2020: 250-251), polarisa-
tion is a one-dimensional political and
communicative strategy that is put
forward as an eternal conflict of “us
against them” (McCoy et al., 2018).
From this stance, polarisation is gene-
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rally seen as a challenge to democra-
cy since it encourages extremism in
attitudes and politics. A high level of
polarisation can give rise to irrecon-
cilable positions, making it difficult for
opponents to reach agreements and
compromises.

In recent years, several authors
have confirmed the rise in social po-
larisation, which has led to a highly
polarised political and electoral sys-
tem (lyengar & Westwood, 2015). In
fact, the triumph of Brexit in the Uni-
ted Kingdom and Donald Trump in the
United States, as well as the rise of
the extreme right in many countries
within and outside Europe (Mudde,
2019), have been interpreted as un-
mistakable signs of heightening po-
larisation (Frichlich et al., 2021). Al-
though there are multiple causes that
explain the rise of incivility and con-
temporary polarisation (Fletcher et al,
2020), it seems worthwhile to point
out structural factors concerning
communication that are related to
economic, regulatory and technologi-
cal matters (Berry & Sobieraj, 2013).
The danger of habitual exposure to
this uncivil discourse could possibly
lead to it becoming normalised (Bi-
lewick & Soral, 2020), which in turn
could lead to acceptance and a na-
turalisation of increasingly polarised
societies (Gervais, 2019: 638).

Even so, and as we mentioned at
the beginning, incivility is not specifi-
cally new in politics, nor in media be-
yond the social networks. Television
content has also been a space for
unpleasant, uncivil personal exchan-
ges to develop (Mutz, 2015; Sobie-
raj & Berry, 2011), though they have
not received much attention from an
academic point of view. Political talk
shows on television, for example, are
an ideal place for public debate. Such
formats are relevant in articulating
the political agenda at a given mo-
ment (Kessler & Lachenmaier, 2017),
and they are followed the next day by
the rest of the media, whether tradi-
tional or digital, improving the trust

of viewers towards politicians and
their parties (Boukes & Boomgaar-
den, 2016). Moreover, they have lar-
ge audiences, much bigger than most
posts uploaded to social media. Con-
sidering that visual incivility is recog-
nised faster and is more provocative
and emotional than the textual kind
(Schmid, Kumpel & Rieger, 2022), in
the following pages we intend to find
out whether political talk shows com-
ply with their duty of keeping the po-
pulation more and better informed or
if, on the contrary, they contribute de-
cisively to the polarisation of society
through toxic, aggressive exchanges.

To do so, we shall analyse La Sex-
ta Noche, the current affairs magazi-
ne that includes the main Spanish po-
litical debate section in recent yearsin
terms of viewing numbers, broadcast
at prime time on Saturdays on La Sex-
ta, a TV channel belonging to one of
the two big commercial visual media
multinationals in Spain, Atresmedia.

TELEVISION ENTERTAIN-
MENT AND POLITICAL
TALKS SHOWS.

Since it emerged in the early 1960s
with a key role in contemporary politi-
cal communication (Mazzoleni, 2010;
Norris, 2000), television has strived
to be the main mediator between po-
litics and the audience. While orga-
nising and communicating electoral
campaigns has become more profes-
sional with new characters such as
political advisers and spin doctors,
and as political and electoral marke-
ting has developed and become more
sophisticated until reaching maturity
in the 1980s (Maarek, 2009), televi-
sion has emerged as an instrument in
a privileged position for transmitting
and legitimising political messages,
consistent with the importance that
image has acquired for electoral suc-
cess.

The demands and pace of the
medium of television have contribu-
ted to the search for formulas that go
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further in the commercialisation and
growing “spectacle” of news spaces,
especially on private North American
television channels (Nichols, 2017).
These were to become based on in-
troducing practices and elements
from entertainment into the narrative
of current affairs, thereby increasing
the dosage of show-business invol-
ved. In doing so, the “personalisation”
(Bennet, 2012) and “dramatisation”
of the narratives (Langer, 2000), the
fragmentation of the topics and the
simplicity and banality of the argu-
ments, all gradually became part of
political information on TV. It was a
process that would worsen during the
70s in the thick of the economic crisis
due to the oil shortage, which affec-
ted advertising revenues, and the de-
regulation of the telecommunications
markets that was to become establi-
shed in the 80s.

This alliance between information
and entertainment, which had always
been approached separately, was
dubbed “infotainment” (Brants, 1998;
Delli Carpini & Williams, 2001; Thussu,
2007), and it spread to all channels,
whether public or private, first in the
United States, then in the rest of the
world. “Infotainment” was to be seen
first of all by introducing minor news
items, the so-called soft news, within
traditional news; secondly, via the
trend of addressing serious issues
of public debate within programmes
and formats primarily intended for en-
tertainment, such as magazines and
talk shows; and, finally, by appearing
in programmes in which reality was
de-sanctified and ridiculed through
humour and satire (Peris-Blanes et al.,
2017). When such spaces have focu-
sed primarily on political discourse,
they have been categorised as “pop
politics” (Mazzoleni & Sfardini, 2009)
and even as “politainment” (Berrocal,
2017).

We cannot separate these com-
munication processes from the so-
called “emotional turn” (Baum, 2012)
that has occurred in the social scienc-
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es in general and in political discourse
in particular for some time now. One
of the most visible consequences of
this “emotional” public sphere (Rich-
ards, 2010) is the habitual presence
of politicians on television enter-
tainment programmes (Peris-Blanes
& Ldpez-Rico, 2017). But this is not
strictly a new phenomenon. Political
talk shows have been one of the most
relevant tools in political communica-
tion since they burst onto American
television in the 1980s and 1990s. It
was on Oprah Winfrey's talk show
where President Bill Clinton played
the saxophone live for the first time
(Baum & Jamison, 2006). Since then,
American politicians, including sitting
presidents, have regularly resorted to
formats such as the talk show, mag-
azine or late night show. The need
for parties and leaders to bring their
message to broad sectors of the pop-
ulation, and the channels’ willingness
to look for cheap formats that give
good audience results with which to
occupy wide swathes of scheduling
at a time of great competition, made
it easier for this type of practice to
spread to all television channels in a
short time.

The political talk show in particu-
lar has been a very prolific television
sub-genre when it comes to digging
deeper into the relationship between
politics and entertainment television.
It is a flexible, hybrid genre in which
information and interpretation be-
come blurred, and in which there is no
need for a strict structure or elaborate
plot lines. The politicians who appear
in these spaces are aware that, as
well as transmitting their message,
they have to make an effort to show
empathy with the audience and to
be perceived as an ordinary citizen.
It has also been verified that it gives
them media attention and above all
a digital payback much higher than
what can be obtained through tradi-
tional rallies, and much more cheaply.
Hence, encouraged by their advisers,
politicians agree to take part in these
“infotainment” programmes because

INVESTIGACION
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they provide them with much more
relaxed and less combative conver-
sations than interviews with journal-
ists conducted on strictly news pro-
grammes (Peris-Blanes & Lépez-Rico,
2017).

In return, they must show a more
personal side and talk about aspects
of their private life that they would not
have previously revealed (Holtz-Ba-
cha, 2003), and that relates them to
the celebrities (Wheeler, 2013). An-
other price that politicians have to pay
is the presence of uncivil discourse in
many television spaces in which they
participate, which makes it difficult to
convey ideas in a respectful or seri-
ous way (Sobieraj & Berry, 2011). The
desire to make programmes that are
increasingly attractive to the audi-
ence has led most “infotainment” pro-
grammes, and especially talk shows
(including ones with political content),
to tolerate and even encourage un-
civil behaviour and attitudes from the
participants and presenters, affecting
the programme’s ultimate tone (Berry
& Sobieraj, 2013). The channels un-
derstand that polarisation as a polit-
ical and media strategy gives results.
Mostly this is a tense negotiation be-
tween the “media rationale” and “po-
litical rationale” that can be explained
in terms of “mediatisation” (Hepp,
Hjarvard & Lundby, 2015; Stréomback,
2008; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999), the
winner of which is often uncertain.

Also in Spain, a notable increase
has been seen in political talk shows
on both public and private channels for
some time now (Montagut & Carrillo,
2017; Francés & Peris-Blanes, 2017).
So much is this the case that they are
reproduced on practically all chan-
nels, in almost all time slots (morning,
afternoon, evening and night) and
every day of the week, following very
similar guidelines in keeping with the
homogenisation of the Spanish tele-
vision system, marked by a notable
business focus and an atavistic fear
of innovation and risk (Bustamante,
2014). The “re-politicisation” of Span-

ish society as a consequence of the
economic crisis and cases of corrup-
tion that have plagued the main politi-
cal parties (Sanchez-Duarte, 2016), as
well as the need to cover many more
broadcasting hours at an affordable
price with the arrival of Digital Terres-
trial Television (DTT) and its multiple
channels since 2010, have all fuelled
interest in this type of genre. It is true
that talk show formats have ceased
to be an essentially low-cost prod-
uct, especially the ones broadcast at
prime time and in the mornings, but
without a doubt they continue to be
less expensive than fiction and the
big entertainment formats such as
reality and talent shows (Oliva, 2013).

In recent times, several au-
thors have attempted to establish
the genre’s characteristic elements
(Peris-Blanes &  Pérez-Sanchez,
2020; Montagut & Carrillo, 2017),
most notably the “personalisation”
and “dramatisation” of the political
issues addressed. Taking these ap-
proaches into account, for years there
has been an intense yet contradictory
debate among researchers, academ-
ics and experts about the value and
effects of “infotainment” in general
and of political talk shows in partic-
ular. There is agreement in pointing
out that political and plural debate in
the public space is an indisputable
exercise in democratic maturity and
a central element in consolidating
full-fledged citizenry. In this sense, it
seems worthwhile to ask whether po-
litical talk shows, as they are carried
out today, meet that purpose and play
an active role in creating an informed
citizenry.

For some authors, “infotain-
ment”—and by extension also political
talk shows—represent a degradation
and trivialisation of information and a
strategy for passivity and resignation
among citizens (Langer, 2000). They
argue that some of the consequences
of this are: an increasingly impover-
ished public agenda that is commit-
ted to the anecdotal and the super-
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ficial (Blumler, 1999; Abril, 1997), a
lowering of journalistic principles and
a loss of prestige for current affairs
programmes (Redondo and Campos,
2015). For others, introducing politi-
cal content into entertainment can be
“empowering” (Hartley, 2000; Brants,
1998) because it makes it easier for
many people not initially interested
in such issues to become more in-
formed, share arguments and opin-
jons, and gain awareness of things
happening that affect them directly.
From such standpoints, political talk
shows may serve a democratising
purpose and have a liberating, in-
clusive potential (Harrington, 2008),
since they open up public debate to
new participants and topics, mitigat-
ing the deep disaffection that has
been detected towards politics in
some sectors, especially among the
youngest and least-educated. In or-
der to participate in this debate, we
would like to delve deeper into the
main political talk show on recent
Spanish television in detail.

METHODOLOGY AND
RESEARCH HYPOTHESIS.
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In order to learn the levels of in-
civility present in political talk shows,
we have made an analysis of La Sexta
Noche (La Sexta, 2013-2022), a cu-
rrent affairs magazine whose most
notable section is the main political
talk show run on Spanish television for
many years. Broadcast at prime time
in Spain on Saturdays from 10:00 p.m.
to 02:00 a.m. approximately, the pro-
gramme has almost always achieved
audience numbers above the chan-
nel's average, which has made it a
very powerful asset for the network
from the commercial point of view. As
an indication, some of the most rele-
vant examples of data obtained over
these years have been the average
audiences achieved in the 2014-2015
season, with a 11.5% share of the total
TV audience; 8.3% in the 2014-2015
season, and 7.8% in the 2019-2020
season, while the average audience
share for the channel in those same

years was 7.4%, 6 .9% and 7.0% res-
pectively. It should be noted, howe-
ver, that in recent times the audience
following fell lower and lower until the
format was replaced in September
2022 by similar content.

Moreover, La Sexta Noche has
unarguably been a benchmark in sha-
ping Spanish public opinion since it
was launched, with the country’s main
political and economic leaders appea-
ring on the show, as well as represen-
tatives of social movements and the
main civic associations, in addition
to countless experts and personali-
ties from the spheres of culture and
science. Furthermore, the programme
has become a platform for the trans-
formation of recent politics, since it
has given a voice from the very begin-
ning to emerging political forces such
as Podemos (left-wing) and Ciudada-
nos (liberals), who have been able to
defend their arguments and articulate
an alternative stance as opposed to
the traditional political parties in Spain
such as the PSOE (social democracy)
and the PP (conservatives). The visi-
bility that these parties’ leaders have
attained at prime time has allowed
citizens to better understand their
stances and ideas, which they have
often put forward using emotional
and affective strategies shaping their
political discourse, beyond matters
related to ideology or their manifestos
(Casero-Ripollés, Feenstra & Tormey,
2016).

To achieve this aim, this study is
set out using a two-fold approach:
a quantitative one and a more quali-
tative one. In the former, several at-
tempts have been made to measure
the level of incivility, as mentioned
above, especially in the social networ-
ks. Taking into account previous stu-.
dies that have painstakingly addres-
sed this matter (Mutz, 2015; Gervais,
2015; Sobieraj & Berry, 2011; Brooks
& Geer, 2007; Mutz & Reeves, 2005),
as the point of reference for our own
analysis we shall take the catego-
ries proposed by Coe, Kenski & Rains
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(2014: 661), which have been widely
accepted and have even been adap-
ted in other studies (Rossini, 2022),
where the tone in which a debate is
carried out is a key element in deter-
mining the level of incivility (Shea &
Sproveni, 2012). These authors pro-
pose classifying uncivil messages
using five indicators: personal attacks
(“name-calling”), which include insults
and mockery; attacks on an idea, a
plan or an argument; accusing the
opponent of lying or distorting reality;
profane and vulgar language; and de-
rogatory interactions about how other
persons express themselves. This fo-
cus of interest is encompassed in the
following research hypothesis:

H1: The levels of incivility quanti-
fied in the political talk show La Sex-
ta Noche are very high, to the point
where they influence the debate on
public affairs.

In order to respond to this hypo-
thesis, we have prepared a sample
that includes all of the programmes
of La Sexta Noche broadcast du-
ring March 2021. This includes four
programmes  (06/03/21, 13/03/21,
20/03/21, 27/03/21), from which
strictly the political talk show sections
have been studied, amounting to a to-
tal of 413 minutes of the 1,079 minu-
tes counted in total. We believe that
we are thus dealing with a sufficiently
large sample to quantify the quality of
the debate in terms of incivility. The
decision was taken to choose the
month of March 2021 for the analysis’
sample because it was a period with
no upcoming elections in Spain and
also a period with no major political
scandals that might affect public de-
bate, so that it may be considered a
“calm” stage from the point of view of
ideological or partisan agitation.

According to Mutz (2015), we un-
derstand that incivility within audio-
visual content should include verbal
and linguistic messages as well as
non-verbal communication (Gallar-
do-Pauls, 2018), that is, laughter and
other facial or body gestures. In any

case, and to help analyse the con-
tent, in this study we have restricted
ourselves to the verbal or linguistic
interactions by the participants in the
political talk show. The profile of such
regular collaborators is that of jour-
nalists specialising in current political
affairs, experts and former politicians,
with the ability to have discussions
with no holds barred, and who do not
allow themselves to be intimidated
by the “adversary”, expressing them-
selves from a very clear ideological
standpoint. The commentators are
essential personalities in the success
of these programmes, particularly in
La Sexta Noche. In the case we are
dealing with, there are eight commen-
tators on the set: four representing
“progressive” stances and four repre-
senting “conservative” stances. In the
programmes analysed, it is common
to see the same people, with small
rotations from one week to the next,
which indicates that they are acting
as permanent collaborators. In this
vein, over the 413 minutes analysed,
we counted a total of 582 interven-
tions or units of analysis made by the-
se commentators.

To achieve a proper analysis with
such a large amount of data, the
descriptive statistical method was
chosen (Daymon & Holloway, 2011),
which enables a global, summarised
view of all the sample’s data, attaining
sufficiently organised and structured
information so as to determine the
patterns appearing in the different
talk show sections broadcast. In order
to establish whether there were sig-
nificant differences found as regards
the quantitative results of the uncivil
content in the programmes analysed,
we deemed it appropriate to carry out
an analysis of association among the
variables using the Chi-square test.
This verification allows us to check
not only if there is a statistical asso-
ciation among the variables under
study, but also to analyse in which
specific categories there is a greater
dependent association. The results
obtained in the 582 resulting units of
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analysis, whether by categories of in-
civility or in general, have given a rela-
tive value extremely close to 0, so we
can verify that there is no associated
variable in most cases.

On the other hand, and assuming
that the results are positive and that
uncivil behaviour does indeed occur
during the time dedicated to the poli-
tical talk show within the programme,
we asked ourselves whether there are
contextual elements that influence
such practices and drive the partici-
pants to express their interventions in
disrespectful or conflictive ways. The-
re is a great deal of literature related
to the social networks confirming how
the context—such as anonymity, for
example—can encourage people to
express their opinions in uncivil ways
(Otto, Lecheler & Schuck, 2020).

They are structural factors that
are doubtless related to the design of
the format and which are not exclusi-
ve to La Sexta Noche, but which are
shared by most programmes of these
characteristics, not only in Spain but
in other Western countries. In order to
attempt to respond to this concern,
we propose the following research
question:

R1: If the political talk show an-
alysed includes a high percentage of
uncivil interventions by the partici-
pants in the debate, are there con-
textual elements in the programme,
which have to do with its production
and staging, that may foster such be-
haviour and attitudes?

In order to answer this research
question, a qualitative analysis has
been carried out of the formal ele-
ments and audiovisual language of
La Sexta Noche. This is based on a
three-way division found between
the physical staging, the framing in
the shot, and the multiple shot (Car-
mona, 1993), with other framings put
forward in the stylistic system’s syn-
optic layout in the film form proposed
by Bordwell (1995) in a now classic
study. This approach makes it pos-
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sible to identify the elements that
characterise the format and to as-
sess whether they contribute to the
development of a complex, respectful
debate on the issues dealt with be-
tween the different parties or, on the
contrary, they encourage the protag-
onists to simplify and trivialise their
interventions, agitating the debate
with disrespectful, uncivil behaviour
such as insults and personal attacks
or a disregard for their opponents’
arguments, which, ultimately, could
aggravate social and political polari-
sation.

RESULTS FROM THE STUDY.

267

As regards presenting the results
obtained, the first thing we should
point out is the difficulty in determi-
ning the number of interventions or
units for analysis, since at times the
interruptions in speaking time occu-
rred constantly. Furthermore, they are
not evenly spread. In fact, out of the
582 interventions accounted forin the
four programmes analysed (see Table
1), a little more than 60% of them (350
in total) correspond to commentators
from the “conservative” sector, while
the other 40% (232) were made by
those invited to comment on current
affairs from the “progressive” side.
This imbalance may be attributable
to the programme’s presenter, whose
performance may be influencing the
pluralism of the programmes (Ceron
& Splendore, 2018), instead of exerci-
sing proper moderation and distribu-
ting the intervention time more even-
ly, as his mission should be.

The other most striking piece of
information is without a doubt the ex-
tremely high percentage of interven-
tions with elements classified as un-
civil compared to the total. According
to our calculations, 89% of the 582
interventions carried out contained
some type of insult, vulgarity, belitt-
ling or something similar (see Table
2). This total percentage is influenced
by the percentage obtained by the
commentators from the “conservati-
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ve” sector, since some uncivil element
could be traced in 109% of their inter-
ventions. This percentage means that
in each and every intervention carried
out by this group there was more than
one category of incivility. These figu-
res clearly demonstrate the tone with
which these people take on this type
of exchange, in which belittling prevail

much more than an attempt to main-
tain a discussion respectful towards
those who think differently. Nor is the
percentage obtained from the “pro-
gressive” side, 60% of the interven-
tions, very positive, since it indicates
that emotional and colloquial factors
are very much present in both sides.

TABLE 1.
Levels of incivility in the talk show on La Sexta Noche (March 2021).

Number of “Progressive” “Conservative” Totals
interventions sector sector

Personal attacks (insults and 45 119 164
mockery)
Attacks on an idea, plan, policy 16 50 66
or conduct (arguments or per-

Uncivil spectives)

elements Accusations of the opponent of 28 55 83
lying or faking reality
Profane and vulgar language 27 89 116
Contempt for how people ex- 21 68 89
press themselves or communi-
cate
Total interventions 232 350 582

Source: the authors.

Of all the categories, the category
of “Personal attacks (insults and moc-
kery)” stands out with 164 interven-
tions, meaning 28% of the total (see
Tables 1 and 2). The number of inter-
ventions with these characteristics
made by the “conservative” sector is
especially striking, with 119, which is
34% of the total interventions made
by this group throughout all of the
programmes. From the “progressive”
side, the interventions found within
this category are also the most nu-
merous, with 45, but they account
for less than half of those carried out
by the “conservative” group, and on
many occasions they were a reactive
action to the attacks received before-
hand. In any case, it is on the whole a
very noteworthy amount and one that
indicates the level of aggressiveness
and virulence experienced during
these political discussions. In fact,

insults are considered to be the most
uncivil and harmful form of commu-
nication (Kenski, Coe & Rains, 2020;
Stryker et al., 2016).

The category of “Profane and vul-
gar language” also stands out, with
a total of 116 interventions, meaning
20% of the total (see Tables 1 and 2).
On this occasion, we are looking at a
habitual practice within the analyses
of uncivil discourse, since almost all
of the studies confirm that vulgarity
and obscenity in tone are an insepa-
rable element of incivility in exchange
in public affairs (Kenski, Coe & Rains,
2020; Gervais, 2015; Berry & Sobieraj,
2013). In order to present themselves
as more familiar to the audience,
many of the participants choose to
use colloquial expressions of poorly
interpreted familiarity, which are in-
appropriate in professional language.
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At the same time, it is necessary to
review what is known as “indirect
hate speech” (Paasch-Colberg et al.,
2021), which can be equally virulent
or more so than direct attacks. In this
vein, the condescension or contempt
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with which they address each other
(89 interventions in total) does not
exactly help maintain a respectful at-
titude among the participants.

TABLE 2.

Levels of incivility in the talk show section of La Sexta Noche (March
2021) in percentages compared to the total number of interventions.

Number of
interventions

“Progressive”
sector

“Conservative” Totals

sector

Personal attacks (in-
sults and mockery)

19% 34% 28%

Attacks on an idea,
plan, policy or conduct
(arguments or perspec-
tives)

7% 14% 1%

Uncivil i
elements Accusations of the
opponent of lying or

faking reality

12% 16% 14%

Profane and vulgar
language

12% 25% 20%

Contempt for how peo-
ple express themselves
or communicate

9% 19% 15%

Total interventions

59% 109% 89%

Source: the authors.

Turning to the formal analysis
of the talk show, the first aspect to
consider, as has been said, is the
mise-en-scéne. In this sense, what
stands out above all is the “personali-
sation” that public discourse acquires
within the programme and which is
fundamentally perceived on two le-
vels. On the one hand, there is the ca-
tegory of the presenter, as the “mas-
ter of ceremonies”, who no longer acts
solely as moderator of the debate,
but actively takes part in it, providing
comments and making points, often
with humour to reduce the tension.
In their role as moderators and hosts
of the show, they are often willing to
let participants reply with no interrup-
tions and without constantly dispu-
ting details. In general, they are fa-
miliar and cordial, even joking, trying

to create a good atmosphere, though
they hardly succeed and occasiona-
lly they have to admonish one of the
participants in the talk show.

On a secondary level, there are
the commentators, who have become
almost a new television star system in
their own right. In fact, it is common
for each commentator to participa-
te in the formats of one single media
group, though it is also possible for
them to be called upon in rival media
networks programmes. Everything
boils down to a “market logic” (Lan-
derer, 2013): whoever pays the most
is the one who gets the most “com-
bative” commentators who manage
to convey their message most effec-
tively, even if it is full of categorical
judgments to which the audience
adheres as part of the show. There is
such great competition for audience
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numbers among the political debate
programmes, especially on weekday
mornings and prime time on Satur-
days, that collaborators are hired
for their ability to raise the audience
curve, forcing them to redouble their
aggressiveness, forcefulness or de-
magogy.

Another of the genre’s fundamen-
tal characteristics is the “dramatisa-
tion” of the discourse, which is achie-
ved by using various strategies. To
begin with, current affairs are cons-
tructed as a narrative, a compendium
of anecdotes and topics associated
with “metapolitics”, which oversha-
dows the proposals, policies and
the complex analysis of reality (Or-
tells-Badenes, 2012). Montagut and
Carrillo (2017) maintain that those
who play a role in the news in debates
are described as “heroes and anti-he-
roes” in discourses that resemble the
methods of fiction while leaving be-
hind journalistic formulas. This is per-
ceived thanks to the screen that pre-
sides over the set, often starring the
politicians themselves that the topics
discussed are about. Political evalua-
tion surveys and electoral polls con-
tribute to this image created of politi-
cians as “winners and losers”, who are
given a big presence since they ena-
ble politics to be turned into a compe-
tition or “horse race” (Maarek, 2009),
especially during electoral campaigns
and pre-campaign periods, as is the
case with the programmes analysed
as regards the elections for the Ma-
drid regional government, which very
much influences the debate.

As for the design of the studio
sets, the programme is carried out
on three different sets. The main set
is for the political debate and is se-
parated by two rows of armchairs or
individual armchairs facing each other
arranged in a horseshoe shape, with
the presenter standing at the head.
The four “progressive” commenta-
tors are on the left of the screen and
the four representing “conservative”
stances are on the right. These ar-

mchairs are placed on platforms illu-
minated with green and white LEDs
underneath, with a metallic appea-
rance, and the armchairs themselves
are red, all surrounded by rectangular
LED panels one metre high that usua-
lly project different shades of green.
The colour combination of green and
red is very particular: green symboli-
ses the main colour of the program-
me and the channel; red, on the other
hand, is a more aggressive colour, re-
presenting the emotional side of the
debate. The armchairs are the same
as those on the set for interviews
and debates, with a red colour that,
in addition to evoking the psychologi-
cal sensations mentioned, is a striking
colour that makes the commentators
and interviewees stand out in general
shots (Castillo, 2013).

As for the framing “in the shot”,
La Sexta Noche has a classic and
well-established framing design and
array of shots, ranging from the use
of medium and short-medium shots
for debates and interviews, inters-
persed with general shots to pause
and position the elements and com-
mentators on the screen, generally
with descriptive camera movements.
Likewise, the use of an American shot
for explanations in front of the video
wall or screens is also very com-
mon. For all of these reasons, from
the point of view of framing it is not
new, but rather uses the most classic,
established bases of audiovisual lan-
guage. It habitually follows the basic
rules of debates and interviews of not
jumping to close-ups of persons not
clearly placed in immediately previous
shots, for which reason the produc-
tion of the programme articulates and
intersperses wide-angle shots from
time to time.
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tions between two speakers at the
same time, and even changing shots
from one commentator to another
while keeping the screen divided.
The opponents’ reactions can thus
be better perceived, especially the
non-verbal ones, often full of gestu-
res and agitation. There is no doubt
that this usage is intended to foster
tension in the discussion and visuali-
se the opposing stances more clear-
ly. Furthermore, on exceptional occa-
sions a three-way split is often used,
mainly to introduce images so as to
illustrate the topic being addressed.
Thanks to technological innovation,
this multi-camera or multi-window
montage has contributed to sophis-
ticated productions full of expressive
media that have discarded certain
functional production practices such
as covering up the interviewee while
they are talking.

At other times, a split screen is
also used outside of the interview
and the talk show, such as when
there is a live connection with the
newsroom, which in this case is very
similar to the classic cinematographic
sense of splitting the shot, usually
used for phone conversations in film
narratives (Bordwell, 1995). This li-
keness is very similar to the meaning
behind the direct connection with the
newsroom, used to add data, upda-
te it or give way to breaking news. It
symbolises immediacy and makes a
reference to the information services.
The layout of combining windows or
splitting the multi-camera image in La
Sexta Noche becomes an expressive,
narrative and aesthetic medium that
identifies the talk show itself, in turn
generating tension and dynamism,
and lending pace to the programme’s
visual language, which falls within the
so-called “technological style” (Ba-
rroso, 1996). Lastly, the expressive
use of music should be mentioned,
providing a serious tonality at all ti-
mes during the talk show which at-
tempts to instil drama and emotion
into the discussion.
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DISCUSSION AND
CONCLUSIONS.
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Itis possible that La Sexta Noche’s
political talk show has given a voice to
the emerging Spanish parties, which
have been able to become more wide-
ly known among the general public.
Also, thanks to its way of approaching
political issues with a very colloquial
and even profane style, there may be
more people that have become inter-
ested in political and social issues,
and it could even happen that, thanks
to viewing these debates, sections
of the population with less education
or distanced from current affairs be-
coming more concerned about what
affects them in their day-to-day lives.
But what price must be paid for this?
Which is the cost to make the general
public more familiar with political dis-
cussion by means of this type of tele-
vision programme?

Based on the analysis carried out
in this study, we can only confirm the
first hypothesis (H1), since very high
levels of incivility are indeed observed
in the interventions made by the par-
ticipants in the talk shows—and in all
categories, especially from the “con-
servative” side. In general terms, we
have been able to verify that the com-
mentators’ discourse and oratory is
intended to ridicule the rivals by using
insults and verbal harshness, always
with extremely vulgar language for
the occasion that lowers the intellec-
tual level of the debate a great deal,
while a certain emotional atmosphere
is prioritised in order to enhance the
televised spectacle. So much is this
the case that the continuous belit-
tling and interruptions mostly leads
the conversation towards conflict and
confrontation, triggering a degrada-
tion in the discourse and the way they
opponent is treated. It is particularly
aggressive and challenging verbal lan- ¢
guage, very much affected and occa-
sionally overacted and “dramatised”,
which in our opinion no way fosters
calm reflection or empathic stances.

ACION
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Considering that the levels of inci-
vility are indeed high, we then asked
ourselves (R1) if this format might
have narrative characteristics and
elements of staging and production,
which we have called “contextual” in
keeping with previous works, boosting
such a disrespectful and conflictive
tone. The practical analysis indicates
that, at least as regards the format
in question, we can confirm that it is
designed to provoke a discussion in a
spectacular tone. In terms of "“media-
tisation” (Stromback, 2008), we could
argue that it is the “media logic” that
sets the tone and which “submits” the
launched message to its conditions.
Observing the conception and cre-
ation of the set and the location of
the protagonists, as well as splitting
the screen in two and the presence
of music accompanying the serious-
ness and emotionality of the debate,
everything points towards a quest for
content in which clashes, rows and
contempt for opponents and their
reasoning all prevail.

It so happens that these same el-
ements, whether discursive or “con-
textual” are found in almost identical
form in classic talk shows intended
for the sensationalist press, social
chronicles and “metatelevision” dis-
course (Imbert, 2008). Such is the
case of the format for Salvame De-
luxe, which is broadcast since 2009
on the same day at the same time
(prime time on Saturdays) on the rival
network Telecinco, belonging to the
Mediaset group, the other large com-
mercial communication group operat-
ing in Spain. What we observe is that
the tone of the interventions, the role
and attitude of the commentators and
collaborators, the role of the present-
er-moderator, as well as the staging
of the format with two rows of chairs
facing each other, bright lighting and
emphatic music, are all very similar to
the political talk show analysed.

The main difference naturally lies
in the subject matter, since the sen-
sationalist social talk show is dedicat-

ed to discussing fundamentally senti-
mental confrontations and celebrities’
personal and affective relationships,
as well as increasingly the private
lives of the collaborators themselves,
who for some time now have them-
selves become protagonists of the
news commented. The understand-
ing of politicians as “celebrities”, at
the same level as other characters in
the social chronicle, is an aspect that
we should take into account. In some
way, political talk shows have been
“contaminated” by this way of doing
television, which “infotainment” has
been exploring for decades (Ferré-Pa-
via, 2013). However, approaching pol-
itics from the perspective of conflict,
aggressiveness and spectacle does
not seem to be the most appropriate
way to establish a context for discus-
sion through which to rationally con-
trast different views of reality, even if
a larger audience is achieved. In this
sense, and as happens with the senti-
mental talk shows, what usually hap-
pens is that when the information be-
comes trivialised, what is left is noise.

There are some researchers, such
as Rossini (2022), who do not see in-
civility in an inherently negative way,
as we have mentioned before, since
they consider that disagreement and
conflict do not undermine the val-
ues upon which the democratic sys-
tem is founded, as intolerant speech
does. Although we understand the
difference that the author specifies,
we do not share that more compla-
cent vision. We are aware that in this
study we have not been able to verify
how the audience of the programme
perceives the interventions by the
commentators and collaborators. Un-
doubtedly, that is a line of work that
opens up many possibilities for the fu-
ture. In any case, from what we know
from other studies, the perception
of the personal exchanges as uncivil
depends largely on the context and
the persons, and therefore it is not
uniform. Depending on where people
come from, it seems that the messag-
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es may be perceived as more or less
uncivil (Kenski, Coe & Rains, 2020:
800). Nevertheless, there are also
studies that indicate that the percep-
tion of incivility is similar in culturally
different European countries such as
the United Kingdom, the Netherlands
and Spain (Otto, Lecheler & Schuck,
2020: 101), and that exposure to un-
civil media can lead to an increase in
uncivil comments by citizens (Ger-
vais, 2014).

From this perspective, although it
is not conclusive, we should not ig-
nore the pernicious effects that un-
civil discourse may have on coexis-
tence and democracy. Without going
any further, the insults and personal
attacks so rife in the interventions
in the talk show analysed are not in-
nocuous in our point of view. Rather,
the toxicity and contempt on which
these relationships are built, whether
personal or towards the ideas of oth-
ers, go beyond disrespect and often
border on hate speech. In fact, many
of the insults proffered on the show
could easily be categorised as intoler-
ant or hate speech, in the sense that
Rossini gives it (2022). We could even
argue that the irreconcilable stances
that are continuously shown between
the two groups of collaborators, the
“progressive” and the “conservative”
ones, are driving towards a rising
polarisation of the audience, which
in Spain is already very high accord-
ing to some recent studies, both at
the media level and at the social and
political level, and would have dou-
bled in the last decade (Boese et al.,
2022; Capdevila, Moragas-Fernandez
& Grau-Masot, 2022; Masip, Suau &
Ruiz-Caballero, 2020; Gidron, Adams
& Horne, 2020).

According to Waisbord (2020:
255), polarisation responds to politi-
cal phenomena, but also to commu-
nication-related ones. Consequently,
it is not inevitable, but is the result of
decisions by the political and media
elites, in keeping with specific ideo-
logical and commercial interests. That
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is why the market strategy of polar-
ising content generates economic
payback for the media in the form of a
greater following and audiences, and
also electoral payback. It has been
verified that several ultra-conserva-
tive media are directly responsible
for the polarisation of the right in the
United States, especially in recent
years (Garret et al.,, 2019), in which
disinformation has played a decisive
role (Bennett & Livingston, 2018). In
fact, it is impossible to understand
contemporary polarisation without
analysing populism, another ideolog-
ical and essentially communicative
phenomenon (Ernst et al., 2019; So-
rensen, 2017).

The fact is that there are strong
similarities between the stylistic el-
ements of populism (emotional tone,
colloquial style, etc.) and those of the
political talk show analysed. It even
seems that the truth matters little in
this type of spaces, according to the
results of our analysis, where the in-
terventions of the commentators
accusing the opponent of lying have
been numerous (see Table 1). Yet this
is not an isolated case. It is no coin-
cidence that several studies (Bos &
Brants, 2014; Crammer, 2011) have
concluded that political talk shows
provide structurally great opportu-
nities for populist communication.
Polarization would not cease to be a
reflection of this trend.

At this point, we should ask our-
selves if there is the possibility of re-
ducing antisocial messages in political
television communication, especially
in political talk shows, or if this is the
new way of expressing oneself po-
litically, typical of our time. We share
the reflection that disagreement is a
necessary part of developing healthy
deliberation (Otto, Lecheler & Schuck,
2020). It is not obligatory in all cir-
cumstances to always reach a con-
sensus, as Habermas suggests. Po-
litical negotiation, the management of
diversity, in the words of Arendt, is a
value to be preserved and demanded
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in our societies. Even polarisation can
be healthy at a given moment, in the
sense of contrasting ideas and points
of view, and putting particular inter-
ests that remained hidden onto the
table (Laclau, 2005). But appealing to
the need for disagreement does not
mean falling into incivility, and that is
where the responsibility of political
and media elites becomes vital (Mutz,
2015). Some authors distinguish for
this purpose between “ideological”
polarization, which would fall within
the acceptable parameters of ideo-
logical confrontation, and “affective”
polarization, which would be moved
by extreme emotional discourses
without any possibility of meeting
(Torcal & Comellas, 2022).

For the time being, what we have
been able to verify with our analysis
of the political talk show in La Sexta
Noche, with its high levels of incivility,
says a lot about the path that political
debate formats are taking, at least in
Spain. Its similarities with sentimen-
tal talk shows do not precisely help.
One of the dangers in continuing such
practices, of which there has already
been warning (Schmid, Kiumpel &
Riegel, 2022), is that we may end up
normalising them and that, ultimately,
they may come to seem like accept-
able formulas for public debate with
which we will have to live. It would be
the undesired consequence of turning
communication into a commodity that
must be made profitable. The other
danger is that, as occurs with person-
alities in other talk shows and reality
shows (Hill, 2005), the commentators,
eager to continually and artificially
seek confrontation, may end up be-
coming a substitute for themselves,
a «simulacrumy», in the terms of Bau-
drillard (1987), and become no longer
credible to the audience, allowing de-
bate programs to be perceived as just
another show. Thus, with the political
talk show turned into “reality fodder”,
television may burn up matters of un-
doubted public interest at a dizzying
pace. In this sense, politics would be-
come more and more like fast food, a

product that is consumed hastily and
is digested very fast.
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