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• 19th century
• the century of cholera
• the century of modern print media and 

literacy 

• The aim of this study is to review how 
discourses were created in the print media 
in territory of Latvia during the pandemics 

• The research questions are as follows:
• What were the primary discourses about cholera in 

the press?

• How were these discourses transformed as time went 
by?

• How did the media oppose and refute disinformation?



Sources 

Livland: Riga

Rigasche Zeitung (1778–1889)

Rigischer Anzeigen 1761–1852)

Rigasche Stadtblätter (1810–1907)

Der Zuschauer (1807–1856)

Nicht-politische Zeitung für Deutsch-Russland
(1826–1827, 1830–1832)

Mājas Viesis Viesis (1856–1910)

Baltijas Vēstnesis (1868–1906) 

Kurland: Jelgava, 
Liepāja

Allgemaine Deutsche Zeitung für Russland
(1811–1831)

Allgemeines Kurländisches Amts- und 
Intelligenzblatt (1825–1852)

Latviešu Avīzes (1822–1915)

Libausches Wochenblatt ( 1824–1858) Digital library: 
periodika.lv

Pre-censorship



• Theoretical and methological framework
• Crises theories: a crisis is defined as a larger or smaller collapse of 

social order that is real or at least sensed. The characterization of 
the crisis situation is based on a contradiction to a normal 
situation and its true or possible understanding of threats (Raboy, 
Dagenais 1992). 

• Approaches of disinformation and conspiracy theories research: 
Analysis of disinformation and conspiracy theories helps to 
understand social and spiritual stability of society, and how people 
and/or country have overcome crises (e.g., Bennett, Livingston 
2008; Tandoc et al. 2019, Prooijen, Douglas 2017).

• Discourse theories
• Analysis of the press materials is based on Ruth Wodak’s

discourse-historical approach (DHA)



• the labeling of social actors, objects, events, processes and actionNomination

• discursive qualification of social actors, objects, events, processes and action

• the construction of in-groups and out-groupsPredication 

• justification and questioning of claims of truth and normative rightness Argumentation 

• framing or positioning of the speaker’s point of view through the statement of 
assumptions

Perspectivization or 
discourse of representation

• the modification of the epistemic meaning of a propositionsIntensification / Mitigation 

The Discourse-Historical Approach
Discursive strategies and their objectives



Year Beginning Maximum End of the epidemic Number of

cholera cases

The dead Lethality

(%)

1831 May June January, 1832 10,716 4,412 41.17

1848 June July January, 1849 17,182 5,879 34.22

1849 July July November 394 183 46.45

1852 October August February, 1853 333 173 51.95

1853 June August December 11,253 4,363 38.77

1854 April September November 1141 563 49.34

1855 February September November 955 441 46.18

1856 May July September 456 230 50.44

1858 June August October 1,260 545 43.25

1866 July August October 1,347 692 51.37

1871 June July November 2,479 1,190 48.00

1892 August September December 171 72 42.10

Official statistics on the cholera epidemic: Provinces of 
Livland and Kurland, Russian Empire



1831
Livland



1831
Kurland



1871



The Discourse-Historical Approach
Discursive strategies

Discourse strategies Cholera epidemic of 1831 Cholera epidemic of 1871

Nomination:

the labeling of social actors, 

objects, events, processes and 

action

Terrible cholera = a disease, a mad terrible

disease, a mighty and fearful disease, a

furious disease, a threatening disease, a

time of horror, Cholera morbus; disaster

Cholera-disease (holēra=sērga,

Cholera=Krankheit)

Predication: discursive 

qualification of social actors, 

objects, events, processes and 

action

• Good actors – God (who protects),

emperor, governors, doctors, Jewish doctors

in Daugavpils, inhabitants of Riga with their

peace and endurance, philanthropist

• Bad actors – cholera

offenders, diet violators, proper lifestyle

violators, rumor distributors

• Good actors – obedient to

the rules, people living a

proper lifestyle, doctors

• Bad actors – violators of

rules and instructions



Argumentation: justification 

and questioning of claims of 

truth and normative rightness 

• Hope for God

• Instructions (moderation in food and drink,

refusal of dinner, careful lifestyle, compliance

with the rules, compliance with quarantine,

clean air, warm clothing, peace, trust in God,

immediate help, smoking, smoke release)

• Emperor's care

• The lesson of the events of Moscow (1830)

• Instructions

Perspectivization or discourse 

of representation: framing or 

positioning of the speaker’s 

point of view through the 

statement of assumptions

• Information

• Organization

• Interest in resolving the situation

(instructions)

• Emotions: compassion; joy and gratitude for

the end of cholera

• Information 

• Interest in resolving the 

situation (instructions)

Intensification/Mitigation: 

the modification of the 

epistemic meaning of a 

propositions

• Statistics

• Regularity of bad and good news

• A language of humility and hope

• Cholera news in press agenda

• Statistics 

• Cholera news in press 

agenda

Discourse strategies Cholera epidemic of 1831 Cholera epidemic of 1871



Discourse of 
the 

suppression 
of the Polish 

Uprising 

StatistikaStatistical discourse
The 

dead

Discourse of 
instructions (rules, 

quarantine, cordon) 

Sick people

Discourse of 
the presence 

of God 

Discourse of 
emperor and  
trust in rulers 

Discourse of local 
government 

(governors, city 
councils) 

Discourse of 
proponents of rules 
and the right way of 
life as positive actors 

Health 
discourse 

Discourse of 
morbidity 
elsewhere

Discourse 
of rumors

Discourse  of cholera as a major accident 

Discourse of 
cholera decrease 

and end

Discourse of 
doctors and their 

help 

Discourse of 
lamentation

1831



Statistika
Statistical discourse

The 
dead

Discourse of instructions 

Sick people Discourse of local 
government 

(governors, city 
councils, sanitary 

commissions ) 

Discourse of 
cholera decrease 

and end

Cholera

1871



Disinformation

• The primary topics of disinformation included 
the following:
• Evil people created cholera – bakers baking it into 

bread or wicked people poisoning the water in the 
Daugava River or even in people’s own wells

• Doctors who were Jewish were to blame

• Living people were being buried in graveyards for 
those who died of cholera



Conclusions

• The press was involved in combating the spread of cholera and people 
getting sick

• The dominant media discourses were true in terms of facts, particularly 
when it came to statistical discourse and instructive discourse elated to the 
disease

• Discourses about knowledge about medicine and doctors and provincial 
and city governors were important in the content of the press

• Rational arguments dominated over irrational ones in the media

• Flare-ups of cholera increased demand for newspapers and boosted 
circulation



Thank You!


