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Text Colonies or Hypertexts:  
On the Unified Discontinuity  

in Lifestyle Magazine Discourse

Renáta Tomášková

Abstract

‘Unified discontinuity’ reflects here two opposite but complementary tendencies significantly shap-
ing the structure of texts in lifestyle magazine discourse. Drawing upon Hoey’s concept of text 
colony applied in an analysis of the discourse of British and American women’s magazines, the 
paper attempts to provide an insight into the internal variability of the text type, to reveal the mech-
anisms of cohesion and coherence in play, and finally to relate the colony text type to the typology 
of  hypertexts. The choice of the colony text type in women’s magazine discourse is presented here 
as a specific communication strategy promoting interactivity in the discourse, achieving economy 
of expression and contributing to the visual attractiveness of the magazines. 

Keywords: mass media discourse; text colony; cohesion; coherence; hypertext; communication 
strategy

The article builds on research carried out within Czech Science Foundation (GA ČR) grant-funded 
project number 405/07/0176, Communication and Textual Strategies in Mass Media, Commercial 
and Academic Discourse (A Contrastive Analysis of English and Czech Discourse). 

1  Introduction
The present contribution draws upon and builds on the research results of a larger project 
exploring the key textual and communication strategies in the field of lifestyle magazines 
for women and for men. Analyses of a corpus of British, American and Czech women’s 
and men’s magazines have resulted in the identification and an attempt at interpreting four 
prominent strategies, which have been extracted and separated for the sake of descriptive 
clarity, but which are in fact intermingling or interdependent, defying any strict dividing 
lines (Tomášková 2009).
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The key communication strategies include: personalization combined with generali-
zation, conversationalization, manipulation through the advertising-like character of the 
discourse, and the unified discontinuity of structure.

Both personalization and conversationalization are already well-known concepts in 
the field of mass media discourse analysis, introduced by Fairclough in the 1990s (Fair-
clough 1995). They eloquently cover two tendencies, which although generally applied in 
the vast field of mass media discourse, could have specific (or idiosyncratic) realizations 
in the diversity of its parts. In the study of women’s and men’s magazines, personalization 
refers to the tendency to personify the topics presented in the magazines, to introduce them 
through the ‘authentic’ experiences of specific persons, yet the validity of the experiences 
is at the same time generalized to facilitate the acceptance of the message by the readers. 
In other words, the ‘characters’ and their stories are specific enough to be attractive and 
trustworthy, but also general enough to encompass the needs and expectations of a variety 
of readers. The general applicability of problems and solutions presented is further sup-
ported by the preference of present simple tense forms and the exclusion of expressions 
of uncertainty. 

Conversationalization is interpreted here not only as the penetration of lexical or syn-
tactic features typical of informal spoken interaction into the written language of lifestyle 
magazines, but also as a specific way of organizing the magazine as a whole and structur-
ing individual contributions – as an intentional implementation of conversation-like fea-
tures on the higher levels of discourse structure.

The excessive occurrence of advertising in lifestyle magazines may be generally 
expected; a less apparent feature may be seen in the fact that advertising finds its place not 
only on specialized advertisement or promotion pages, but also shapes the content as well 
as the form of most of the texts – whose stories are often explicitly or implicitly aimed at 
recommending goods or services. The dominant manipulation strategy used in the corpus 
is based on developing or evoking the atmosphere of uncertainty on the part of the reader, 
who is then supposed to feel reassured by the advice provided by the magazine.

Out of the features listed above as prominent, the discontinuous and yet unified struc-
turing of texts stands out as the most conspicuous and challenging. The effect of this 
strategy is an inevitable part of the impression of a reader’s first encounter with lifestyle 
magazines, which appear to offer a chaotic patchwork of graphic creations, in which it is 
difficult to find one’s bearings, causing any attempt at a systematic and orderly reading to 
fail.

2.  The concept of text colony
A plausible key to the description and interpretation of the magazine structure has been 
found in Hoey’s distinction between continuous mainstream texts and discontinuous text 
colonies. A colony is defined as “a discourse whose component parts do not derive their 
meaning from the sequence in which they are placed. If the parts are jumbled, the utility 
may be affected but the meaning remains the same” (Hoey 1986, 4). The text colony organ-
ism is then well illustrated through the metaphor of a beehive; this community, though 
consisting of distinctive and relatively independent units, works towards a common unify-
ing goal and dwells in a hive, providing support for the individual animals’ actions and 
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tasks. In the same way, a text colony components need a framing context which is usually 
essential for their interpretation (Hoey 2001, 79).

Mainstream texts could be described as the converse of the text colony definition: 
the meaning of their parts is influenced by the sequence in which they belong, jumbling 
the sentences or paragraphs affects the meaning of the text as a whole, and the framing 
context, though always in play, may not be vital for any plausible interpretation of the text. 

3.  The inner variability of the text type: primary and secondary colonies 
Typical examples of colonies presented by Hoey in his first study on the topic (Hoey 1986) 
included e.g. telephone directories, dictionaries, encyclopedias or newspaper letter pages. 
Developing the discussion further (Hoey 2001), he puts more emphasis on the productiv-
ity of this text type and suggests, albeit tentatively, new members of the group: computer 
folders of documents or academic textbooks.

Even this very limited set of examples reveals the inner variability of the text type, 
which may call for further distinctions or classifications. But despite the hotch-potch 
appearance of the set, all of its members share the crucial discontinuity feature constitutive 
of the category, and also, to a greater or lesser extent, also other colony features which 
Hoey summarized in the course of his analyses (Hoey 1986, 20, see Figure 1 below) and 
whose applicability distinguishes a scale of central to peripheral colony types.

•	 adjacent units do not form continuous prose;
•	 there is a framing context;
•	 no single author and/or anon;
•	 one component may be used without referring to the others;
•	 components can be reprinted or reused in subsequent works;
•	 components may be added, removed or altered;
•	 many of the components serve the same function;
•	 alphabetic, numeric or temporal sequencing. 

Figure 1

A closer look at the ever-broadening set of text colonies reveals yet another criterion for 
classification, a criterion based on the relation of a text colony to its potential mainstream 
text counterpart, in other words on the possibility of its transformation into a mainstream 
text or, vice versa, on the possibility of building a text colony by transforming a continu-
ous, mainstream text. I would suggest a distinction between primary colonies, which have 
been formed as a colony by compiling independent components and which cannot be 
transformed into a coherent and acceptable mainstream text (and have already received 
more focused attention from researchers, e.g. Tárnyiková 2002, Dontcheva-Navratilova 
2006, 2007, 2009), from secondary colonies, whose components could be easily integrated 
both semantically and formally and realized as a mainstream text. The lifestyle magazine 
structure effectively combines both types.  

Women’s and men’s magazines function as a complex, hierarchical text colony 
organized in sections with embedded articles, which are further subdivided into relatively 
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independent components or even sets of components. On the one hand there are colonies 
compiled of primarily separate components, which cannot be transformed into continuous 
texts without substantial editing (e.g. letter pages or classified advertisements); on the 
other hand there are colonies apparently stemming from a continuous discourse, whose 
decomposition into a set of components was a choice by the author, enabled by the nature 
of the information conveyed, but also guided by the author’s intentions, used as a means 
to an end. 

Although sharing the distinctive feature of discontinuity and complying with Hoey’s 
characteristics of text colonies, primary and secondary colonies differ in their semantic 
macrostructure and in the nature of the mutual relations between their components. 
Whereas the components of primary colonies tend to be framed formally by a unifying 
generic structure and semantically by a common hypertheme, which is, however, a result 
of considerable generalization or abstraction, the components of secondary colonies tend to 
function formally as component parts of one genre token, and contribute to the realization 
of one specific topic.

As suggested above, primary colonies typically include e.g. classified advertisements, 
but also telephone directories, recipe books, dictionaries or encyclopedias, where 
the components apparently represent parallel genres of advertisements or entries and 
semantically are unified only on a very general level: mediating offers and demands, 
instructions for the preparation of different types of dishes, or providing information on 
important personalities, possibly related to a certain field of activity. Within the discourse 
of women’s magazines, primary colonies are typically represented by letter pages, whose 
components are letters confessing their authors’ experiences of love and relationships. 
Primary colonies are often sufficiently framed by a headline or title; there may not be any 
introductory mainstream text, or such a text may not be vital for reading the components 
and may thus often remain unnoticed by the readers. 

Articles in women’s magazines are predominantly realized as secondary text colonies 
(e.g. almost 90% in the Cosmopolitan magazine). The text is introduced by a headline, 
sub-headline and a mainstream, continuous text of varying length, and subsequently 
disintegrates into several colony components, parallel in structure and coherently 
contributing to the topic specified in the introductory parts. The genre of a feature article 
is realized here as a colony text type. The majority of secondary colonies are opened 
by a mainstream text, which provides either the necessary context or arguments for the 
presentation and comprehension of the colony components. 

Whereas in primary colonies the components are in an ‘either-or’ relationship and 
represent a series of tokens of a certain genre, in secondary colonies the components tend 
to be in a complementary relationship, combining into one generic whole. 

Even though the division into primary and secondary text colonies could be supported 
by numerous typical examples, it should be perceived as essentially scalar with possible 
borderline samples of peripheral colony types. 

A typical example of a secondary text colony as defined above is presented in Figures 
2 and 3. The article about Fearne Cotton represents a combination of a mainstream text, 
which is often shorter than that elsewhere, with a colony. The mainstream text serves as an 
introduction to the colony, and together with headlines and sub-headlines it provides the 
framing context, the ‘hive’ for making sense of the colony components. The text colony 
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part is more or less artificially, formally divided into components separated and framed by 
sub-headlines and photos; if the technical division was removed, the components could be 
easily unified into a fluent continuous text.   

4.  Searching for the principles of unity in the discontinuous form
If the components do not derive their meaning from the sequence in which they are placed, 
if they do not actually need one another, if they even are not affected when one of them is 
removed, a question arises: what then forms the basis on which the readers are still willing 
to perceive the set of components as a unified whole?

In his later account on text colonies, Hoey (2001) finds inspiration in Winter’s approach 
to text analysis and uses his account of basic clause relations and text structures (Winter, 
1994) to elicit distinctions between the nature of structuring in mainstream texts and in 
text colonies. Whereas mainstream texts are made up of statements following one from the 
other temporally or logically, colony components, serving the same function in the colony, 
can be said to be in a weak matching relation with each other (Hoey 2001, 83).

Considering the range and variability of text colony types, the adjective ‘weak’ sounds 
rather vague here. With the scales of central to peripheral and primary to secondary colonies, 
the weakness of the match becomes relative, and may include matching links of different 
quantity as well as quality. Leaving aside primary colonies such as telephone directories 
or dictionaries, differences in matching relations can also be seen among the secondary 
colonies themselves. Matching based on the common function of the components is more 
or less powerfully supported by formal cohesive devices, by the shared pattern of text 
organization, and, last but not least, by the graphic realization of the colony.

The search for the unifying principles of a text colony focuses on cohesive ties 
operating between individual colony components, not within them. In Halliday and Hasan’s 
terminology (1976, 1985), the inter-componential relations are dominated by lexical 
cohesion supported by syntactic parallelism and contrasting with an almost complete lack 
of conjunction, reference, and other grammatically cohesive ties. 

 An extract from a Cosmopolitan text in Figure 4 illustrates both the frequency of lexical 
links and their internal differentiation. Attention is first attracted to the headlines and sub-
headlines, where the density of mutual lexico-semantic relations corresponds with their 
indispensable framing role in the text colony structure. The headlines and sub-headlines 
typically signal a hierarchical organization of text colony parts, which is manifested in the 
hyponymy relation linking the headline with all sub-headlines and in the co-hyponymy 
relation interconnecting individual colony components. The ties of hyponymy and 
co-hyponymy (Figure 4: body – bum + tummy) are complemented with lexical repetition 
(moves – move) and contextual synonymy (firm – toned). As these lexico-semantic ties fill 
in slots in syntactically parallel patterns, a matching relation is also implied between ‘hot 
Hollywood’ and ‘firm, toned’, a relation interpretable not in terms of lexical semantics but 
within cognitive theories of mental schemata. 

The cohesion of the rest of component texts follows the same line: they exhibit lexical 
elements connecting them with the other components, but no reference or conjunction 
exceeding their borders. This feature makes the components self-contained and at the same 
time causes them to match.
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Figure 2
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Figure 3
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The match between the components is further strengthened by their parallel text organiza-
tion, a variant of the problem-solution text structure characterized by Winter (1994) and 
evaluated as the most frequent of culturally popular patterns by Hoey (2001, 115). The 
problem is stated and briefly commented on in the sub-headlines and introductory para-
graphs, and the solution is presented in three steps – ‘how + repetitions + Gunnar says’ 
– providing identical orientation points in all the components.    

Last but not least, it is the technical realization of the article as a whole that builds the 
unified discontinuity effect in question. The colours, photographs and the layout of the page 
clearly distinguish individual parts, but the repeated use of identical frames and an identical 
colour spectrum, including a limited set of photographed celebrities, also appear to fulfil a 
unifying function. Occasionally, the graphic elements include numbering of components 
(see Figure 4 again), whose role in the text comes very close to the ‘conjunction’ type 
of cohesion, only that it is not realized lexically as ‘first, second’ etc. Its organisational 
role is, however, purely formal: it determines the number of components included and 
distinguishes one part from the other rather than putting the components in any logical 
order or hierarchy. 

The survey of cohesive devices in the Figure 4 example shows that the components of 
secondary text colonies are in matching relations which may not seem ‘weak’ with regard 
to the density of the network of lexico-semantic and graphic cohesive ties.

On the other hand, the range of secondary colony types can also provide examples 
of text colonies whose unity is based on a minimal match between the components, a 
match limited formally to lexical ties of hyponymy and co-hyponymy and syntactic 
parallelism relating the headline and the sub-headlines and relying semantically on the 
common communicative function of the components and the text colony as a whole. These 
genuinely weak matching relations are illustrated here in Figure 5, an article explaining the 
specificities of newborn children’s behaviour. Highlighting by underlining and circling has 
been added by the author of the paper.

No matter how many matches could be discovered between the components and 
how closely they seem to hold together, the components are still mutually independent; 
adjacent units do not form continuous prose, do not need to be read in the linear order and 
may not need to be read all to receive a coherent message. All the matches only strengthen 
the affiliation of the components with the colony defined by the framing context. The 
components do not refer to each other but to the headline or to the introductory text. 
The analysis of cohesion in lifestyle magazine text colonies confirms Hoey’s finding that 
“Sections are frequently connected by heavy lexical repetition, but it is interesting to note 
that no other cohesive devices are ever used” (Hoey 2001,74). 

As the lexis used in a text makes explicit its topic or subject matter, lexical cohesive 
ties are closely related to the topic coherence, even though they can never create such 
coherence on their own. To achieve the cohesive effect, reiteration of lexical units cannot 
rely exclusively on their lexico-semantic relations; their interpretation also requires the 
readers to play an active part and apply their knowledge of the world, to match the ties 
suggested against the experiential context. It is the use of the shared experiential background 
that plays a crucial role in lending the formally broken structure a sense of unity. Whereas 
‘body – bum – tummy’ in Figure 4 could be easily interpreted as representing a part-and-
whole relationship, the cohesive tie intuitively felt in the ‘hot Hollywood – firm – toned’ 
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cohesive chain cannot be understood without reference to experiential, cultural context. 
Similarly in the ‘Baby Behaviors’ colony (Figure 5), the hyponymy relation between 
‘baby behaviors’ and ‘crying – making noises – responding – sleeping – eating’ is fairly 
loose, with the co-hyponymy line representing an open set whose internal cohesion is very 
much based on shared experience rather than on linguistically described lexico-semantic 
connections.



138

LINGUISTICS AND TRANSLATION STUDIES



139

Renáta Tomášková • Text Colonies or Hypertexts: On the Unified Discontinuity in Lifestyle Magazine Discourse

5.  Text colony as a type of hypertext 
The discontinuity of text colony structure defies linearity, which belongs among the essen-
tial constitutive features of any standard mainstream text. The global meaning of a text 
colony, or its semantic macrostructure (Van Dijk 1980), is realized in a set of components, 
which are in themselves linear, but may not be combined into the whole of the colony in 
a linear way by the reader. This non-linear nature brings text colonies very close to hyper-
texts, which are primarily associated with on-line discourse. 

The conspicuous similarity between text colonies and hypertexts has been noticed and 
discussed by Jucker (2002), though without mentioning Hoey’s term. In his search for a 
typology of hypertexts Jucker shows that hypertextual features are not limited to electronic 
texts, and supports his suggestion with examples of texts which actually correspond with 
Hoey’s findings as well as with the samples characterized in the present article. In defining 
hypertext Jucker adopts Storrer’s definition (Storrer 1999 in Jucker 2002, 31), which 
“distinguishes between ‘hypertexts’, ‘hypertext nets’ and ‘e-texts’. She defines a hypertext 
as a text with a non-linear organisation that is managed by a hypertext system and has a 
recognisable text function. [...] A ‘hypertext net’ combines several hypertexts and e-texts. 
[...] The constitutive elements of hypertexts are [...] ‘e-texts’, that is to say electronic texts 
with a linear organisation that are integrated into a hypertext.” Jucker (Jucker 2002, 31) 
prefers not to “restrict the term ‘hypertext’ to electronic instantiations”, and subsequently 
proposes the term ‘textual elements’ to substitute for e-texts.

The non-linearity of text colonies or hypertexts facilitates, or possibly even promotes, 
specific reading strategies such as skimming, scanning or looping, which means returning 
to the previously read element (White 2007), but first and foremost opens a possibility for 
the reader to follow a personalized reading path which “will be most relevant to his or her 
interests”, “to read the text as if it were specifically tailored to the reader’s background and 
interests” (Foltz 1996, 2).

Even though the reader follows a self-selected path through a hypertext, “the individual 
reading process is always linear” (Jucker 2002, 45). The responsibility for making sense of 
the path is largely shifted to the user (Fritz 1999, 223). Both in hypertexts and text colonies 
the author must formulate the respective chunk of text in a way that is neutral in respect 
of different directions of access, and this means that he or she has to refrain from using 
anaphoric devices like pronouns (Fritz 1999, 227). The only possibility to build a bridge 
across individual textual elements is thus the use of lexical cohesion, particularly lexical 
cohesive ties based in the links between the root text and the destination text. The two 
members of such a lexical cohesive tie are called a trigger and an anchor (Jucker 2002, 42). 
In the types of colonies discussed in this paper the hypertextual links correspond with the 
headline and sub-headlines, and triggers and anchors with the lexico-semantically related 
expressions involved in them.

The fact that neither electronic nor printed hypertexts impose on the reader any 
pre-defined reading path, but offer the possibility of self-selection, makes hypertextual 
discourse interactive. Fritz even suggests that users choosing from alternatives in a 
hypertext remind us of the activities of speakers in dialogue (Fritz 1999, 223 – 4). For 
Hoey (2001, 187) interactivity is inherent to any type of text; for him any text “exists 
only as part of an interaction between an author/writer and a reader ...writers and readers 
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engage in a kind of dance whereby the writer seeks to anticipate the questions that a reader 
will want answered and the reader seeks to predict the questions that the writer will try to 
answer.” In hypertext, however, the interactive character becomes explicit as the reader 
creates his or her own personalized version of the text.

6.  Text colony structuring as a communication strategy
The discussion in this paper has focused on a specific type of text colony or printed hyper-
text – secondary text colonies – for two reasons: first, secondary text colonies dominate the 
discourse analyzed, and second, in secondary colonies the colony organization of a text is 
a matter of the author’s or editor’s choice rather than a necessity. These two facts indicate 
that text colony structuring could be perceived as a productive communication strategy.    

The specificity of the unified discontinuity of structure seems to shape the discourse 
under investigation in three different ways.

It promotes the interactive character of the discourse of women’s magazines. The 
interactive effect of the non-linearity of structure is supported by other significant features 
of this type of discourse - such as the recurrence of topics, the introduction of a variety 
of voices including editors, specialists, celebrities as well as common people, and last but 
not least, the opportunity for the readers to join in through topic-related internet chats, 
discussions or e-mail correspondence. If we see – in accordance with Hoey – every text as 
an implicit or explicit dialogue, the discourse of women’s magazines could be pictured as 
a conversation.

From this point of view the unified discontinuity of structure contributes to the 
conversationalization of lifestyle magazine discourse, and attracts attention to the fact that 
the conversationalization of a text can manifest itself also on the textual level.

The discontinuity of structure complies with the economy principle of communication. 
Text colony structuring facilitates quick and easy reading that does not require much 
concentration; the reader can stop reading after any of the components without destroying 
the coherence of the message.

The graphic segmentation of the text contributes to the visual attractiveness of 
the pages. The variability and vividness of graphic realizations may also effectively 
compensate for the frequently low information density of lifestyle magazine texts.
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