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DISCOURSE AND SOCIAL LIFE
is dedicated to
Chris Candlin

on the occasion of his 60th Birthday

in order to celebrate his major contribution to the discipline of Applied Linguistics.

Chris has contributed significantly in two ways — firstly, as the editor of several
major book series of inestimable importance, and secondly, as an individual and
team researcher. For this reason we chose Discourse and Social Life as the title of this
book both to echo that of his Longman Series ‘Language in Social Life’, and as an
appropriate label for much of his own very varied research output.

Over the past three decades Chris has played a significant role in building the
bridge between discourse study and its social relevance, while at the same time
being a forceful leader in the move to extend the remit of Applied Linguistics
beyond language education and into professional settings. For him, discourse analy-
sis is essentially a socially relevant enterprise and his unfailing endeavour to keep to
this brief is clearly reflected in his very successful series editorships at Longman and
in the establishment of Centres for Language and Social Life at both Lancaster
University, UK and Macquarie University, Australia. His initiatives have fostered
quality research and significant teaching provision in the broad area of Discourse
and Social Life in three continents.

It is a great privilege for us to have been ratified participants on two levels — playing
a role in his discourse crusade and being part of his rich social life. On behalf of
both the contributors to this book and the production and commissioning team
at Longman,

We wish Chris a very fruitful and social future.

This dedication, like the book itself, would be incomplete without an expression of
appreciation to Sally Candlin for the various discourses she had to devise and
perform ‘back-to-back’ (including the Text pretext and the Inspector Morse script) in
order to succeed in preserving the Candlin social life, while at the same time acting
as midwife during the gestation and delivery of the project.

31 March 2000 Srikant Sarangi
Cardiff Malcolm Coulthard
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Discourse as topic, resource and
social practice: An introduction

Srikant Sarangi and Malcolm Coulthard

Our purpose in organising this collection was to offer a mapping of the cur-
rent field of discourse studies by inviting leading ‘discourse practitioners’
to situate themselves in this growing intellectual landscape and to illustrate
their concerns with data of their choice.! All contributors, working within
their chosen tradition, mark their points of departure and indicate how they
legitimate their choice of theory, data sites and analytic preferences. They
share, explicitly or implicitly, a view of discourse as social practice, and
make it their topic of study. We do not propose, in this introduction, to
detail the complex web of similarities, nor all the fruitful contrasts and/or
conflicts, between the individual contributions — rather we invite you the
reader to make those links and to draw the parallels.

It is important to emphasise that this volume is not about discourse as
such, but rather about the relationship between discourse and social life.
The book’s cover design, an original painting by Donald Friend,” entitled
Conversations, captures these two key concepts. What combines the two,
and the conjunction and is crucial, is the focus on interaction and dialogism.
It aligns with a broad view of discourse succinctly summarised by Candlin
(1997: viii):

Discourse is a means of talking and writing about and acting upon worlds, a
means which both constructs and is constructed by a set of social practices within
these worlds, and in so doing both reproduces and constructs afresh particular
social-discursive practices, constrained or encouraged by more macro movements
in the overarching social formation.

At first glance, all the characters in the painting seem to be engaged in
localised ‘social-discursive practices’. Given the complexity of the action
sequences, we can see how some of the characters appear disoriented, thus
cueing different ‘participation frameworks’ (Goffman 1981): we see some-
one posing as a bystander at one point and as a ratified participant at
another point in the interactional routine. Even without cues from talk bub-
bles giving partial insight into topics, we can label some of these as two-
party, some as multi-party interactions and some as more focussed than
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DISCOURSE AND SOCIAL LIFE

others (as suggested through extralinguistic markers such as posture and
gesture). In general, the painting alludes to the fact that social encounters
lubricate our relational positioning in society. By a similar token, they can
bracket off people on the basis of dominant or subtle categorisations. In a
given society, over time, certain social formations achieve normative status,
and thus become constraining for one group while encouraging another as
far as participation is concerned. The birds in the picture, cast as onlookers,
not only provide a contrastive backdrop, but also serve to emphasise that
social interaction is multi-faceted. To repeat the words of Simmel (1950: 54)
from Myers’ chapter in this volume: ‘The more profound, [and] double
sense of “social game” is that not only is the game played in society (as its
external medium) but [also] that, with its help, people actually “play” “so-
ciety”’. This ‘playing of society’ equates with our view about the interrela-
tionship between discourse and social life. Put differently, discourse becomes
the means through which social life is played out.

It is not only people, in the everyday sense, who play society. Over the
years, scholars in the humanities and social sciences have made everyday
social life a focus of their study. Let us begin with a brief overview of
linguistics and then chart the discursive turn in our neighbouring fields, in
particular, philosophy, anthropology, history, sociology and psychology. A
detailed historical account is beyond the remit of this introduction, but we
will try to indicate when and where linguistics was a borrower from, and
where a lender to, other disciplines.

The discursive turn in linguistics

Within linguistics, the view of discourse is not only diverse; it even has an
anti-discourse beginning. Historically speaking, Saussure ([1916] 1966: 14)
proposed a distinction between langue (‘the social side of language, outside
the individual’) and parole (‘the individual side of language, the individual
act’), and called for linguistic activity to concentrate on langue and not
parole. For him, the primary task of linguistics as a new discipline was
‘to delimit and define itself’. But as early as 1935, Firth anticipated how
conversation (i.e., parole in Saussure’s terminology) would become central
to a linguistic enterprise, although he himself did not deal with any con-
versational data in his work:

Conversation is much more of a roughly prescribed ritual than most people think.
Once someone speaks to you, you are in a relatively determined context and you
are not free just to say what you please. We are born individuals. But to satisfy
our needs we have to become social persons . . . it is [in] the study of conversation
... that we shall find the key to a better understanding of what language really is
and how it works. (cited in Stubbs 1993: 19)

Chomskyan linguistics (e.g., Chomsky 1957), based on Saussure, however,
further undermined the study of performance, conversation or otherwise,
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