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Chapter 1 Discourse and Discourse Analysis

1.1 What Is Meant by “Discourse 7?

The traditional concern of linguistic analysié and a good deal of language
teaching has been the construction of sentences. Yet we all know that there is more
to using language and communicating successfully with other people than being able
to produce grammatically correct sentences because not all sentences are
interesting, relevant, or appropriate and because people cannot just put any
sentences together at random and hope that they make sense or mean something. In
real communication people do not always speak or write in complete sentences, yet

they still succeed in communicating. For instance:

(1) The King of France is bald.

(2) Certain objects, such as guitar strings, vibrate when touched. These
objects first emit sound. This sound then passes through the air. Next,
our eardrums detect this sound. Finally our eardrums send electrical
signals to the brain,

(3) John wants to visit his girlfriend. Mr. Smith lives in a small village
nearby. The vacuum cleaner didn’t work. The barber down the street
couldn’t help. The paper had been sold. It is going to be a long dull talk.

(4) A: How about that?

B: Not too bad.
A: The last one?

B: For the time being.



2 #REHE

Questions:

1. Which of the four stretches of language is meaningless in communication
although it is accepted grammatically?

2. Which of them are relevant and appropriate?

3. Which one does not make sense? Why?

4. Which piece of language consists of incomplete sentences?

All these questions are not difficult to answer, but they do illustrate a point,
The first stretch of language is meaningless in communication although it is
grammatically correct because there is no King in France now. The second piece,
which consists of five sentences, very clearly does make sense. It is coherent,
meaningful and unified. The third one, which has six complete sentences, simply
does not make sense. It gives no feeling of unity. It seems to have come into
existence by placing a number of unrelated sentences in random order. But if some

words are changed, a discourse is the result.

(5) John wants to visit his girlfriend. Mary lives in a small village nearby. The
car wouldn’t start. The garage down the street couldn’t help. The last bus
has already left. It is going to be a long hot walk.

Example (5). illustrates that the existence of connections between sentences or
utterances is an important characteristic of a passage. Example (4) communicates
something though it consists of incomplete sentences. As we have observed, in real
communication, particularly in face-to-face communication, people do not always speak in
complete sentences. It is the background knowledge or shared knowledge that makes the
complete sentences unnecessary. In this example both Speaker A and Speaker B know
exactly what “that” refers to. It can refer to either an examination or a tooth extraction or
something else in a specific communicative event.

From the analysis of the previous examples we notice that discourse is the

language which has been used to communicate something and is felt to be coherent
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as a unified whole. Discourse is real language used by real people in real
communication for the real communicative purpose. Discourse is language in use
within multiple contexts — textual, social, cultural, and psychological. It has to
do with the way relationships get mediated by language and other signs. For
example, how authors appeal to their readers and how texts apprehend the world
they purport to describe. Tannen (1989) defines discourse as language beyond the
sentence. “Discourse — language beyond the sentence — is simply language — as it
occurs, in any context (including the context of linguistic analysis), in any form
(including two made-up sentences in sequence; a tape-recorded conversation,
meeting, or interview; a novel or play)” (Tannen, 1989: 6). Longman Dictionary
of Applied Linguistics defines discourse as “a general term for examples of
language use, i. e. language which has been produced as the result of an act of
communication” (Richards, et al, 1985: 83).

Generally we use the word “discourse”, as an uncountable noun, to refer to
any stretches of language, spoken or written, or of whatever length, that is
coherent and is received by the receiver as a unified whole, But on the other hand,
we use it more concretely, as a countable noun, to refer to a single, particular
conversation or news report as in “this discourse” or “a discourse on the front

page...” In that case, we may even use the plural “discourses” when referring to

several instances of text or talk.
1.1.1 Terminology: Discourse / Text

The terms discourse and text require some comment, since their use is often
ambiguous and confusing. We do not propose to draw any important distinction
between the two terms. As they are used in the literature, they often simply imply
slight differences in emphasis, on which we do not wish to base any important
theoretical distinction, First, people often talk of spoken discourse versus written
text. Or alternatively, discourse often is naturally occurring spoken language, as
found in such discourses as conversations, interviews, commentaries, and

speeches, which implies interactive discourse; whereas text is written language, as
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found in such texts as essays, notices, newspaper articles and chapters, which
implies non-interactive monologue, whether intended to be spoken aloud or not.
For example, one talks of the written text of a speech. Such ambiguities arise also
in everyday terms for discourse. For instance, a lecture may refer to a whole social
event, or only to the main spoken text or its written version. And also people can
speak of an academic paper, meaning what is delivered or read to an audience, or its
printed version (Goffman, 1981). A second distinction is that discourse implies
length, whereas a text may be very short. In this usage, complete texts include:
“Exit” or “No smoking” (Halliday and Hasan, 1976). Some researchers have
attempted to draw the distinction in a more interesting way. For example,
Widdowson (1979) distinguishes textual cohesion, recognizable in surface lexis,
grammar and propositional development, from discourse coherence which operates
between underlying speech acts. The distinction between surface cohesion and
underlying functional coherence is an important one, but clearly they can both
operate in a given discourse or text. The basic problem is to account for the
recognizable unity or connectedness of stretches of language, whether this unity is
structural, or semantic or functional. Another theoretical way to draw a distinction
is proposed by van Dijk (1977). He uses the term texs to refer to an abstract
theoretical construction which is realized in discourse. In other words, text is to
discourse as sentence is to utterance. Halliday (1978: 40) uses the term text to
point to the same distinction, but he chooses the opposite term to refer to surface
realization, and talks of language being actualized in text.

All the distinctions discussed above are not clear-cut, and there have been
many other uses of these labels. In particular, both discourse and text can be used
in a much broader sense to include all language units with a definable
communicative function, whether spoken or written, On the one hand, language
use is not limited to spoken language, but also involves written or printed
language, communication and interaction, as is the case when we read our daily
newspapers, our textbooks, our mails on paper or emails, or the myriad of

different text types that have to do with our academic or other kind of work. On the
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other hand, there are many similarities between the ways people speak and write
when using language to communicate their ideas. The same is true for listening to
or reading spoken and written discourse. Therefore, in this book we use the term
discourse to refer to any stretch of spoken or written language that is felt as

complete in itself. In this case the terms discourse and text are interchangeable.
1.1.2 Discourse and Grammar

Grammar refers to the rules a language uses to form grammatical units such as
phrases, clauses, and sentences whereas discourse refers to larger units of language
such as books, paragraphs, conversations, and interviews. In grammar studies a
sentence is the largest unit, but in discourse analysis a sentence is the smallest one,

Compare the following tree diagrams:

Figure 1 Grammar Studies

sentence
clause clause
phrase  phrase phrase phrase phrase
word word  word word word word  word

Figure 2 Discourse Studies

hook (discourse)

part /\ part
O\ N

chapter chapter chapter chapter
paragraph paragraph paragraph paragraph paragraph

7N\ | / —| N

sentence sentence sentence sentence sentence sentence sentence sentence

There are rules within sentences, limiting which words can follow others. There are
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also rules within discourse, limiting which sentence can follow another one, Let’s look at
Example (3) again. The {irst sentence “]John wants to visit his girlfriend” limits or
constrains the next sentence. The second sentence “Mr, Smith lives in a small village
nearby” seems quite unreasonable, but “Mary lives in a small village nearby” goes well
with the first sentence. Then, how can we recognize a stretch of language as unified and
meaningful? First we employ language rules of the type studied by grammarians and
taught in most language textbooks. These rules operate between sentences as well as
within them. Second, we employ knowledge of the world, of the speaker, of social
convention, of what is going on around us as we read or listen in order to make sense of

the language used in communication.
1.1.3 Discourse and Sentence

Guy Cook claims: “We have, then, two different kinds of language as
potential objects for study: one abstracted in order to teach a language or literacy,
or to study how the rules of language work, and another which has been used to
communicate something and is felt to be coherent (and may, or may not, happen to
correspond to a correct sentence or a series of correct sentences). This latter kind
of language — language in use, for communication — is called discourse and the
search for what gives discourse coherence is discourse analysis” (Cook, 1989; 6).
The first kind of language is a sentence or sentences constructed artificially
according to certain grammatical rules. These sentences are supposed to be
complete and correct grammatically. Discourse may be composed of one or more
well-formed grammatical sentences. It can, however, have grammatical mistakes in
it. Discourse treats the rules of grammar as a resource very flexibly, conforming to
them when it needs to, but departing from them when it does not. It sometimes

does the same with the conventional meanings too. For example:
(6) Which of*you people is the fish? (Cook, 1989)

What does this sentence mean? In textbook terms this sentence seems to be
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nonsense because people cannot be the “fish” biologically. But if we put this
sentence in a specific context, for instance, in a restaurant context, probably it is
acceptable. When a waitress comes with a plate of fish on her hand , asking me and
the people 1 am eating with: “Which of you people is the fish?” we can understand
her. In fact, discourse can be anything from a single cry {for help right up to a
whole novel like War and Peace. What matters is not its conformity to rules, but

the fact that it communicates and is recognized by its receivers as coherent.
1.1.4 Discourse in Context

Discourse makes the study of language in context. We have constantly referred
to the environment, circumstances or context in which language is used. In recent
years, the idea that a linguistic string or a sentence can be fully analyzed without
taking context into consideration has been seriously questioned. In fact, since the
beginning of the 1970s, linguists have become increasingly aware of the importance
of the context in the interpretation of discourse. Fillmore points out that “The task

is to determine what we can know about the meaning and context of an utterance ...

I find that whenever 1 notice some sentence in context, I immediately find myself
asking what the effect would have been if the context had been slightly different”
(Fillmore, 1977: 119). In this case we need to know what it would mean for the

context to be “slightly different”. Look at the following example:
(7) 1T am hungry.

What does this utterance mean? The literary meaning of this utterance is to
describe the speaker’s physical state. But this utterance could be used by a starving
beggar to request food or by a naughty child to delay going to bed, or by a student
to suggest that the teacher dismiss his class. Bloomfield (1933) argues that
linguistics is only concerned with those phonological, lexical and syntactic features
which the utterances share. He [eels it is no concern of linguistics to explain how

identical utterances can have different functions in different contexts, nor how
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listeners correctly decode the intended message. As we know, when we receive a
linguistic message, we pay attention to many other factors apart from the language
itself. For example, when we are having a face-to-face communication with the
person sending the message, we notice what he is doing with his facial expressions,
and body movement while speaking. These are the paralinguistic features of a
spoken message, which are lost if we write the message down. In written messages
we may be influenced by handwriting or typography, and by whether the message is
underlined or italicized or bold-faced. We are also influenced by the situation in
which we receive messages, by our cultural and social relationship with the
participants, by what we know and what we assume other participants know. All
these factors take us beyond the study of language and force us to look at other
areas — the mind, the body, culture, society and the whole physical world. It is
generally believed that context gives the meaning of a word, a phrase, a sentence or
even a discourse. It is true to say that the answer to the question of what gives
discourse its unity may be impossible to give without taking context into
consideration,

In short, the need to consider both discourse and context increases the scope of
discourse analysis. One obvious reason is that context can be tremendously broad
and can be defined in different ways, for example, in the ways of mutual
knowledge, social situations, speaker-hearer identities, and cultural constructs.
Another reason is that the discourse-context relationship is not independent of other
relationships often assumed to hold between language and context — context as
culture, society or interaction. Discourse context will be explored theoretically in
Chapter 5.

1.1.5 Discourse as Verbal Structure

In modern linguistics, discourse researchers may analyze auditory sounds and
visual marks on paper. This is how language is used when we speak or write, hear
and read discourses. In spoken discourse sounds do not come alone. Several types

of non-verbal activities, such as gestures, facial expressions and body movement,



