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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Analyzing Language Form and Language
in Use

It has been a long tradition for linguists to focus their attention on
the study of the formal aspects of language. While the great lin-
guist Saussure proposed the distinction between langue and parole,
Bloomfield felt it a major concern for linguists to explain and de-
scribe the phonological, lexical, and syntactic features of lan-
guage. They did, in effect, achieve fruitful results in their study.
And then Chomsky redirected linguists’ attention to the study of
syntax with an aim to understand and describe the ideal native
speaker’s linguistic competence — the underlying knowledge of
his/her native language, with part of their job being to separate
the grammatical sequences of words from those that are considered
ungrammatical. As a result, the syntactic structure of grammatical
sentences has been delved in a remarkable depth and enormous in-
sights have been obtained in this respect. It has also been recog-
nized, however, that there is not a uniform native speaker compe-
tence, that grammaticality is a matter of degree and that seemingly
ungrammatical sentences are actually acceptable or may be accept-
able in certain context. Not all grammatically correct sentences are
relevant, suitable or meaningful. Sentences are not always used in
their complete forms and neither can they be put one after another
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- at random and still mean something. The following pieces of lan-
guage taken from Cook (1989:4) can help illustrate the point.

1. This box contains, on average, 100 large plain paper clips.
“ Applied Linguistics” is therefore not the same as “ linguis-
tics”. The tea’s as hot as it could be. This is Willie Worm.
Just send 12 Guinness “ cool token” bottle tops.

2. Playback. Raymond Chandler. Penguin Books in association
with Hamish Hamilton. To Jean and Helga, without whom this
book could never have been written. One. The voice on the
telephone seemed to be sharp and peremptory, but I didn’t
hear too well what it said — partly because I was only half

awake and partly because I was holding the receiver upside
down.

In the first example, all the sentences are grammatically correct,
with sentence 3 and sentence 4 spoken to someone. The five sen-
tences, however, do not form a meaningful or a unified and co-
herent whole, and therefore, the reader simply cannot make any
sense of them. In comparison, the sentences in the second exam-
ple, with some of them being incomplete in form, convey some
fairly clear meaning to the reader. Information such as the original
layout and typography, the author, the title, the genre, the pub-
lisher, the dedication could be identified by the reader and it is al-
so possible to tell that this is only the beginning part of a much
longer piece of writing. A more careful examination of the two
examples may invite us to further consideration, but now a distinc-
tion can be seen clearly: example 1, in which the sentences are
randomly sequenced, is not language for real communication, and
example 2 is a piece of language used to perform a certain func-
tion. Broadly speaking, the language in use, whether spoken- or
written, is discourse, and the study of the ways in which language
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is organized and used for communication is discourse analysis.

1.2 Discourse Analysis — A Brief Historical
Review

Although the study of language in use could date as long ago as
the times of scholars of Greece and Rome in the western tradition,
who separated grammar from rhetoric, with the former being the
study of language rules in isolation and the latter the ways to
achieve more successful effect in using a language, it is generally
accepted that discourse analysis grew out of the work in different
disciplines beginning from the 1950s.

In the early 1950s when most linguists were concentrating on the
language rules of single sentences, Zellig Harris (1952) wrote an
article entitled “Discourse Analysis”, in which he suggested the
idea that in grammar it was possible to analyze the distribution of
linguistic elements in connected speech and writing and set up dis-
tributional equivalence. This analysis, he maintained, could be
applied to the study of a whole text so that the structuring above
sentence could be discovered. The idea can be illustrated below
with the four sentences taken from Harris (1952) :

The trees turn here about the middle of autumn.
The trees turn here about the end of October.
The first frost comes after the middle of autumn.
We start heating after the end of October.

B~ W o=

Harris aims to isolate elements of texts that are equivalents in dis-
tributions. In the first two sentences, for example, the equiva-
lence of the middle of autumn and the end of October can be estab-
lished due to the same linguistic environments of The trees turn
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here. The kind of equivalence can then be carried over from The
trees turn here to The frost comes and We start heating in sen-
tences 3 and 4. In this way, two classes in the sentences can be
identified, and according to Harris, if the linguist continues with
the analysis using this method, a chain of equivalences can be cre-
ated throughout the whole text and the linguistic elements can be
assigned to the identified classes. It is true that Harris was the lin-
guist who first used the term discourse analysis but, in essence,
he still works within the Bloomfieldian tradition, for his analysis is
still a purely formal analysis and he is still a sentence linguist.

Different from Harris, Mitchell (1957), working in the Firthian
tradition, presents a semantically motivated analysis of discourse.
In his analysis of the buying and selling process, transaction is cat-
egorized largely into market auctions, other market transactions
and shop transactions; relevant participants and situations are spec-
ified and the buying-selling process is divided into stages, though
the sequence of the stages may vary and nonverbal language may
occur in certain stages. The following are the stages in the process
followed by an example.

1) salutation

2) enquiry as to the object of sale
3) investigation of the object of sale
4) bargaining

5) conclusion

5. Example of a shop transaction ;

Personality Transaction Stage
Buyer; Have you a bed to sell? 2
Seller: I’ve got one but it’s rather expensive. 2

Buyer: Let me have a look at it then. 2
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Seller. Certainly. If you want it for yourself,

I will make you a reduction. 4
Buyer. How much is it? 4
Seller: £4. 4
Buyer: What’s your last price? 4
Seller . Believe me if it were anyone but you

I'd ask him five. 4
Buyer; I'll make you a firm offer of £ 3. 50. 4
Seller ; Impossible. Let it stay where it is. 4
Buyer: Listen. I'll come this afternoon,

pay you £3.70 and take it. 4

(Buyer crosses the threshold of the shop

on his way out. )
Seller; It still wants some repairs. 5

With the structure of the transaction captured, Mitchell also pro-
vided the kind of language used — phrases and clauses, which are
often ritually set, for instance, How much. There has been some
criticism of Mitchell’s analysis. For example, it has been noted
that the stages are recognized and defined more by activity than by
linguistic features and that there are no linguistic markers to char-
acterize any internal structure for the stages he proposed.

The period from the 1960s to the 1970s witnessed a rapid growth
in discourse analysis, since the 1980s, discourse analysis has been
attracting wider attention and has been flourishing, resulting not
only from linguistic research but also from research in other disci-
plines.

The speech act theory originally by the linguistic philosopher Aus-
tin (1962) and further developed by Searle (1969, 1983) have
been influential. In the speech act theory, pieces of language actu-
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ally used are seen as functional units to convey two kinds of mean-
ings: the locutionary meaning ( propositional meaning) and the il-
locutionary meaning, the former being the basic literal meaning of
a piece of language and the latter the effect of an utterance /sen-
tence on the listener or reader. Lying at the heart of the speech act
theory is the concept that language is used to perform certain func-
tions or people use language to do things. The theory provides us
with a means of probing beneath the surface of discourse and ex-
amining the surface relations of forms as well as underlying rela-
tions of functions and acts.

Also influential are Grice (1975), Levinson (1979) and Leech
(1983) who view language as social action and explore how
speakers observe and violate conversation maxims, how they re-
quire hearers to derive their meanings from the words uttered and
how social constraints of politeness and face-saving act in conver-
sations, a phenomenon also studied in pragmatics.

In North America, discourse analysis has been conducted largely
in the ethnomethodological tradition, in which emphasis of study
is on close observations of groups of people — how they commu-
nicate with each other and how they use their language in everyday
activities. In his Towards Ethnographies of Communication,
Hymes (1964) presents studies of speech in its natural social set-
ting from a sociological perspective, and in Models of the Interac-
tion of Language and Social Life, Hymes and Gumperz (1972)
make an attempt to build structural models of speaking. They
maintained that the ethnographer of speaking is not simply con-
cerned with language structure, but with language use and the
rules of speaking — the ways in which speakers associate particu-
lar models of speaking, topics or message forms with particular
settings and activities. In describing models of speaking, one will
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need to provide data along four interrelated dimensions:

1) the linguistic resources available to a speaker — how
many different styles he can choose from;

2) supra-sentential structuring — how many differently struc-
tured linguistic events, like trials, religious ceremonies,
debates, songs, are recognized;

3) the rules of interpretations by which a given set of linguis-
tic items comes to have a given communicative value;

4) the norms which govern different types of interaction.

It has been pointed out that such a kind of description would re-
quire an enormous or even impossible undertaking. And for this
reason, perhaps, the detailed structural descriptions given by those
ethnographers of speaking are usually well-defined ritualized
speech events, such as greetings (Irvine 1974 ) and ritual encoun-
ters ( Salmond 1974). Others observed and examined speech par-
ticipants ( Goffman 1979, Labov 1972, Albert 1972, Irvine
1974) , settings of speech events ( Foster 1974, Salman 1974 ),
factors affecting speakers’ choice of variety or styles ( Ervin-Tripp
1972), speech events ( Hymes 1982 ), components of speech
events, purposes of speech events ( Frake 1972) and norms of in-
teraction ( Tannen 1982, Goffman 1976, 1979, Sacks, Schegloff
and Jeferson 1974 ) and investigation into other aspects of spoken
interaction, which are often referred to as conversation analysis.

British discourse analysis developed in the work of Firth (1957)
and was greatly influenced by Halliday (1976, 1978, 1985,
1989), who takes a functional approach to language study and
whose systemic functional grammar sets a framework for discourse
analysis. Among the scholars working in this tradition are Sinclair
and Coulthard (1975) who observed classroom interactions be-
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tween teachers and pupils and developed models of exchange
structures of teacher-pupil talk. Similar work has been done to
deal with other types of spoken interactions such as interactions
between doctor and patient, service encounters, interviews, de-
bates, and business negotiations. Also important in this tradition is
the functional analysis of intonation in discourse ( Brazil 1985,
Brazil, Coulthard and Johns 1980).

The Prague School of linguists, Van Dijk (1972, 1980, 1985),
for example, have also made significant contribution in this area,
with their special interest in the structuring of information in dis-
course and in their work the links between grammar and discourse
have been shown.

Different as these approaches are, linguists share the common
view: Language should be seen as a dynamic social interactive
phenomenon between speaker/ writer and listener/reader. Meaning
is not conveyed by single or isolated sentences. In language
study, we should not confine ourselves to sentences and rules of
sentences, that is, we must look beyond the formal rules operating
within sentences in order to understand what gives stretches of lan-
guage unity and meaning, and take into consideration not only the
people who use the language but also the world in which language
is used. The language we use shapes the world and is in turn
shaped by the world.

1.3 Discourse and Discourse Analysis

The term discourse, as is mentioned above, is generally used to
refer to language in use, but linguists do have slightly different in-
terpretations of the word. Some linguists prefer to include the
study of all spoken language, particularly if it is longer than one
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sentence, under DISCOURSE ANALYSIS, and text is the term
used to refer to written language and so the analysis of written lan-
guage is called TEXT ANALYSIS ( Coulthard, Sinclair 1975,
Coulthard, 1992; 1994 ). Others use the word discourse to refer
to the process of language use, which means discourse is dynamic
language behavior, and text to refer to the representation or result
of the language process or behavior, hence the terms written text
and spoken text ( Gillian Brown and George Yule, 1983 ), or the
actual instances of communication in the medium of language in
the way we talk about other things such as music ( Johnstone,
2002 2). Still others take discourse as language in use to enact
identities and activities which is melded integrally with non-lan-
guage aspect ( Gee, 1999). We can also find the term discourse
used in a more general way to refer to all kinds of language in
use, that is, language which has been produced as the result of an
act of communication, whether written or spoken, hence the terms
spoken discourse and written discourse. TEXT LINGUISTICS is
another term often used in this regard which studies both spoken
and written texts, for example, a descriptive passage, a scene of a
play or a conversation, but some researchers use the term to refer
to the study of written discourse ( Richards et al. , 1992 138-139;
447). Here in this book, we use the term discourse generally to
refer to both the spoken and written product of communication,
but where necessary or convenient, we also use text, for instance,
when quoting other researchers’ views.

While the correct grammar rules are central to the sentence-gram-
marians, whose main object of study are system-sentences which
are probably constructed and “never occur as the products of ordi-
nary language-behavior” (Lyons, 1977 ), discourse analysts take
a different view of the rule-governed aspects of languages. They
are more interested in observing naturally occurring languages with



