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1 Introduction

1.1 What is discourse analysis?

1.1.1 What is discourse?

Discourse, according to G. Cook (1989) is a coherent stretch of
language in use, taking on meaning in context for its users, and
perceived by them as purposeful, meaningful, and unified. Cook
(1992) describes discourse as being a text and context together,
interacting in a way which is perceived as meaningful and unified
by the participants (who are both part of the context and observ-
ers of it).

The term ‘discourse’, however, is being used quite diverse-
ly nowadays, both within linguistics and within other areas of
study, so it is possible to find the term being used and inter-
preted in different ways. Harris (1952) regards discourse as con-
nected speech. Pike (1954) believes that discourse is a product of
human mutual behavior under the social cultural context. van
Dijk (1997) argues that discourse includes three aspects: language
use, thought transmission and communication in social context.
Brown & Yule (1983) look on discourse as a process. Huang
-Guowen (2001) perceives discourse from two angles: at the struc-

tural level, discourse is a unit of language above the sentence,
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while viewed from the level of language function, it is language
in use. To James Paul Gee (1999), he refers to the socially
accepted associations among ways of using language, of think-
ing, valuing, acting, and interacting, in the‘right’places and at
the‘right’ times with the ‘right’ objects as ‘Discourses’ with a
capital*D’; and at the same time, he reserves the word ‘dis-
course’ , with a little ‘d’, to mean language-in-use or stretches
of language (like conversations or stories). He argues that ‘Big
D’ Discourses are always language plus ‘other stuff’.

However, in its rather strict linguistic sense, discourse
often refers to connected speech or writing occurring at a supra-
sentential level, Harris (1952) pioneered this approach to dis-
course, arguing that the methods of formal linguistics could be
used to understand how sentences are connected, and not simply
the formal structure which exists within the sentence itself.
Nevertheless, while Harris used invented data and attempted to
find the formal structural properties of connected speech, most
discourse analysts these days (possibly beginning with Mitchell,
1957) prefer to work with naturally occurring data (actual talks,
actual texts), and to pursue the contextual features and social
functions of them rather than their purely‘linguistic’ properties.
In this sense, a focus on discourse entails a shift in linguistics
away from competence and the langue (the language system) and
towards performance and parole (actual speech events).

Still, it seems hard to give the definition to *discourse’,
since there are, arguably, different approaches to it: the
Sformal linguistic approach (discourse as text), the empirical

soctological approach (discourse as conversation) ., and the criti-



