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What is discourse analysis?

SUMMARY 

Discourse can be defined in two ways:
1.	A structural definition of discourse defines it as a unit of language above the level of the sentence. This approach looks for constituents which have particular relationships with each other and that can occur in a restricted number of arrangements. The problem with this approach is that the units in which people speak do not look like sentences and are often not grammatically correct.
2.	A functional approach to discourse  claims that language has multiple functions. The task of discourse analysis using this approach is to analyse the functions of language, the way that language is used (meaning as use), what we do with language when we use it. In other words discourse analysis views discourse as a social phenomenon rather than a purely linguistic one.

Discourse analysis influences and is influenced by a number of other disciplines (slide 11). It is
highly practical and is used in all areas of communication (especially institutional areas such as medicine, law and education) and with all forms of talk – speech and written texts, everyday language, specialised language, formal and informal language. Discourse analysis also examines how language is used to sustain social institutions and manipulate opinion; how it is used in the expression of ideology and the exercise of power. Discourse analysis can also be used to develop awareness of linguistic features in the interpretation of literary texts.

Discourse refers to both written texts and oral texts. It is important to identify whether a text
is written or oral. There are also some texts which have both written and oral characteristics at the same time. Internet chat for example is essentially a written form of speech. On the other hand a university lecture may be a spoken form of writing. So it is important to analyse the spoken and written characteristics of discourse (we will do this in later lessons).

There are a number of approaches to discourse analysis, some of which we will be looking at
this semester: speech act theory, interactional sociolinguistics, ethnography, pragmatics and conversation analysis are the most important ones. 

To sum up, examines spoken communication (talk/speech/spoken texts/spoken messages) between speaker(s) and listener(s) and written communication (texts/messages) between reader(s) and writer(s). It stresses the need to see language as a dynamic, social interactive phenomenon. Meaning is conveyed not by single sentences but by more complex exchanges, in which the participants’ beliefs and expectations, the knowledge they share about each other and about the world, and the situation in which they interact, play a crucial part.

Reading material
Brown & Yule, 6-26


LESSONS 5+6

Context  + Inference

SUMMARY 

Context
1.	The important aspects of context are
· identity of the speaker/writer
· identity of the hearer/reader
· time of the utterance
· place of utterance
· genre (the type of discourse – monologue, narrative etc.)
· channel (spoken or written)
· code (standard or dialect)
· previous discourse (what has been said or written previously)
· background knowledge (our knowledge of the world)
When you are analysing the context of a text or utterance you need to take each of these factors into account one by one.

2.	Why do we need context to interpret a text?
Context is important in the following areas:
· the assignment of reference (I, this, the woman, here etc.)
· the assignment of word meaning in cases of homonymy (match, bank etc.) and polysemy (hot, basin etc.)
· the assignment of intention (e.g. whether I’ll see you at 3 is a promise or a threat)
· the assignment of truth ( e.g. to confirm whether It’s snowing is true or not)
· the assignment of appropriacy (e.g. to determine the level of politeness of a phrase)

Inference
An inference is additional information used by the listener to create a connection between what is said and what must be meant. We infer that the message of the “free beer tomorrow” sign is not true because of the extra information we have about it – we see the sign everyday in a fixed position.






Presupposition + given/new information

Presupposition
Speakers design their messages on the basis of assumptions of what listeners know. What a speaker assumes is true or known by the listener can be described as a presupposition. Presupposition is often signalled by the markers of given/new information. The idea of given/new information is closely connected to definite and indefinite expressions. Indefinite expressions generally mark new info.

A.	Indefinite/definite expressions
Indefinite expressions mark the first mention of a referent, i.e. the introduction of new referents which are not known to the listener/reader. Definite expressions enable individuals to be identified by listeners

B.	Definite/indefinite expressions in speech
Speakers tend to use definite expressions when they believe information is mutually shared
Speakers tend to use indefinite expressions when they believe information is not mutually shared.

C.	Ways of introducing individuals (places, objects, people) into discourse (NEW INFORMATION)
Using an indefinite expression					How known to reader
1.	a, an + (adj.) + noun, e.g. a dog				not known

Using a definite expression
1.	the + (adj.) + noun
e.g. the Pope						world knowledge
      the headmaster					inference (the school)

2.	Proper Name
	e.g. Calcutta, Hercules				world knowledge

D.	Ways of reintroducing individuals (GIVEN INFORMATION)
Using a definite description
1.	a pronoun						individual is current focus of attention
	e.g. while he was saying prayers
2.	a full lexical description				referring to previous event
	e.g. the suicide note
3.	a diminished lexical description
	e.g. the American leader … the President		world knowledge
	      Paris ….. the city …. the French capital		world knowledge

E.	Strategies for using anaphora
John lay down, he closed his eyes and …			pronominalisation on second mention
John met Bill. John …					relexicalisation when ambiguity is possible
John met Bill. He (Bill) …		least distance; we assume that he refers to Bill because it is the closest noun to the pronoun.
John met Bill. He (John) …	preserve topic; we assume he refers to John 
		because John is the topic of the previous sentence
When John couldn’t manage to meet Bill	we use a semantic strategy to interpret he as
he sent him a letter		referring to John and him to Bill

Cohesion and coherence

SUMMARY 

PART A	Cohesion and coherence
A sequence of sentences is a “text” when there is some kind of dependence between the sentences. The task of textual analysis is to identify the elements that cause this dependence. These elements are elements of cohesion (cohesive elements) and elements of coherence.

Cohesion
There are a number of categories of cohesive elements:
Conjunctive relations
What is about to be said is explicitly related to what has been said before, through such notions as contrast (but, however, nonetheless), result (so, therefore, nevertheless etc.) and time (when after, before etc.).

Coreference
These are features which cannot be semantically interpreted except by reference to some other feature in the text. They can be of two types – anaphoric relations, which look backwards for their interpretation, and cataphoric relations, which look forwards.

Substitution
Substitution is when a cohesive element replaces a previous word or expression. Pronouns (I, me etc.) and words of personal reference (myself, yourself etc.) are examples of cohesion by substitution.

Ellipsis
Ellipsis occurs when a structure is omitted and can only be recovered from previous discourse.

Repetition
Repetition is when an expression, or part of an expression is repeated. This is very common in speech (see lesson on characteristics of speech). The repetition of tense and other syntactic patterns is very important for cohesion.

Lexical relationships
There is a lexical relationship when one lexical item has a structural relationship with another, for example synonymy, hyponymy, antonymy. Register (vocabulary related to a particular discipline) is also very important for lexical cohesion.

Comparison
In comparative cohesion something is always compared with something else in the discourse. Words of identity (e.g. same as), similarity (e.g. very like), difference (e.g. unlike); distinctness (e.g. totally different) are important for comparative cohesion. Something is always compared with something else in the discourse

Coherence
The textual world (what the text is about) is made up of concepts and relations. Coherence concerns the way in which concepts and relations are mutually accessible and relevant. In other words, a coherent text is one which is easy for us to understand because it is easy for us to make a mental representation of it. Remember that it is possible for a text to be cohesive but not coherent. The Faulkner text is full of cohesive elements but it is not easy to understand.

The characteristics of speech and writing
KEY CONCEPTS
When we read and write, the question of time is not important. Sometimes we can choose to read and write quickly but, generally, reading and writing are modes of communication in which we can take as much time as we like. This means that we tend to prefer correctly formed sentences.
When we speak, however, we do not use long, elaborate well-constructed sentences. This is because we have a great deal of information to communicate in a short time. We are interested in communicating our message in an economical way and this principle of economy dictates the kind of language that we use. In order to study speech, it is therefore important to understand what kind of language we tend to use when we talk and how it is used. So what are the characteristics of speech which make it so different from writing?

The characteristics of speech
Spoken language, as opposed to written language, has more of the following elements:  
markers of interaction (I think, you know, perhaps, of course, isn’t it?)
fillers (indicting that the speaker wishes to continue (er, erm, well, ah)
repetitions of a word or phrase
reduplications (i.e. consecutive repetition of the same word e.g. yes yes)
expressions of attitude and opinion (good, wonderful etc.)
hesitations , false starts and reformulation
incomplete sentences
simple syntax (less subordination, fewer passives, fewer heavy noun phrases)
fewer logical connectors
monosyllabic connectors (and, but, if)
simple, less specific vocabulary (thing, do, got, go)
weak verbs which strengthen a noun (have a chat)
prepositional expressions (feel down, on the up)
phraseology (out of the question, not at all)
You need to be able to identify these characteristics in a conversation
· You can see some of these characteristics in operation in the conversations on the handout and in the conversations in Lessons 11-17
· Writing is generally considered to be more formal than speech but this is not necessarily so. It is better to consider speech and writing in terms of different parameters (transient/permanent; formal/informal; interactive/non-interactive; context dependent/not context-dependent). Individual discourse (speech or writing) will exhibit more or less of these features.
· You should remember that some of these features may be removed in subtitles of films; e.g. they have been removed in the Pride and Prejudice script. Film scripts are not always typical of natural talk.
· As literature students, you should note that some modern dramatists such as Beckett, Pinter and Mamet are particularly interested in speech as a linguistic phenomenon and tend to include more of the details of speech (e.g. fillers and pauses) than other dramatists.

Reading material
Cameron, Working with Spoken Discourse, pp.7-18
Brown and Yule, Discourse Analysis, pp.4-19


Transaction and interaction


The functions of language 
There are two communicative functions of discourse – transactional and interactional language:

Transactional language is assumed by philosophers, linguists and psychologists to be “basic” language, in which the aim of communication is that the message be correctly understood. Typical contexts for transactional language are: doctor-patient (how to take the medicine), customer-bank clerk (how to open a new bank account), friend-friend (details of a recipe).

Interactional language has the aim of establishing and/or maintenance of social relationships. It often involves a search for agreement. The hearer should feel that the speaker is friendly. This kind of conversation does not usually have any effect on the world. Typical contexts for interactional language are phoning mum, visting a friend in hospital, a chat at a bus stop, Internet chat, talking to people at a noisy party. Typical content of interactional language might be the coldness of the weather, the lateness of the bus, the prettiness of the baby, the rudeness of the young etc.
Most texts contain a combination of both transactional and interactional language. It is important to be able to identify where these occur in speech.

If you want to understand this distinction you just need to remember the goldfish video

“Good morning” = interaction (most of the conversation)

“Fred’s being eaten” = transaction (a small but important part of the conversation

Most conversation is a mix of transaction and interaction and it is often difficult (and unnecessary) to separate the two


KEY WORDS
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Reading material
Brown and Yule, Discourse Analysis, pp.1-4


 
