
Discourse Analysis
as Theory and Method

Marianne Jorgensen
Louise J. Phillips

eBook covers_pj orange.indd   67 21/4/08   14:52:02



Discourse
Analysis
as Theory and Method

prelims.qxd  9/12/02 5:02 PM  Page i



prelims.qxd  9/12/02 5:02 PM  Page ii



Discourse
Analysis
as Theory and Method

Marianne Jørgensen and Louise Phillips

SAGE Publications
London • Thousand Oaks • New Delhi

prelims.qxd  9/12/02 5:02 PM  Page iii



© Marianne Jørgensen and Louise Phillips 2002

First published 2002

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of research or
private study, or criticism or review, as permitted under the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, this publication
may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form, or by
any means, only with the prior permission in writing of the
publishers, or in the case of reprographic reproduction, in
accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright
Licensing Agency. Inquiries concerning reproduction outside
those terms should be sent to the publishers.

SAGE Publications Ltd
6 Bonhill Street
London EC2A 4PU

SAGE Publications Inc
2455 Teller Road
Thousand Oaks, California 91320

SAGE Publications India Pvt Ltd
32, M-Block Market
Greater Kailash - I
New Delhi 110 048

British Library Cataloguing in Publication data

A catalogue record for this book is available from
the British Library.

ISBN 0 7961 7111 4
ISBN 0 7961 7112 2 (pbk)

Library of Congress Control Number available

Typeset by C&M Digitals (P) Ltd., Chennai, India
Printed in Great Britain by TJ International Ltd, Padstow,
Cornwall

prelims.qxd  9/12/02 5:02 PM  Page iv



Contents

Preface vii

Acknowledgements ix

1. The field of discourse analysis 1

2. Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory 24

3. Critical discourse analysis 60

4. Discursive psychology 96

5. Across the approaches 138

6. Critical social constructionist research 175

References 213

Index 223

prelims.qxd  9/12/02 5:02 PM  Page v



prelims.qxd  9/12/02 5:02 PM  Page vi



Preface

A preface is used to place the text in a wider context. It informs the
reader about how the text has come into existence, and how it is to be
read. Or, using concepts we will apply later in the book, it suggests how
the text has been produced and how it is to be consumed. The preface
navigates the text between the individual and the collective. As authors,
we know that we are not the exclusive originators; rather, the text is
indebted to other texts and to discussions with other people. And as
authors let go of their texts in publishing them, they also let go of their
control of the text. Readers may find quite different messages in the text
from those expected by the author.

Attempting to domesticate the unruly readers, the preface often pro-
vides guidelines for the reading of the text. By stating the intentions of
the book, authors hope to reduce the readers’ possibilities for alternative
interpretations. The intention of this book is to provide an introduction
to the large, interdisciplinary field of social constructionist discourse
analysis. In the book, we demonstrate the scope of the field by present-
ing and discussing three different approaches to discourse analysis –
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, critical discourse analysis and
discursive psychology. We aim to delineate the distinctive theoretical and
methodological features of each of the approaches, and, by presenting a
range of empirical examples, we hope to provide inspiration for new dis-
course analytical studies. In addition, by outlining and discussing the
philosophical premises common to all forms of social constructionist
discourse analysis, we aim to facilitate the design of research frameworks
which draw on more than one of the approaches.

Of course, all of these issues cannot be covered fully by one single
book. Some discussions we only touch on briefly, we condense the theories,
and the methodological tools we present are only a small selection of the
possibilities each approach provides. In that sense, the book should be
read as an appetiser, encouraging the reader to engage in further explo-
ration of the field of discourse analysis.
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After having negotiated the meaning potentials of the text on its way
to the reader, the preface is also used to acknowledge debts. This book
has its origins in the Department of Communication at the University of
Roskilde in Denmark, and we would like to thank the department for
support in all phases of our project. Since the very first version of the text
appeared, many people have taken the time to read it, to discuss it with
us and to make comments and suggestions concerning both form and
content. We remain indebted to all of these people. Students in the dif-
ferent departments in which we have taught discourse analysis have con-
tributed immensely through specific comments to the text and through
more general discussions of discourse analytical issues. Likewise, col-
leagues, families and friends have both challenged and supported us, thus
making highly appreciated imprints on the text. 

While vivid in our minds and hearts, all these people remain anony-
mous in this preface, as we restrict ourselves to mentioning only a few
of the helping hands that have seen us through the final phase of
the process. The Danish Social Science Research Council gave financial
support for the preparation of the English-language manuscript. Ebbe
Klitgård and Laura Trojaborg produced the first draft translation of the
Danish-language edition on which the book builds. Alfred Phillips spent
weeks working with the translation of the text. Erik Berggren, Lilie
Chouliaraki, Torben Dyrberg, Norman Fairclough, Henrik Larsen and
Chantal Mouffe all offered valuable comments to almost-final drafts of
individual chapters.

We have not been able to implement all of the good ideas given to us
along the road about how to change and expand the text. But we have
incorporated many suggestions, and the discussions we have had with
people have stimulated us to rewrite and elaborate on the text. Without
all our discussion partners, the book would never have become what it is.

In this preface the writing of the text has been attributed to collective
processes in which many people have made an imprint. It may sound as
if the authors have done nothing themselves. But with the traditional
concluding remark, that the author takes full responsibility for any
errors and mistakes in the text, some measure of authority as authors is
modestly reclaimed.

Through this preface, then, we have made an attempt to exert control
over the text. Now, the rest is in your hands.

Marianne W. Jørgensen and Louise J. Phillips

viii P R E F A C E
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1 The Field of Discourse
Analysis

For at least ten years now, ‘discourse’ has been a fashionable term. In
scientific texts and debates, it is used indiscriminately, often without
being defined. The concept has become vague, either meaning almost
nothing, or being used with more precise, but rather different, meanings
in different contexts. But, in many cases, underlying the word ‘discourse’
is the general idea that language is structured according to different
patterns that people’s utterances follow when they take part in different
domains of social life, familiar examples being ‘medical discourse’ and
‘political discourse’. ‘Discourse analysis’ is the analysis of these patterns.

But this common sense definition is not of much help in clarifying
what discourses are, how they function, or how to analyse them. Here,
more developed theories and methods of discourse analysis have to be
sought out. And, in the search, one quickly finds out that discourse
analysis is not just one approach, but a series of interdisciplinary
approaches that can be used to explore many different social domains in
many different types of studies. And there is no clear consensus as to
what discourses are or how to analyse them. Different perspectives offer
their own suggestions and, to some extent, compete to appropriate the
terms ‘discourse’ and ‘discourse analysis’ for their own definitions. Let
us begin, however, by proposing the preliminary definition of a discourse
as a particular way of talking about and understanding the world (or an
aspect of the world).

In this chapter, three different approaches to social constructionist
discourse analysis will be introduced – Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe’s discourse theory, critical discourse analysis, and discursive
psychology. In the three following chapters, we will present the approaches
individually. All three approaches share the starting point that our ways
of talking do not neutrally reflect our world, identities and social rela-
tions but, rather, play an active role in creating and changing them. We
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have selected these approaches from the range of different perspectives
within discourse analysis on the grounds that we think that they repre-
sent particularly fruitful theories and methods for research in communi-
cation, culture and society. They can be applied in analysis of many
different social domains, including organisations and institutions, and in
exploration of the role of language use in broad societal and cultural
developments such as globalisation and the spread of mass mediated
communication.

Let us give a few examples of possible applications of discourse analy-
sis. For instance, it can be used as a framework for analysis of national
identity. How can we understand national identities and what conse-
quences does the division of the world into nation states have? Many
different forms of text and talk could be selected for analysis. The focus
could be, for instance, the discursive construction of national identity in
textbooks about British history. Alternatively, one could choose to
explore the significance of national identity for interaction between
people in an organisational context such as a workplace. Another
research topic could be the ways in which expert knowledge is conveyed
in the mass media and the implications for questions of power and
democracy. How are claims to expert knowledge constructed and con-
tested in the mass media and how are competing knowledge claims
‘consumed’ by media audiences? The struggle between different know-
ledge claims could be understood and empirically explored as a struggle
between different discourses which represent different ways of under-
standing aspects of the world and construct different identities for
speakers (such as ‘expert’ or ‘layperson’). 

The three approaches on which we have chosen to focus as frame-
works for discourse analysis share certain key premises about how enti-
ties such as ‘language’ and ‘the subject’ are to be understood. They also
have in common the aim of carrying out critical research, that is, to
investigate and analyse power relations in society and to formulate nor-
mative perspectives from which a critique of such relations can be made
with an eye on the possibilities for social change. At the same time,
though, each perspective has a range of distinctive philosophical and
theoretical premises, including particular understandings of discourse,
social practice and critique, which lead to particular aims, methods and
empirical focal points. The purpose of this introductory chapter is to
outline the field to which social constructionist approaches to discourse
analysis belong.1 We are interested both in those aspects which are common
to all approaches – and, in particular, to our three approaches – and in
those aspects in relation to which the approaches diverge.

2 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D
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The approaches are similar to one another in their social constructionist
starting point, in their view of language, stemming from structuralist and
poststructuralist linguistics, and in their understanding of the individual
based on a version of structuralist Marxism. In this chapter, we will
present these common roots and sources of theoretical inspiration, and
during our account will touch on a series of concepts – for example,
‘power’ and ‘ideology’ – that often accompany the concept of discourse.

Notwithstanding the shared premises, important differences exist
between the approaches. First, there is disagreement as to the ‘scope’ of
discourses: do they constitute the social completely, or are they them-
selves partly constituted by other aspects of the social? Secondly, the
approaches also vary with respect to their focus of analysis. Some
analyse people’s discourse in everyday social interaction, others prefer a
more abstract mapping of the discourses that circulate in society. We will
elaborate on these points of divergence towards the end of the chapter. 

The division of the field into three approaches among which there are
both similarities and differences should, to some extent, be understood
as a construction of our own. We have picked out the three approaches
and have chosen to allot one chapter to each and to compare and con-
trast them to one another in Chapter 5, in order to provide a clear intro-
duction to the field of discourse analysis. This representation should not
be taken to be a neutral description or transparent reflection of the field.
With respect to our choice of approaches, we cover only three
approaches within the field of social constructionist discourse analysis,
excluding, for example, the Foucauldian approach.2 And in relation
to our identification of points of convergence and divergence among
the three approaches, we acknowledge that comparison between the
approaches is not a straightforward exercise. The three approaches
emanate from different disciplines and have their own distinctive char-
acteristics. At the same time, many discourse analysts work across
disciplinary borders, and there are many theoretical points and method-
ological tools that cannot be assigned exclusively to one particular
approach. 

A  C O M P L E T E  PA C K A G E  

Although discourse analysis can be applied to all areas of research, it
cannot be used with all kinds of theoretical framework. Crucially, it is
not to be used as a method of analysis detached from its theoretical and

T H E  F I E L D  O F  D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S 3
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methodological foundations. Each approach to discourse analysis that
we present is not just a method for data analysis, but a theoretical and
methodological whole – a complete package. The package contains, first,
philosophical (ontological and epistemological) premises regarding the
role of language in the social construction of the world, second, theoreti-
cal models, third, methodological guidelines for how to approach a
research domain, and fourth, specific techniques for analysis. In dis-
course analysis, theory and method are intertwined and researchers must
accept the basic philosophical premises in order to use discourse analy-
sis as their method of empirical study. 

It is important to stress that, while the content of the package should
form an integrated whole, it is possible to create one’s own package by
combining elements from different discourse analytical perspectives and, if
appropriate, non-discourse analytical perspectives. Such multiperspectival
work is not only permissible but positively valued in most forms of dis-
course analysis. The view is that different perspectives provide different
forms of knowledge about a phenomenon so that, together, they produce
a broader understanding. Multiperspectival work is distinguished from an
eclecticism based on a mishmash of disparate approaches without serious
assessment of their relations with each other. Multiperspectivalism
requires that one weighs the approaches up against each other, identifying
what kind of (local) knowledge each approach can supply and modifying
the approaches in the light of these considerations.3

In order to construct a coherent framework, it is crucial to be aware
of the philosophical, theoretical and methodological differences and simi-
larities among the approaches. Obviously, this requires an overview of
the field. The aim of our presentation of the three perspectives in the
following three chapters is to contribute to the acquisition of this overview
by introducing the key features of three important discourse analytical
approaches as well as the central themes in academic debates concerning
these features. In addition, we will provide extensive references and
suggestions for further reading. 

K e y  P r e m i s e s

The three approaches on which we have chosen to concentrate are all
based on social constructionism.4 Social constructionism is an umbrella
term for a range of new theories about culture and society.5 Discourse
analysis is just one among several social constructionist approaches but it
is one of the most widely used approaches within social constructionism.6

Furthermore, many use approaches that have the same characteristics as

4 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D
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those of discourse analysis without defining them as such. We will first
provide a brief outline of the general philosophical assumptions that
underpin most discourse analytical approaches, drawing on the accounts
of social constructionism given by Vivien Burr (1995) and Kenneth
Gergen (1985). Then we will focus specifically on the assumptions about
language and identity that all discourse analytical approaches embrace.

Burr (1995: 2) warns about the difficulty of giving one description that
seeks to cover all social constructionist approaches, since they are so mani-
fold and diverse. This notwithstanding, in Burr (1995: 2–5) she lists four
premises shared by all social constructionist approaches, building on
Gergen (1985). These premises are also embraced by our three approaches.
They are as follows:7

• A critical approach to taken-for-granted knowledge
Our knowledge of the world should not be treated as objective truth.
Reality is only accessible to us through categories, so our knowledge and
representations of the world are not reflections of the reality ‘out there’,
but rather are products of our ways of categorising the world, or, in dis-
cursive analytical terms, products of discourse (Burr 1995: 3; Gergen
1985: 266–7). This premise will be explained further on (p. 9–12.)

• Historical and cultural specificity (Burr 1995: 3)
We are fundamentally historical and cultural beings and our views of,
and knowledge about, the world are the ‘products of historically
situated interchanges among people’ (Gergen 1985: 267). Consequently,
the ways in which we understand and represent the world are histori-
cally and culturally specific and contingent: our worldviews and our
identities could have been different, and they can change over time.
This view that all knowledge is contingent is an anti-foundationalist
position that stands in opposition to the foundationalist-view that
knowledge can be grounded on a solid, metatheoretical base that tran-
scends contingent human actions. Discourse is a form of social action
that plays a part in producing the social world – including knowledge,
identities and social relations – and thereby in maintaining specific
social patterns. This view is anti-essentialist: that the social world is
constructed socially and discursively implies that its character is not
pre-given or determined by external conditions, and that people do
not possess a set of fixed and authentic characteristics or essences.

• Link between knowledge and social processes
Our ways of understanding the world are created and maintained by
social processes (Burr 1995: 4; Gergen 1985: 268). Knowledge is cre-
ated through social interaction in which we construct common truths
and compete about what is true and false.

T H E  F I E L D  O F  D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S 5
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• Link between knowledge and social action
Within a particular worldview, some forms of action become
natural, others unthinkable. Different social understandings of the
world lead to different social actions, and therefore the social con-
struction of knowledge and truth has social consequences (Burr 1995: 5,
Gergen 1985: 268–269).

Some critics of social constructionism have argued that if all knowledge
and all social identities are taken to be contingent, then it follows that
everything is in flux and there are no constraints and regularities in social
life. There are certainly social constructionist theorists, such as Kenneth
Gergen and Jean Baudrillard, who might be interpreted in this way. But,
by and large, we believe that this is a caricature of social construction-
ism. Most social constructionists, including adherents of our three
approaches, view the social field as much more rule-bound and regula-
tive. Even though knowledge and identities are always contingent in
principle, they are always relatively inflexible in specific situations.
Specific situations place restrictions on the identities which an individual
can assume and on the statements which can be accepted as meaningful.
We will resume this discussion in the next chapter in relation to Laclau
and Mouffe’s discourse theory. 

T h e  T h r e e  A p p r o a c h e s

The key premises of social constructionism have roots in French post-
structuralist theory and its rejection of totalising and universalising
theories such as Marxism and psychoanalysis. But both social construc-
tionism and poststructuralism are disputed labels and there is no con-
sensus about the relationship between the two. We understand social
constructionism as a broader category of which poststructuralism is a
subcategory. All our discourse analytical approaches draw on struc-
turalist and poststructuralist language theory, but the approaches vary as
to the extent to which the poststructuralist label applies. 

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s discourse theory, which we
present in Chapter 2, is the ‘purest’ poststructuralist theory in our selec-
tion. The theory has its starting point in the poststructuralist idea that
discourse constructs the social world in meaning, and that, owing to the
fundamental instability of language, meaning can never be permanently
fixed. No discourse is a closed entity: it is, rather, constantly being trans-
formed through contact with other discourses. So a keyword of the theory
is discursive struggle. Different discourses – each of them representing

6 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D
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particular ways of talking about and understanding the social world – are
engaged in a constant struggle with one other to achieve hegemony, that
is, to fix the meanings of language in their own way. Hegemony, then,
can provisionally be understood as the dominance of one particular per-
spective. We will elaborate on this in Chapter 2. 

Critical discourse analysis, which we discuss in Chapter 3 with special
focus on Norman Fairclough’s approach, also places weight on the active
role of discourse in constructing the social world. But, in contrast to
Laclau and Mouffe, Fairclough insists that discourse is just one among
many aspects of any social practice. This distinction between discourse
and non-discourse represents a remnant of more traditional Marxism in
Fairclough’s theory, rendering critical discourse analysis less poststruc-
turalist than Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory. 

A central area of interest in Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis is the
investigation of change. Concrete language use always draws on earlier dis-
cursive structures as language users build on already established meanings.
Fairclough focuses on this through the concept of intertextuality – that is,
how an individual text draws on elements and discourses of other texts. It
is by combining elements from different discourses that concrete language
use can change the individual discourses and thereby, also, the social and
cultural world. Through analysis of intertextuality, one can investigate both
the reproduction of discourses whereby no new elements are introduced
and discursive change through new combinations of discourse. 

Discursive psychology, the subject of Chapter 4, shares critical discourse
analysis’ empirical focus on specific instances of language use in social
interaction. But the aim of discursive psychologists is not so much to
analyse the changes in society’s ‘large-scale discourses’, which concrete
language use can bring about, as to investigate how people use the avail-
able discourses flexibly in creating and negotiating representations of the
world and identities in talk-in-interaction and to analyse the social conse-
quences of this. Despite the choice of label for this approach – ‘discursive
psychology’ – its main focus is not internal psychological conditions.
Discursive psychology is an approach to social psychology that has devel-
oped a type of discourse analysis in order to explore the ways in which
people’s selves, thoughts and emotions are formed and transformed
through social interaction and to cast light on the role of these processes
in social and cultural reproduction and change. Many discursive psycho-
logists draw explicitly on poststructuralist theory, but with different results
than, for example, Laclau and Mouffe. In discursive psychology, the stress
is on individuals both as products of discourse and as producers of dis-
course in specific contexts of interaction whereas Laclau and Mouffe’s dis-
course theory tends to view individuals solely as subjects of discourse. 

T H E  F I E L D  O F  D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S 7
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In Chapters 3 and 4 on respectively critical discourse analysis and
discursive psychology, we set out the theoretical foundations and
methodological guidelines for discourse analysis and present some con-
crete examples of discourse analysis within each tradition. Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse theory, however, is short on specific methodological
guidelines and illustrative examples. To compensate for this, we have
extrapolated from their theory a range of analytical tools which we pre-
sent in Chapter 2 together with an example of analysis based on some of
these tools. The purpose of the guidelines and examples in the three
chapters is to provide insight into how to apply the different approaches
to discourse analysis in empirical work. In each of the chapters, we delin-
eate the distinctive features of each perspective, whilst indicating the
aspects which they share with one or both of the other perspectives.
Throughout, we stress the links between theory and method. In Chapter 5,
we home in on the theoretical and methodological differences and
similarities among the approaches. We compare the approaches, weigh
up their strengths and weaknesses, and point at ways in which they can
supplement one other. Finally, we address some questions that are rele-
vant to all the approaches. How do we delimit a discourse? How can we
get started doing discourse analysis? How can we do multiperspectival
research combining different discourse analytical approaches and differ-
ent non-discourse analytical approaches? As in the other chapters, we
present illustrative examples of ways of tackling these questions in
empirical research. The final chapter of the book presents a discussion of
the nature of critical research within the paradigm of social construc-
tionism. Here, we discuss and evaluate a range of attempts to deal with
the problems of doing critical research along social constructionist lines,
focusing on their different stances in relation to the question of rela-
tivism and the status of truth and knowledge.8

F R O M  L A N G U A G E  S Y S T E M  TO  D I S C O U R S E

In addition to general social constructionist premises, all discourse
analytical approaches converge with respect to their views of language
and the subject. In order to provide a common base for the discussions
in the coming chapters, we will now introduce the views that the
approaches share followed by the main points of divergence.

Discourse analytical approaches take as their starting point the claim
of structuralist and poststructuralist linguistic philosophy, that our
access to reality is always through language. With language, we create

8 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D
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representations of reality that are never mere reflections of a pre-existing
reality but contribute to constructing reality. That does not mean that
reality itself does not exist. Meanings and representations are real.
Physical objects also exist, but they only gain meaning through
discourse. 

Let us take as an example a flood associated with a river overflowing
its banks. The rise in the water level that leads to the flood is an event
that takes place independently of people’s thoughts and talk. Everybody
drowns if they are in the wrong place, irrespective of what they think or
say. The rise in the water level is a material fact. But as soon as people
try to ascribe meaning to it, it is no longer outside discourse. Most would
place it in the category of ‘natural phenomena’, but they would not
necessarily describe it in the same way. Some would draw on a meteoro-
logical discourse, attributing the rise in the water level to an unusually
heavy downpour. Others might account for it in terms of the El Niño
phenomenon, or see it as one of the many global consequences of the
‘greenhouse effect’. Still others would see it as the result of ‘political mis-
management’, such as the national government’s failure to commission
and fund the building of dykes. Finally, some might see it as a manifes-
tation of God’s will, attributing it to God’s anger over a people’s sinful
way of life or seeing it as a sign of the arrival of Armageddon. The rise
in the water level, as an event taking place at a particular point in time,
can, then, be ascribed meaning in terms of many different perspectives or
discourses (which can also be combined in different ways). Importantly,
the different discourses each point to different courses of action as
possible and appropriate such as the construction of dykes, the organi-
sation of political opposition to global environmental policies or the
national government, or preparation for the imminent Armageddon.
Thus the ascription of meaning in discourses works to constitute and
change the world. 

Language, then, is not merely a channel through which information
about underlying mental states and behaviour or facts about the world
are communicated. On the contrary, language is a ‘machine’ that gener-
ates, and as a result constitutes, the social world. This also extends to the
constitution of social identities and social relations. It means that
changes in discourse are a means by which the social world is changed.
Struggles at the discursive level take part in changing, as well as in repro-
ducing, the social reality. 

The understanding of language as a system, which is not determined
by the reality to which it refers, stems from the structuralist linguistics
that followed in the wake of Ferdinand de Saussure’s pioneering ideas
around the beginning of this century. Saussure argued that signs consist

T H E  F I E L D  O F  D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S 9
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of two sides, form (signifiant) and content (signifié), and that the relation
between the two is arbitrary (Saussure 1960). The meaning we attach to
words is not inherent in them but a result of social conventions whereby
we connect certain meanings with certain sounds. The sound or the writ-
ten image of the word ‘dog’, for example, has no natural connection to
the image of a dog that appears in our head when we hear the word.
That we understand what others mean when they say ‘dog’ is due to the
social convention that has taught us that the word ‘dog’ refers to the
four-legged animal that barks. Saussure’s point is that the meaning of
individual signs is determined by their relation to other signs: a sign gains
its specific value from being different from other signs. The word ‘dog’
is different from the words ‘cat’ and ‘mouse’ and ‘dig’ and ‘dot’. The
word ‘dog’ is thus part of a network or structure of other words from
which it differs; and it is precisely from everything that it is not that the
word ‘dog’ gets its meaning.

Saussure saw this structure as a social institution and therefore as
changeable over time. This implies that the relationship between lan-
guage and reality is also arbitrary, a point developed in later structural-
ist and poststructuralist theory. The world does not itself dictate the
words with which it should be described, and, for example, the sign ‘dog’
is not a natural consequence of a physical phenomenon. The form of the
sign is different in different languages (for example, ‘chien’ and ‘Hund’),
and the content of the sign also changes on being applied in new situa-
tions (when, for example, saying to a person, ‘you’re such a dog’).

Saussure advocated that the structure of signs be made the subject
matter of linguistics. Saussure distinguished between two levels of
language, langue and parole. Langue is the structure of language, the
network of signs that give meaning to one another, and it is fixed and
unchangeable. Parole, on the other hand, is situated language use, the
signs actually used by people in specific situations. Parole must always
draw on langue, for it is the structure of language that makes specific
statements possible. But in the Saussurian tradition parole is often seen
as random and so vitiated by people’s mistakes and idiosyncrasies as to
disqualify it as an object of scientific research. Therefore, it is the fixed,
underlying structure, langue, which has become the main object of
linguistics. 

Poststructuralism takes its starting point in structuralist theory but modi-
fies it in important respects. Poststructuralism takes from structuralism
the idea that signs derive their meanings not through their relations to real-
ity but through internal relations within the network of signs; it rejects
structuralism’s view of language as a stable, unchangeable and totalising
structure and it dissolves the sharp distinction between langue and parole. 
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First we turn to the poststructuralist critique of the stable, unchangeable
structure of language. As we have mentioned, in Saussure’s theory,
signs acquire their meaning by their difference from other signs. In the
Saussurian tradition, the structure of language can be thought of as a
fishing-net in which each sign has its place as one of the knots in the net.
When the net is stretched out, the knot is fixed in position by its distance
from the other knots in the net, just as the sign is defined by its distance
from the other signs. Much of structuralist theory rests on the assump-
tion that signs are locked in particular relationships with one another:
every sign has a particular location in the net and its meaning is fixed.
Later structuralists and poststructuralists have criticised this conception
of language; they do not believe that signs have such fixed positions as
the metaphor of the fishing-net suggests. In poststructuralist theory,
signs still acquire their meaning by being different from other signs, but
those signs from which they differ can change according to the context
in which they are used (see Laclau 1993a: 433). For instance, the word
‘work’ can, in certain situations, be the opposite of ‘leisure’ whereas, in
other contexts, its opposite is ‘passivity’ (as in ‘work in the garden’). It
does not follow that words are open to all meanings – that would make
language and communication impossible – but it does have the conse-
quence that words cannot be fixed with one or more definitive mean-
ing(s). The metaphor of the fishing-net is no longer apt since it cannot be
ultimately determined where in the net the signs should be placed in rela-
tion to one another. Remaining with the metaphor of ‘net’, we prefer to
use the internet as a model, whereby all links are connected with one
another, but links can be removed and new ones constantly emerge and
alter the structure. 

Structures do exist but always in a temporary and not necessarily
consistent state. This understanding provides poststructuralism with a
means of solving one of structuralism’s traditional problems, that of
change. With structuralism’s focus on an underlying and fixed structure,
it is impossible to understand change, for where would change come
from? In poststructuralism, the structure becomes changeable and the
meanings of signs can shift in relation to one another.

But what makes the meanings of signs change? This brings us to post-
structuralism’s second main critique of traditional structuralism, bearing
on the latter’s sharp distinction between langue and parole. As mentio-
ned, parole cannot be an object of structuralist study because situated
language use is considered too arbitrary to be able to say anything about
the structure, langue. In contrast to this, poststructuralists believe that it
is in concrete language use that the structure is created, reproduced
and changed. In specific speech acts (and writing), people draw on the
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structure – otherwise speech would not be meaningful – but they may
also challenge the structure by introducing alternative ideas for how to
fix the meaning of the signs.

Not all discourse analytical approaches subscribe explicitly to post-
structuralism, but all can agree to the following main points:

• Language is not a reflection of a pre-existing reality.
• Language is structured in patterns or discourses – there is not just one

general system of meaning as in Saussurian structuralism but a series
of systems or discourses, whereby meanings change from discourse to
discourse.

• These discursive patterns are maintained and transformed in discur-
sive practices.

• The maintenance and transformation of the patterns should therefore
be explored through analysis of the specific contexts in which
language is in action.

F o u c a u l t ’ s  A r c h a e o l o g y  a n d  G e n e a l o g y

Michel Foucault has played a central role in the development of
discourse analysis through both theoretical work and empirical research.
In almost all discourse analytical approaches, Foucault has become a
figure to quote, relate to, comment on, modify and criticise. We will also
touch on Foucault, sketching out his areas of contribution to discourse
analysis – not only in order to live up to the implicit rules of the game,
but also because all our approaches have roots in Foucault’s ideas, while
rejecting some parts of his theory.

Traditionally, Foucault’s work is divided between an early ‘archaeo-
logical’ phase and a later ‘genealogical’ phase, although the two overlap,
with Foucault continuing to use tools from his archaeology in his later
works. His discourse theory forms part of his archaeology. What he is
interested in studying ‘archaeologically’ are the rules that determine
which statements are accepted as meaningful and true in a particular
historical epoch. Foucault defines a discourse as follows:

We shall call discourse a group of statements in so far as they belong to the same
discursive formation […Discourse] is made up of a limited number of statements
for which a group of conditions of existence can be defined. Discourse in this
sense is not an ideal, timeless form […] it is, from beginning to end, historical – a
fragment of history […] posing its own limits, its divisions, its transformations, the
specific modes of its temporality. (Foucault 1972: 117)
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Foucault adheres to the general social constructionist premise that
knowledge is not just a reflection of reality. Truth is a discursive con-
struction and different regimes of knowledge determine what is true and
false. Foucault’s aim is to investigate the structure of different regimes of
knowledge – that is, the rules for what can and cannot be said and the
rules for what is considered to be true and false. The starting point is that
although we have, in principle, an infinite number of ways to formulate
statements, the statements that are produced within a specific domain
are rather similar and repetitive. There are innumerable statements that
are never uttered, and would never be accepted as meaningful. The histori-
cal rules of the particular discourse delimit what it is possible to say.9

The majority of contemporary discourse analytical approaches follow
Foucault’s conception of discourses as relatively rule-bound sets of state-
ments which impose limits on what gives meaning. And they build on his
ideas about truth being something which is, at least to a large extent,
created discursively. However, they all diverge from Foucault’s tendency
to identify only one knowledge regime in each historical period; instead,
they operate with a more conflictual picture in which different discourses
exist side by side or struggle for the right to define truth.

In his genealogical work, Foucault developed a theory of power/
knowledge. Instead of treating agents and structures as primary cate-
gories, Foucault focuses on power. In common with discourse, power
does not belong to particular agents such as individuals or the state or
groups with particular interests; rather, power is spread across different
social practices. Power should not be understood as exclusively oppres-
sive but as productive; power constitutes discourse, knowledge, bodies
and subjectivities:

What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it
does not only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and pro-
duces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It needs
to be considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social
body, much more than as a negative instance whose function is repression.
(Foucault 1980: 119)

Thus power provides the conditions of possibility for the social. It is
in power that our social world is produced and objects are separated
from one another and thus attain their individual characteristics and
relationships to one another. For instance, ‘crime’ has gradually been
created as an area with its own institutions (e.g. prisons), particular
subjects (e.g. ‘criminals’) and particular practices (e.g. ‘resocialisation’).
And power is always bound up with knowledge – power and knowledge
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presuppose one another. For example, it is hard to imagine the modern
prison system without criminology (Foucault 1977).

Power is responsible both for creating our social world and for the
particular ways in which the world is formed and can be talked about,
ruling out alternative ways of being and talking. Power is thus both a
productive and a constraining force. Foucault’s conception of power is
adhered to by Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory and discursive
psychology, while critical discourse analysis is more ambivalent towards
it. We discuss the position of critical discourse analysis in Chapter 3.

With respect to knowledge, Foucault’s coupling of power and knowl-
edge has the consequence that power is closely connected to discourse.
Discourses contribute centrally to producing the subjects we are, and the
objects we can know something about (including ourselves as subjects).
For all the approaches, adherence to this view leads to the following
research question: how is the social world, including its subjects and
objects, constituted in discourses?

Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge also has consequences for his
conception of truth. Foucault claims that it is not possible to gain access to
universal truth since it is impossible to talk from a position outside dis-
course; there is no escape from representation. ‘Truth effects’ are created
within discourses. In Foucault’s archaeological phase, ‘truth’ is understood
as a system of procedures for the production, regulation and diffusion of
statements. In his genealogical phase, he makes a link between truth and
power, arguing that ‘truth’ is embedded in, and produced by, systems of
power. Because truth is unattainable, it is fruitless to ask whether some-
thing is true or false. Instead, the focus should be on how effects of truth
are created in discourses. What is to be analysed are the discursive
processes through which discourses are constructed in ways that give the
impression that they represent true or false pictures of reality.

T H E  S U B J E C T

It is also Foucault who provided the starting point for discourse analy-
sis’ understanding of the subject. His view is, as already noted, that
subjects are created in discourses. He argues that ‘discourse is not the
majestically unfolding manifestation of a thinking, knowing, speaking
subject’ (Foucault 1972: 55). Or as Steinar Kvale expresses the position,
‘The self no longer uses language to express itself; rather language speaks
through the person. The individual self becomes a medium for the
culture and its language’ (Kvale 1992: 36).
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This is very different from the standard Western understanding of the
subject as an autonomous and sovereign entity. According to Foucault,
the subject is decentred. Here, Foucault was influenced by his teacher,
Louis Althusser. 

Althusser’s structural Marxist approach links the subject closely to
ideology: the individual becomes an ideological subject through a
process of interpellation whereby discourses appeal to the individual as
a subject. First, we will outline Althusser’s understanding of ideology
and, following that, his understanding of interpellation. Althusser
defines ideology as a system of representations that masks our true rela-
tions to one another in society by constructing imaginary relations
between people and between them and the social formation (Althusser
1971). Thus ideology is a distorted recognition of the real social relations.
According to Althusser, all aspects of the social are controlled by ideol-
ogy, which functions through ‘the repressive state apparatus’ (e.g. the
police) and ‘the ideological state apparatus’ (e.g. the mass media). 

Interpellation denotes the process through which language constructs
a social position for the individual and thereby makes him or her an ideo-
logical subject:

[I]deology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it ‘recruits’ subjects among the
individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transforms’ the individuals into subjects
(it transforms them all) by that very precise operation which I have called inter-
pellation or hailing, and which can be imagined along the lines of the most com-
monplace everyday police (or other) hailing: ‘Hey, you there!’ Assuming that the
theoretical scene I have imagined takes place in the street, the hailed individual
will turn round – […] he becomes a subject. (Althusser 1971: 174; italics in
original, note omitted)

Let us take as an example public information material about health in
late modernity, which interpellates readers as consumers with personal
responsibility for the care of their bodies through a proper choice of
lifestyle. By accepting the role as addressees of the text, we affiliate our-
selves to the subject position that the interpellation has created. In so
doing, we reproduce the ideology of consumerism and our position as
subjects in a consumer culture. By taking on the role of subject in a
consumer culture, we accept that certain problems are constructed as
personal problems that the individual carries the responsibility for
solving, instead of as public problems that demand collective solutions.

Althusser assumes that we always accept the subject positions allo-
cated to us and thereby become subjects of ideology; there is no chance
of resistance:
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Experience shows that the practical telecommunications of hailings is such that
they hardly ever miss their man: verbal call or whistle, the one hailed always
recognizes that it is really him who is being hailed. (Althusser 1971: 174)

As we are going to see in the section below, this is just one of the aspects
of Althusser’s theory which has been subjected to heavy criticism by
many including by the majority of discourse analytical approaches. 

R e j e c t i o n  o f  D e t e r m i n i s m

Althusser’s theory had a great influence on cultural studies approaches
to communication studies in the 1970s. The research focus was on texts
(mainly mass media texts), not on text production or reception since
researchers took the ideological workings and effects of texts for
granted. Meanings were treated as if they were unambiguously embed-
ded in texts and passively decoded by receivers. To a large extent,
cultural studies – strongly influenced by Althusser – was based on the
idea that a single ideology (capitalism) was dominant in society, leaving
no real scope for effective resistance (the ‘dominant ideology thesis’).

But since the end of the 1970s, Althusser’s perspective has been criti-
cised in several ways. First, the question was raised as to the possibilities
for resistance against the ideological messages that are presented to the
subject – the question of the subject’s agency or freedom of action. The
media group at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in
Birmingham, led by Stuart Hall, pointed, in this respect, to the complex-
ity of media reception (Hall et al. 1980). According to Hall’s
‘encoding/decoding’ theory, recipients were able to interpret or ‘decode’
messages by codes other than the code which was ‘encoded’ in the text
(Hall 1980). The theory was based inter alia on Gramsci’s theory of
hegemony, which ascribes a degree of agency to all social groups in the
production and negotiation of meaning (Gramsci 1991). Today there is
a consensus in cultural studies, communication research and discourse
analysis that the dominant ideology thesis underestimated people’s capa-
city to offer resistance to ideologies. Some contributions to communica-
tions and cultural studies may even tend to overestimate people’s ability
to resist media messages (see, for example, Morley 1992 for a critique of
this tendency), but usually discourse analysts take into account the role
of textual features in setting limits on how the text can be interpreted by
its recipients.

Second, all three of the discourse analytical approaches presented
in our book reject the understanding of the social as governed by one
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totalising ideology. Just as they replace Foucault’s monolithic view of
knowledge regimes with a more pluralistic model in which many dis-
courses compete, they dismiss Althusser’s theory that one ideology con-
trols all discourse. It follows from this that subjects do not become
interpellated in just one subject position: different discourses give the
subject different, and possibly contradictory, positions from which to
speak.

The different approaches have developed different concepts of the
subject which we will discuss in the following chapters. But generally
speaking, it can be said that all the approaches see the subject as created
in discourses – and therefore as decentred – the constitution of subjects
being a key focus of empirical analysis. However, the approaches differ
as to the degree of emphasis given to the subject’s ‘freedom of action’
within the discourse – that is, they differ as to their position in the debate
about the relationship between structure and agent. Laclau and Mouffe’s
discourse theory largely follows Foucault, viewing the individual as
determined by structures, whereas critical discourse analysis and discur-
sive psychology to a greater extent are in line with Roland Barthes’
slogan that people are both ‘masters and slaves of language’ (Barthes 1982).
Thus the latter two approaches stress that people use discourses as
resources with which they create new constellations of words – sentences
that have never before been uttered. In talk, language users select
elements from different discourses which they draw on from mass mediated
and interpersonal communication. This may result in new hybrid dis-
courses. Through producing new discourses in this way, people function
as agents of discursive and cultural change. As the critical discourse
analyst, Fairclough, expresses it, ‘Individual creative acts cumulatively
establish restructured orders of discourse’ (1989: 172). However, even in
those approaches in which the subject’s agency and role in social change
are brought to the foreground, discourses are seen as frameworks that
limit the subject’s scope for action and possibilities for innovation.
Critical discourse analysis and discursive psychology each present a
theoretical foundation and specific methods for analysis of the dynamic
discursive practices through which language users act as both discursive
products and producers in the reproduction and transformation of
discourses and thereby in social and cultural change.

The third and final controversial point in Althusser’s theory is the
concept of ideology itself. Most concepts of ideology, including Althusser’s,
imply that access to absolute truth is attainable. Ideology distorts real
social relations, and, if we liberated ourselves from ideology, we would
gain access to them and to truth. As we saw, this is an understanding that
Foucault rejects completely. According to Foucault, truth, subjects and
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relations between subjects are created in discourse, and there is no
possibility of getting behind the discourse to a ‘truer’ truth. Hence Foucault
has no need of a concept of ideology. Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory has adopted this position, and its concept of ideology is practically
empty. In contrast, critical discourse analysis and discursive psychology
do not reject the Marxist tradition completely on this point: both
approaches are interested in the ideological effects of discursive prac-
tices. While they adhere to Foucault’s view of power, treating power as
productive rather than as pure compulsion, they also attach importance
to the patterns of dominance, whereby one social group is subordinated
to another. The idea is also retained – at least, in Fairclough’s critical dis-
course analysis – that one can distinguish between discourses that are
ideological and discourses that are not, thus retaining the hope of find-
ing a way out of ideology; a hope that Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory would find naïve.

D I F F E R E N C E S  B E T W E E N  T H E  A P P R O A C H E S

The divergence in the way in which ideology is conceived is just one of
the differences between the three approaches. In the following section,
we highlight differences between the approaches with respect to, first,
the role of discourse in the construction of the world and, second,
analytical focus. In both these respects, the differences are matters of
degree, and we will position the approaches in relation to each other on
two continua to which we will refer throughout the rest of this book.

T h e  R o l e  o f  D i s c o u r s e  i n  t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n
o f  t h e  Wo r l d

For all three approaches, the functioning of discourse – discursive prac-
tice – is a social practice that shapes the social world. The concept of
‘social practice’ views actions in terms of a dual perspective: on the one
hand, actions are concrete, individual and context bound; but, on the
other hand, they are also institutionalised and socially anchored, and
because of this tend towards patterns of regularity. Fairclough’s critical
discourse analysis reserves the concept of discourse for text, talk and
other semiological systems (e.g. gestures and fashion) and keeps it distinct
from other dimensions of social practice. Discursive practice is viewed as
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one dimension or moment of every social practice in a dialectical
relationship with the other moments of a social practice. That means that
some aspects of the social world function according to different logics
from discourses and should be studied with tools other than those of
discourse analysis. For instance, there may be economic logics at play or
the institutionalisation of particular forms of social action. Discursive
practice reproduces or changes other dimensions of social practice just
as other social dimensions shape the discursive dimension. Together, the
discursive dimension and the other dimensions of social practice constitute
our world.

Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theoretical approach does not distin-
guish between discursive and non-discursive dimensions of the social –
practices are viewed as exclusively discursive. That does not mean that
nothing but text and talk exist, but, on the contrary, that discourse itself
is material and that entities such as the economy, the infrastructure and
institutions are also parts of discourse. Thus, in Laclau and Mouffe’s dis-
course theory there is no dialectical interaction between discourse and
something else: discourse itself is fully constitutive of our world.

This difference can be concretised by locating the approaches on a
continuum. We have placed in brackets some of the other positions to
which we refer in the book. On the left-hand side, discourse is seen as
fully constitutive of the social, whereas on the right-hand side discourses
are seen as mere reflections of other social mechanisms.

A schematic figure like this has to be approached cautiously since the
complexity of the actual theories is bound to be reduced when they are
placed on a single line. This is clear, for example, in the case of the posi-
tioning of discursive psychology. We have placed discursive psychology
somewhat to the left on the continuum, but it is, in fact, difficult to place,
as it claims both that discourse is fully constitutive and that it is embed-
ded in historical and social practices, which are not fully discursive.

The approaches on the far right of the continuum are not discourse
analytical. If one claims, as they do, that discourse is just a mechanical
reproduction of other social practices – that is, discourse is fully deter-
mined by something else such as the economy – then there is no point in
doing discourse analysis; instead, effort should be invested in economic
analysis, for example. We have, therefore, judged the different Marxist
positions on the right-hand side of the continuum according to a principle
that does not quite do them justice: neither historical materialism nor
cultural Marxists such as Gramsci and Althusser, have worked with ‘dis-
course’ or ‘discourse analysis’, so their inclusion is based on both an
interpretation and a reduction of their theories. Moreover, both Gramsci
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and Althusser leave a rather large latitude for meaning-making practices
that can be interpreted as a discursive dimension. But both of them see
the economy as determinant in the ‘final instance’, and that is why they
have ended up so far to the right.

A n a l y t i c a l  F o c u s

Some approaches focus on the fact that discourses are created and
changed in everyday discursive practices and therefore stress the need for
systematic empirical analyses of people’s talk and written language in,
for instance, the mass media or research interviews. Other approaches
are more concerned with general, overarching patterns and aim at a
more abstract mapping of the discourses that circulate in society at a par-
ticular moment in time or within a specific social domain.

On a continuum, these differences can be represented as follows: 

On this continuum, the focus is on differences of degree rather than
qualitative differences. Although discursive psychology focuses on
people’s everyday practice, it constantly implicates larger societal struc-
tures on which people draw, or transform, in discursive practice. And
although Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory is mostly interested in
more abstract, ‘depersonified’ discourses, the idea that these discourses
are created, maintained and changed in myriads of everyday practices is
implicit in the theory.
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But, at the same time, the positions of the different approaches on the
continuum reflect differences in theoretical emphasis: discursive psycho-
logy is much more interested in people’s active and creative use of dis-
course as a resource for accomplishing social actions in specific contexts
of interaction than Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, which instead
is interested in how discourses, more generally, limit our possibilities
for action.

T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  A N A LY S T

For the discourse analyst, the purpose of research is not to get ‘behind’
the discourse, to find out what people really mean when they say this or
that, or to discover the reality behind the discourse. The starting point is
that reality can never be reached outside discourses and so it is discourse
itself that has become the object of analysis. In discourse analytical
research, the primary exercise is not to sort out which of the statements
about the world in the research material are right and which are wrong
(although a critical evaluation can be carried out at a later stage in the
analysis). On the contrary, the analyst has to work with what has
actually been said or written, exploring patterns in and across the state-
ments and identifying the social consequences of different discursive
representations of reality.

In working with discourses close to oneself with which one is very
familiar, it is particularly difficult to treat them as discourses, that is, as
socially constructed meaning-systems that could have been different.
Because analysts are often part of the culture under study, they share
many of the taken-for-granted, common-sense understandings expressed
in the material. The difficulty is that it is precisely the common-sense
understandings that are to be investigated: analysis focuses on how some
statements are accepted as true or ‘naturalised’, and others are not.
Consequently, it is fruitful to try to distance oneself from one’s material
and, for instance, imagine oneself as an anthropologist who is exploring
a foreign universe of meaning in order to find out what makes sense
there.

But this suggestion to play anthropologist should just be seen as a
useful starting point rather than a full response to the problem of the
researcher’s role. If the research project is based on a social construc-
tionist perspective, the problem of the researcher’s role goes much
deeper and needs to be tackled reflexively. If we accept that ‘reality’ is
socially created, that ‘truths’ are discursively produced effects and that
subjects are decentred, what do we do about the ‘truth’ that we as
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researcher–subjects produce? This problem is intrinsic to all social
constructionist approaches.

Of the approaches that we present, the problem of how to deal with
the contingency of truth is most pertinent in Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory and discursive psychology, and the two approaches solve it in
different ways. The problem is largely ignored by Laclau and Mouffe, their
theory and analysis being presented as if they were objective descriptions
of the world and its mechanisms. In contrast, discursive psychology tries
to take account of the role of the analyst through different forms of
reflexivity (see Chapters 4 and 6). By comparison with Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse theory and discursive psychology, the dilemma does
not at first glance seem so urgent in Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis
because he makes a distinction between ideological and non-ideological
discourses: in principle, the researcher ought to be able to produce non-
ideological discourses. But the problem re-emerges with the question of
how to distinguish between what is ideological and what is not, and the
question of who is sufficiently liberated from the discursive construction
of the world to make this distinction.

Philosophically speaking, the problem appears insoluble, if we accept
the anti-foundationalist premise, underpinning social constructionism,
that it is a condition of all knowledge that it is just one representation of
the world among many other possible representations. The researcher
always takes a position in relation to the field of study, and that position
plays a part in the determination of what he or she can see and can
present as results. And there are always other positions in terms of which
reality would look different. But that does not mean that all research
results are equally good. In Chapter 4, we discuss how, with a social con-
structionist starting point, research results can be validated and made as
transparent as possible for the reader. Generally, theoretical consistency
demands that discourse analysts consider and make clear their position
in relation to the particular discourses under investigation and that they
assess the possible consequences of their contribution to the discursive
production of our world.

The relativism inherent in social constructionism does not mean,
either, that the analyst cannot be critical. All our approaches regard
themselves as critical and in Chapter 6 we discuss at length how it is pos-
sible to practise social criticism without being able to make claims to
absolute truth.

In brief, our position is that it is the stringent application of theory and
method that legitimises scientifically produced knowledge. It is by seeing
the world through a particular theory that we can distance ourselves
from some of our taken-for-granted understandings and subject our
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material to other questions than we would be able to do from an everyday
perspective. The next three chapters can be seen as different ways to
achieve this distance, and in Chapter 6 we contextualise the discussions
of scientific knowledge, reflexivity and critique within the wider field of
social constructionism.

N OT E S

1 However, this field does not cover all uses of the label ‘discourse analysis’.
The term ‘discourse analysis’ for example, is used in linguistics to denote the
analysis of relations between sentences and statements on the micro level (for
example, Brown and Yule 1983). Discourse analysis has also been used to
denote the analysis of the ways people use mental schemata to understand
narratives (van Dijk and Kintch 1983).

2 For accounts of Foucauldian forms of discourse analysis see, for example,
Howarth (2000) and Mills (1997).

3 See Kellner (1995) for a call for ‘multiperspectival cultural studies’. And see
Chapter 5 in this book for a discussion and illustration of multiperspectival
discourse analysis.

4 What we call ‘social constructionism’ in this text is in many other connec-
tions labelled ‘social constructivism’. We use the term ‘social constructionism’
to avoid confusion with Piaget’s constructivist theory (see Burr 1995: 2).

5 For discussions of the philosophical foundations of social constructionism
see, for example, Collin (1997).

6 The dominance of discourse analysis is manifested in Burr’s introduction to
social constructionism (Burr 1995), in which her examples of empirical
research consist exclusively of forms of discourse analysis, notwithstanding the
fact that she emphasises that social constructionists also use other approaches.

7 Here, we draw both on Burr (1995) and Gergen (1985). Burr’s account, as
noted above, is also based on that of Gergen.

8 As authors, we have collaborated on all of the book’s chapters and have
developed together many of the ideas and formulations throughout the book.
However, main responsibility can be attributed in the following way: Louise
Phillips for Chapters 3 and 4, and Marianne Jørgensen for Chapters 2 and 6,
while both authors are equally responsible for Chapters 1 and 5.

9 Foucault’s own works from the archaeological period include both more
abstract presentations of his theory and methodological tools (e.g. Foucault
1972) and empirical analyses (e.g. Foucault 1973, 1977).
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2 Laclau and Mouffe’s
Discourse Theory

In this chapter we present Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s discourse
theory (sometimes abbreviated to discourse theory). We draw mainly
on their principal work, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985),
supplementing this with a number of texts that Laclau has written alone. 

Discourse theory aims at an understanding of the social as a discursive
construction whereby, in principle, all social phenomena can be analysed
using discourse analytical tools. First, we present the discourse theoreti-
cal approach to language, and then extend the theory to cover the entire
social field. Because of its broad focus, discourse theory is suitable as a
theoretical foundation for different social constructionist approaches to
discourse analysis. But since Laclau and Mouffe’s texts aim at theory
development, they do not include so many practical tools for textually
oriented discourse analysis. As a result, it can be fruitful to supplement
their theory with methods from other approaches to discourse analysis. 

The overall idea of discourse theory is that social phenomena are
never finished or total. Meaning can never be ultimately fixed and this
opens up the way for constant social struggles about definitions of
society and identity, with resulting social effects. The discourse analyst’s
task is to plot the course of these struggles to fix meaning at all levels of
the social.

Laclau and Mouffe have developed their theory through the decon-
struction of other bodies of theory. Careful reading of other theories,
they contend, uncovers their unargued assumptions and internal contra-
dictions. In this way, the ideological content of the other theories is
revealed and the contradictions identified can be transformed into tools
for further thinking. The deconstructionist method, combined with their
writing style, make Laclau and Mouffe rather inaccessible, since they
presuppose extensive knowledge of the theories on which they draw.
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Our presentation of discourse theory in this chapter both introduces a
range of new concepts and gives new content to familiar ones.

TO WA R D S  A  T H E O RY  O F  D I S C O U R S E

Laclau and Mouffe have constructed their theory by combining and
modifying two major theoretical traditions, Marxism and structuralism.
Marxism provides a starting point for thinking about the social, and
structuralism provides a theory of meaning. Laclau and Mouffe fuse
these traditions into a single poststructuralist theory in which the whole
social field is understood as a web of processes in which meaning is
created. First, we will outline their theory of the creation of meaning and
their concept of ‘discourse’.

In Chapter 1, we outlined Saussure’s structural linguistics and the
poststructuralist critique of the Saussurian tradition. We suggested that
the structuralist view of language can be understood in terms of the
metaphor of a fishing-net: all linguistic signs can be thought of as knots
in a net, deriving their meaning from their difference from one another,
that is, from being situated in particular positions in the net. The post-
structuralist objection was that meaning cannot be fixed so unambigu-
ously and definitively. Poststructuralists agree that signs acquire their
meanings by being different from each other, but, in ongoing language
use, we position the signs in different relations to one another so that
they may acquire new meanings. Thus language use is a social phenom-
enon: it is through conventions, negotiations and conflicts in social con-
texts that structures of meaning are fixed and challenged.

Laclau and Mouffe take on board the poststructuralist critique of
structuralist linguistics, but structuralism can still be used to give an
impressionistic idea of Laclau and Mouffe’s message. The creation of
meaning as a social process is about the fixation of meaning, as if a
Saussurian structure existed. We constantly strive to fix the meaning of
signs by placing them in particular relations to other signs; returning to
the metaphor, we try to stretch out the fishing-net so that the meaning of
each sign is locked into a specific relationship to the others. The project is
ultimately impossible because every concrete fixation of the signs’ mean-
ing is contingent; it is possible but not necessary. It is precisely those con-
stant attempts that never completely succeed which are the entry point for
discourse analysis. The aim of discourse analysis is to map out the
processes in which we struggle about the way in which the meaning of
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signs is to be fixed, and the processes by which some fixations of
meaning become so conventionalised that we think of them as natural.

We can now translate this impressionistic picture into Laclau and
Mouffe’s theoretical concepts:

[W]e will call articulation any practice establishing a relation among elements such
that their identity is modified as a result of the articulatory practice.The struc-
tured totality resulting from the articulatory practice, we will call discourse. The
differential positions, insofar as they appear articulated within a discourse, we will
call moments. By contrast, we will call element any difference that is not discur-
sively articulated. (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 105; italics in original)

Here, Laclau and Mouffe define four important concepts that we will
examine below. In the course of this, we will also introduce a number of
related concepts: ‘nodal points’, ‘the field of discursivity’ and ‘closure’.1

A discourse is understood as the fixation of meaning within a parti-
cular domain. All signs in a discourse are moments. They are the knots in
the fishing-net, their meaning being fixed through their differences from
one another (‘differential positions’). Let us take as an example a medi-
cal discourse in which the body, illness and treatment are represented in
particular ways.2 All medical research is about dividing the body, illness
and treatment into parts and describing the relations between these parts
in an unambiguous way. The body is typically seen as split into parts that
are to be treated separately and the causes of illnesses are often seen as
local. For instance, infection is regarded as caused by a local attack of
micro-organisms that should be eliminated by medicine. Medical dis-
course, then, stretches out a net of interrelated meanings over a domain
pertaining to the body and illness. In that sense, we can talk about a dis-
course: all signs are moments in a system and the meaning of each sign
is determined by its relations to the other signs.

A discourse is formed by the partial fixation of meaning around cer-
tain nodal points (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 112). A nodal point is a
privileged sign around which the other signs are ordered; the other signs
acquire their meaning from their relationship to the nodal point. In medi-
cal discourses, for example, ‘the body’ is a nodal point around which
many other meanings are crystallised. Signs such as ‘symptoms’, ‘tissue’
and ‘scalpel’ acquire their meaning by being related to ‘the body’ in parti-
cular ways. A nodal point in political discourses is ‘democracy’ and in
national discourses a nodal point is ‘the people’.

A discourse is established as a totality in which each sign is fixed as a
moment through its relations to other signs (as in a fishing-net). This is
done by the exclusion of all other possible meanings that the signs could
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have had: that is, all other possible ways in which the signs could have
been related to one another. Thus a discourse is a reduction of possibilities.
It is an attempt to stop the sliding of the signs in relation to one another
and hence to create a unified system of meaning. All the possibilities that
the discourse excludes Laclau and Mouffe call the field of discursivity
(1985: 111). The field of discursivity is a reservoir for the ‘surplus of
meaning’ produced by the articulatory practice – that is, the meanings
that each sign has, or has had, in other discourses, but which are
excluded by the specific discourse in order to create a unity of meaning.
For instance, medical discourse is constituted through the exclusion of
discourses about alternative methods of treatment in which the body, to
a greater extent, is seen as a holistic entity pervaded by energy along
different paths.

Here we can anticipate a critique of discourse theory to which we will
return at the end of this chapter. A discourse is always constituted in
relation to what it excludes, that is, in relation to the field of discursivity.
But in discourse theory it is not entirely clear if the field of discursivity
is a comparatively unstructured mass of all possible constructions of
meaning or if it is itself structured by the given competing discourses. In
medical discourse, for example, football is not a topic of conversation,
but there is nothing to stop elements from a discourse about football
from figuring in medical discourse at a given point in time. Does that
mean then that football is part of the ‘field of discursivity’ of medical dis-
course? Or is it only discourses about, for example, alternative treatment
which, to a certain extent, inhabit the same terrain as medical discourse
and so constitute the field of discursivity of medical discourse? In Laclau
and Mouffe’s theory, these two situations are fused in the concept of the
field of discursivity. We propose an analytical separation of the two. The
field of discursivity would then denote all possible, excluded construc-
tions of meaning (such as football in relation to medical discourse), while
‘order of discourse’ – a concept from Fairclough’s critical discourse
analysis – would denote a limited range of discourses which struggle in
the same terrain (such as the domain of health and illness).

To return to Laclau and Mouffe’s conceptual definitions, the field of
discursivity is understood as everything outside the discourse, all that the
discourse excludes. But exactly because a discourse is always constituted
in relation to an outside, it is always in danger of being undermined by
it, that is, its unity of meaning is in danger of being disrupted by other
ways of fixing the meaning of the signs. Here, the concept of element
becomes relevant. Elements are the signs whose meanings have not yet
been fixed; signs that have multiple, potential meanings (i.e. they are
polysemic). Using this concept, we can now reformulate the concept of
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discourse: a discourse attempts to transform elements into moments by
reducing their polysemy to a fully fixed meaning. In the terms of Laclau
and Mouffe’s discourse theory, the discourse establishes a closure, a tem-
porary stop to the fluctuations in the meaning of the signs. But the
closure is never definitive: ‘The transition from the “elements” to the
“moments” is never entirely fulfilled’ (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 110).
The discourse can never be so completely fixed that it cannot be under-
mined and changed by the multiplicity of meaning in the field of discur-
sivity. For instance, in the discourse of Western medicine, the inroads
made by acupuncture have led to the modification of the dominant medi-
cal understanding of the body in order to accommodate ‘networks of
energy’.

In Laclau and Mouffe’s terms, ‘the body’ is an element as there are
several competing ways of understanding it. In the dominant Western
medical discourse, the body can be reduced to a moment by being defined
in a specific and unambiguous way, and in the discourse of alternative
treatment, the body can correspondingly be defined unambiguously –
but in a different way from in the medical discourse. Christian discourse
contains yet another way of understanding the body, linking it to the
sign ‘the soul’. The word ‘body’, then, does not say so much in itself, it
has to be positioned in relation to other signs in order to give meaning.
And this happens through articulation. In the citation on page 26, Laclau
and Mouffe define articulation as every practice that establishes a
relation between elements such that the identity of the elements is
modified. The word ‘body’ is in itself polysemic and its identity is therefore
decided through being related to other words in an articulation. For
instance, the utterance ‘body and soul’ places ‘body’ in a religious discourse,
whereby some meanings of the word are put forward and others ignored.

Now that we have identified ‘the body’ both as a nodal point in medi-
cal discourse and as an element, a little clarification is appropriate.
Nodal points are the privileged signs around which a discourse is organ-
ised. But these signs are empty in themselves. As mentioned, the sign
‘body’ does not acquire detailed meaning until it is inserted in a parti-
cular discourse. Therefore, the sign ‘body’ is also an element. Actually, dis-
course theory has a term for those elements which are particularly open
to different ascriptions of meaning, and that is floating signifiers (Laclau
1990: 28, 1993b: 287). Floating signifiers are the signs that different
discourses struggle to invest with meaning in their own particular way.
Nodal points are floating signifiers, but whereas the term ‘nodal point’
refers to a point of crystallisation within a specific discourse, the term
‘floating signifier’ belongs to the ongoing struggle between different dis-
courses to fix the meaning of important signs. Thus ‘body’ is a nodal
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point in medical discourse, and a floating signifier in the struggle between
medical discourse and alternative treatment discourses.

We can now relate all the terms to one another. Discourse aims to
remove ambiguities by turning the elements into moments through clo-
sure. But this aim is never completely successful as the possibilities of
meaning that the discourse displaces to the field of discursivity always
threaten to destabilise the fixity of meaning. Therefore, all moments stay
potentially polysemic, which means that the moments are always poten-
tially elements. Specific articulations reproduce or challenge the existing
discourses by fixing meaning in particular ways. And because of the per-
petual potential polysemy, every verbal or written expression (even every
social action, as we will see later on) is also, to some extent, an articula-
tion or innovation; although the expression draws on earlier fixations of
meaning – that is, it draws on discourses in which the signs have become
moments – the expression is never merely a repetition of something
already established (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 113f). Therefore, every
expression is an active reduction of the possibilities of meaning because
it positions the signs in relation to one another in only one way, thus
excluding alternative forms of organisation.

Discourse, then, can be understood as a type of structure in a
Saussurian sense – a fixation of signs in a relational net. But, in contrast
to the Saussurian tradition whereby structure covered all signs in a per-
manent closure, discourse, for Laclau and Mouffe, can never be total in
the Saussurian sense. There are always other meaning potentials which,
when actualised in specific articulations, may challenge and transform
the structure of the discourse. Thus the discourse is a temporary closure:
it fixes meaning in a particular way, but it does not dictate that meaning
is to be fixed exactly in that way forever. In Laclau and Mouffe’s terms,
articulations are contingent interventions in an undecidable terrain. That
means that articulations constantly shape and intervene in the structures
of meaning in unpredictable ways. Discourses are incomplete structures
in the same undecidable terrain that never quite become completely
structured. Hence there is always room for struggles over what the struc-
ture should look like, what discourses should prevail, and how meaning
should be ascribed to the individual signs.

Now we have reached a first entry point for concrete discourse analy-
sis. Discourse theory suggests that we focus on the specific expressions
in their capacity as articulations: what meanings do they establish by
positioning elements in particular relationships with one other, and what
meaning potentials do they exclude? The articulations can be investi-
gated in relation to the discourses by addressing the following questions.
What discourse or discourses does a specific articulation draw on, what
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discourses does it reproduce? Or, alternatively, does it challenge and
transform an existing discourse by redefining some of its moments? As a
starting point for answers to these questions, the nodal points of the spe-
cific discourses can be identified: what signs have a privileged status, and
how are they defined in relation to the other signs in the discourse?
When we have identified the signs that are nodal points, we can then
investigate how other discourses define the same signs (floating signi-
fiers) in alternative ways. And by examining the competing ascriptions of
content to the floating signifiers, we can begin to identify the struggles
taking place over meaning. In that way, we can gradually map the par-
tial structuring by the discourses of specific domains. What signs are the
objects of struggle over meaning between competing discourses (floating
signifiers); and what signs have relatively fixed and undisputed meanings
(moments)?

In contrast to Saussure, who saw the uncovering of the structure as the
goal of science, Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory is interested in
analysing how the structure, in the form of discourses, is constituted and
changed. That is done by looking at how articulations constantly repro-
duce, challenge or transform discourses. To continue with the medical
examples, a specific analysis could explore how, where and when the
dominant Western medical discourse and the alternative treatment dis-
courses compete with one another about, for example, the definition of
the body, and how medical discourse is transformed in specific articula-
tions, as alternative treatments such as acupuncture become increasingly
accepted within medical science.

C R I T I Q U E  O F  M A R X I S M

In Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, the discursive processes that we
have described above do not only include what we normally regard as
systems of signs (language in text and talk, visual communication, and
perhaps fashion and architecture); they encompass the entire social field.
Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of the social is, therefore, an integrated part
of their discourse theory. Their theory of the social has been developed
through a critical reading of Marxist theory which we will now outline. 

To begin with, we will paint a rather caricatured picture of historical
materialism.3 Historical materialism, introduced by Karl Marx, distin-
guishes between a base and a superstructure in its description of society.
Material conditions, the economy and, most importantly, ownership of
the means of production, belong to the base. To the superstructure
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belong the state, the judicial system, the church, mass media and schools,
and the entire production of meaning that goes on in society. But the
central feature is that the economy is the core in terms of which every-
thing is explained: the base determines the superstructure, and therefore
it is the economy that determines what people say and think. It is also
the base that keeps history going, because change is understood as
caused by changes in the economy.

The base of capitalist society is characterised by the fact that the
capitalists own the production apparatus and thereby also the products that
are produced. The workers own only their labour which they sell to the
capitalists. Thus, in capitalist society, there are two classes which stand
in opposition to one another in the sense that the capitalists exploit the
workers. The reason that the workers do not immediately rebel is that
their consciousness is shaped by the superstructure, which is in turn
determined by the base. The superstructure of the capitalist system, then,
supports the capitalist economy by producing an ideology that legiti-
mates the system. And because the workers’ consciousness is shaped by
ideology, they cannot see through it to their true interests – they suffer
from ‘false consciousness’. The transition to socialism and, later on,
communism, will occur when the working class recognises its true inter-
ests and engages in revolution.

The main problem with historical materialism is the lack of any expla-
nation for this transformation of consciousness: how will the working
class recognise its real position in society and its true interests if its con-
sciousness is determined by capitalist ideology? Different Marxist
thinkers throughout the 20th century have tried to solve the problem by
pointing out the need for a political element in the model.4 Perhaps the
economy does not completely determine the superstructure and people’s
consciousness; maybe there is room for political struggle at the level of
the superstructure which can influence people’s consciousness in differ-
ent directions. By inserting a political element in the base/superstructure
model, the determination no longer runs in only one direction: it is no
longer the economy that determines everything else. What goes on in the
superstructure can now also work back on, and change, the base. The
next question is where to set the boundary line between political strug-
gle and economic determination: to what extent does the economy deter-
mine and to what extent can superstructural phenomena work back on
the base? An important follow-up question has been raised concerning
social class. According to historical materialism, the economy determines
the division of capitalist society into two objective classes, the ruling
class and the working class; these classes exist even if people are not nec-
essarily conscious of their existence. But if one problematises economic
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determinism, then one can no longer be certain that society consists of
two, and specifically these two, classes. One cannot even be certain that
classes are the relevant groups into which to divide society.

Antonio Gramsci, who is a major source of inspiration for Laclau and
Mouffe, formulated a theory that aimed to solve these questions.5 He
slackened the grip of economic determinism, finding that the position of
power of the ruling class could not be explained by an economically
determined ideology alone. He applied the concept of hegemony to
explain the processes in the superstructure that play a part in the creation
of people’s consciousness:

Hegemony is best understood as the organisation of consent – the processes
through which subordinated forms of consciousness are constructed without
recourse to violence or coercion. (Barrett 1991: 54, italics in original)

To secure their position, the dominant classes have violence and force at
their disposal. But more importantly, the production of meaning is a key
instrument for the stabilisation of power relations. Through the produc-
tion of meaning, power relations can become naturalised and so much
part of common-sense that they cannot be questioned. For instance,
through a process of nation-building, the people of a particular geo-
graphical area may begin to feel that they belong to the same group and
share conditions and interests irrespective of class barriers. In Gramsci’s
theory, hegemony is the term for the social consensus, which masks
people’s real interests. The hegemonic processes take place in the super-
structure and are part of a political field. Their outcome is not directly
determined by the economy, and so superstructural processes assume a
degree of autonomy and the possibility for working back on the struc-
ture of the base. It also means that, through the creation of meaning in
the superstructure, people can be mobilised to rebel against existing con-
ditions. This view stands in sharp contrast to the version of historical
materialism to which we referred earlier. As already pointed out, histor-
ical materialism could not explain where resistance could come from
because people’s consciousness was completely determined by the eco-
nomic conditions. With Gramsci, consciousness is determined instead by
hegemonic processes in the superstructure; people’s consciousness gains
a degree of autonomy in relation to the economic conditions, so opening
up the possibility for people to envisage alternative ways of organising
society. But, according to Gramsci, it is still the economic conditions that
control the phenomena of the superstructure in the final instance for it is
the economy that determines people’s true interests and the division of
society into classes.
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Gramsci’s theory of hegemony implies that the processes of meaning
creation taking place at the level of the superstructure are worth study-
ing in their own right, unlike in the case of historical materialism, where
the only important processes taking place are in the economy. Here, we
can begin to discern a link with Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory – a
theory about the creation of meaning. Through his concept of hegemony,
Gramsci opens up the political field, but he closes it again when he
attributes the division of society into classes to the economy. Classes are,
for Gramsci, as for historical materialism, objective groups to which
people belong whether they know it or not. Laclau and Mouffe radicalise
Gramsci’s theory by abolishing the objectivism or essentialism that is still
to be found here. For Laclau and Mouffe, there are no objective laws
that divide society into particular groups; the groups that exist are
always created in political, discursive processes. That does not mean that
Laclau and Mouffe turn the base/superstructure model of historical
materialism on its head and claim that discourses determine the econ-
omy. In their theory of the social, they override Marxist essentialism by
fusing the two categories – base and superstructure – into one field
produced by the same discursive processes.

T H E O RY  O F  T H E  S O C I A L

Once again we will begin with an impressionistic picture of Laclau and
Mouffe’s theory before we define the specific terms. Laclau and Mouffe’s
concept of ‘discourse’ encompasses not only language but all social phe-
nomena. Earlier on, we covered the point that discourses attempt to
structure signs, as if all signs had a permanently fixed and unambiguous
meaning in a total structure. The same logic applies to the whole social
field: we act as if the ‘reality’ around us has a stable and unambiguous
structure; as if society, the groups we belong to, and our identity, are
objectively given facts. But just as the structure of language is never
totally fixed, so are society and identity flexible and changeable entities
that can never be completely fixed. The aim of analysis is, therefore, not
to uncover the objective reality, for example, to find out what groups
society ‘really’ consists of, but to explore how we create this reality so
that it appears objective and natural. Where Marxism presumed the exis-
tence of an objective social structure that analysis should reveal, the
starting point of Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory is that we con-
struct objectivity through the discursive production of meaning. It is that
construction process that should be the target of analysis.
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Laclau and Mouffe transform the Marxist tradition in three ways,
which we will sketch out in the following sections. First, they abolish the
division between base and superstructure and understand all societal
formations as products of discursive processes. Second, they dismiss the
Marxist conception of society: that society can be described objectively,
as a totality constituted by certain classes. According to Laclau and
Mouffe, society is never as unambiguous as historical materialism sug-
gests. ‘Society’, they argue, is our attempt to pin down the meaning of
society, not an objectively existing phenomenon. Third, and as a result
of this view of the social, Laclau and Mouffe reject the Marxist under-
standing of identity and group formation. For Marxism, people have an
objective (class) identity even if they do not realise it. For Laclau and
Mouffe, it cannot be determined beforehand what groups will become
politically relevant. People’s identities (both collective and individual)
are the result of contingent, discursive processes and, as such, are part of
the discursive struggle. At the end of this section we will describe how
Laclau and Mouffe understand conflict or antagonism and, in relation to
this, how they further develop Gramsci’s concept of hegemony.6

T h e  P r i m a c y  o f  P o l i t i c s

For historical materialism, the material base was the starting point and
the superstructure was determined by the base. Gramsci established a
dialectic between base and superstructure: the conditions of the base
influence superstructure, but political processes in the superstructure can
also act back on the base. For Laclau and Mouffe, it is political processes
that are the most important: politics has primacy (Laclau 1990: 33).
Political articulations determine how we act and think and thereby how
we create society. The more or less determining role of the economy is,
then, completely abolished in discourse theory. That does not mean that
everything is language or that the material has no significance. That
becomes clear when we look at how Laclau and Mouffe understand the
two concepts, discourse and politics.

Earlier in this chapter, we presented Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of
discourse as if discourses were merely linguistic phenomena, but that is
not the whole story. Laclau and Mouffe do not distinguish between dis-
cursive and non-discursive phenomena. In Chapter 1 we introduced a
continuum (Figure 1.1) which contrasted approaches that submit all
phenomena to the same discursive logic with approaches that are char-
acterised by a more dialectic view of the relationship between discursive
and non-discursive phenomena. Historical materialism lies to the far
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right on the continuum: all phenomena are organised according to a
logic rooted in the non-discursive, in the material; discourses have no
autonomy or internal logic. People like Gramsci are situated a little
closer to the middle, but still on the right-hand side. Laclau and Mouffe’s
discourse theory is placed on the far left-hand side, and that has conse-
quences for the choice of analytical tools needed for a study of specific
social phenomena. Whereas Fairclough, located in the middle of the con-
tinuum, distinguishes between the discursive and non-discursive dimen-
sions of social practice and sees a dialectic relationship between the
dimensions, Laclau and Mouffe understand social practices as fully dis-
cursive. Consequently, Fairclough needs two sets of theories and analyti-
cal tools while Laclau and Mouffe operate with just one. Fairclough
uses discourse analysis to analyse linguistic practices and other theories,
such as social theories of late modernity, for the analysis of other aspects
of social practice, while for Laclau and Mouffe, all social phenomena are
understood and analysed using the same concepts: discourse, articulation,
closure, and so on.

But, as mentioned, this does not mean that Laclau and Mouffe reduce
everything to language because, for them, discourses are material (1985:
108). For instance, children in modern societies are seen as a group
which in many ways is different from other groups, and this difference is
not only established linguistically. Children are also materially consti-
tuted as a group in a physical space: they have their own institutions such
as nurseries and schools, their own departments in libraries and their
own play areas in parks. These institutions and physical features are part
of the discourse about children in modern societies.

Some critics have understood Laclau and Mouffe’s theory to imply
that, since everything is discourse, then reality does not exist.7 This is a
misunderstanding. For Laclau and Mouffe’s approach, as for the other
discourse analytical approaches, both social and physical objects exist,
but our access to them is always mediated by systems of meaning in the
form of discourses. Physical objects do not possess meaning in them-
selves; meaning is something we ascribe to them through discourse. To
exemplify this, Laclau and Mouffe point out that a stone does exist inde-
pendently of social classification systems, but whether it is understood as
a projectile or a work of art depends on the discursive context in which
it is situated (Laclau and Mouffe 1990: 101). Physical reality is totally
superimposed by the social. And in Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory, all social phenomena are understood as being organised according
to the same principle as language. Just as signs in language are relation-
ally defined and therefore acquire their meaning by their difference from
one another, so social actions derive their meaning from their relationship
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to other actions. For instance, a package holiday to Marbella gains its
meaning as an act from its difference from a trip to Paris, or from no
holiday at all. We interpret this act as a discursive sign, and in the same
way as the meaning of linguistic signs is kept in place by closures,
although they are constantly in danger of sliding into new articulations,
we are forever trying to fix the meanings of other social acts – an attempt
which never quite succeeds. All social practices can thus be seen as
articulations (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 113), because they reproduce or
change common ascriptions of meaning.

Reproduction and change of meaning ascriptions are, in general terms,
political acts. Politics in discourse theory is not to be understood nar-
rowly as, for example, party politics; on the contrary, it is a broad
concept that refers to the manner in which we constantly constitute the
social in ways that exclude other ways. Our actions are contingent articu-
lations, that is, temporary fixations of meaning in an undecidable terrain
which reproduce or change the existing discourses and thereby the
organisation of society. Laclau and Mouffe understand politics as the
organisation of society in a particular way that excludes all other possible
ways. Politics, then, is not just a surface that reflects a deeper social real-
ity; rather, it is the social organisation that is the outcome of continuous
political processes.

When a struggle takes place between particular discourses, it sometimes
becomes clear that different actors are trying to promote different ways of
organising society. At other times, our social practices can appear so nat-
ural that we can hardly see that there could be alternatives. For instance,
we are so used to the understanding and treatment of children as a group
with distinctive characteristics that we treat the discourse about children as
natural. But just a few hundred years ago, children were, to a much greater
degree, seen and treated as ‘small adults’ (Aries 1962). Those discourses
that are so firmly established that their contingency is forgotten are called
objective in discourse theory (Laclau 1990: 34).8 That does not mean the
reintroduction of the division between the objectively given on the one
hand and the play of politics on the other. Objectivity is the historical out-
come of political processes and struggles; it is sedimented discourse. The
boundary between objectivity and the political, or between what seems
natural and what is contested, is thus a fluid and historical boundary, and
earlier sedimented discourses can, at any time, enter the play of politics and
be problematised in new articulations.

The concept of hegemony comes between ‘objectivity’ and ‘the political’.
Just as the objective can become political again, so manifest conflicts can,
in the course of time, disappear and give way to objectivity where one
perspective is naturalised and consensus prevails. The development from
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political conflict to objectivity passes through hegemonic interventions
whereby alternative understandings of the world are suppressed, leading
to the naturalisation of one single perspective. We will discuss the
concept of hegemony in more depth later in this chapter.

Objectivity may, therefore, be said to be the term for what appears as
given and unchangeable, for what seemingly does not derive its meaning
from its difference from something else. But this is ‘seemingly’ only, and
that is the reason why discourse theory equates objectivity and ideology
(Laclau 1990: 89ff). All meaning is fluid and all discourses are contin-
gent; it is objectivity that masks contingency and, in so doing, hides the
alternative possibilities that otherwise could have presented themselves.
Objectivity can therefore be said to be ideological. As we are going to see
in the following chapters, critical discourse analysis and discursive psy-
chology define the concept of ideology in such a way that it can be used
to identify and criticise unjust power relations. This is not possible in
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory because a society without ideology
is unthinkable in discourse theory since ideology is defined as objectivity.
We are always dependent on taking large areas of the social world for
granted in our practices – it would be impossible always to question
everything. In order not to be confused with a more traditional ideology
critique, such as Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, Laclau and
Mouffe hardly ever use the concept of ideology, preferring instead the
concept of objectivity (for an exception see Laclau 1996a).

The concept of power in Laclau and Mouffe’s approach is closely con-
nected to their concepts of politics and objectivity (Laclau 1990: 31ff.).
It is similar to Foucault’s concept of power, outlined in Chapter 1. Power
is not understood as something which people possess and exercise over
others, but as that which produces the social. It may appear strange to
use the word ‘power’ to denote the force and the processes which create
our social world and make it meaningful for us, but the point is that this
understanding of power emphasises the contingency of our social world.
It is power that creates our knowledge, our identities and how we relate
to one another as groups or individuals. And knowledge, identity and
social relations are all contingent: at a given time, they all take a parti-
cular form, but they could have been – and can become – different.
Therefore, power is productive in that it produces the social in particular
ways. Power is not something you can make disappear: we are depen-
dent on living in a social order and the social order is always constituted
in power. But we are not dependent on living in a particular social order,
and the exclusion of other social orders is also one of the effects of
power. On the one hand, power produces an inhabitable world for us,
and, on the other hand, it precludes alternative possibilities.9
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Objectivity is sedimented power where the traces of power have
become effaced, where it has been forgotten that the world is politically
constructed (Laclau 1990: 60). Our understanding of Laclau and Mouffe’s
theory is that power and politics are two sides of the same coin, where
power refers to the production of objects such as ‘society’ and ‘identity’,
while politics refers to the always present contingency of these objects.
Objectivity, then, refers to the world we take for granted, a world which
we have ‘forgotten’ is always constituted by power and politics.

By way of summing up these premises, let us briefly discuss contingency
versus continuity. The starting point of the theory is that all articulation,
and thus everything social, is contingent – possible but not necessary.
This is both the philosophical foundation of the theory and its analytical
motor. It is only by constantly looking at those possibilities that are
excluded that one can pinpoint the social consequences of particular dis-
cursive constructions of the social. But the fact that all social formations
could at all times be different does not mean that everything changes all
the time, or that the social can be shaped freely. The social is always
partly structured in particular ways; discourses have, so to speak, a
weightiness and an inertia in which we are more or less caught up, and
there is at all times a vast area of objectivity which it is hard to think
beyond. People are, like society, fundamentally socially shaped (see
pages 40–7 on identity and group formation), and the possibilities we
have for reshaping the structures are set by earlier structures. Although
the philosophical starting point is that all structures are contingent, our
thinking can never transcend all existing structures, for, in giving mean-
ing to the world, we always imply some or other structure. Meanings are
never completely fixed, but nor are they ever completely fluid and open
(Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 113). Both people and society are understood
as historical phenomena that are compelled to work on the basis of the
existing structures, presupposing and ensuring continuity in the social.

T h e  I m p o s s i b l e  S o c i e t y

Laclau and Mouffe claim that society is impossible, that it does not exist
(1985: 111). By this, they mean that society as an objective entity is never
completed or total. Earlier, we explained how the concept of structure in
the Saussurian tradition is criticised by poststructuralists on the grounds
that Saussurians understand structure as a totality in which all signs
relate unambiguously to one another. Laclau and Mouffe replace this
concept of structure with the concept of discourse that also refers to a
structuring of signs in relation to one another, but which stresses that the
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structuring never exhausts all the possibilities for the ascription of meaning.
A discourse can always be undermined by articulations that place the
signs in different relations to one another. According to Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse theory, the signs are therefore structured in relation
to each other but never in a finished totality. Discourses are always only
temporary and partial fixations of meaning in a fundamentally undecidable
terrain.

It is the same type of criticism that Laclau and Mouffe direct against
Marxism and many other social theories. Historical materialism sees
society as an objective totality in which the economy produces demar-
cated groups (classes) that have fixed relations to one another (on oppo-
site sides of the class struggle). Laclau and Mouffe challenge this view,
contending that society does not exist as an objective totality in which
everything has a stable position. ‘Society’ is at all times partly structured,
but only partly and temporarily. If, for instance, people identify with
different classes, it is not because society is objectively constituted by
these classes, but because there has been a temporary closure whereby
other possibilities for identification, such as gender or ethnicity, are
marginalised or excluded.

We continuously produce society and act as if it exists as a totality,
and we verbalise it as a totality. With words like ‘the people’ or ‘the
country’ we seek to demarcate a totality by ascribing it an objective con-
tent. But the totality remains an imaginary entity. If, for instance, a
Labour politician in a British electoral campaign announces that ‘we will
do the best for the country’, and a Conservative politician says the same
thing, then it is most probably very different images of the country, and
very different plans, they have in mind (cf. Laclau 1993b: 287). ‘The
country’, and all other terms for society as a totality, are floating signi-
fiers; they are invested with a different content by different articulations.
Laclau’s term for a floating signifier that refers to a totality is myth:

By myth we mean a space of representation which bears no relation of continu-
ity with the dominant ‘structural objectivity’. Myth is thus a principle of reading of
a given situation, whose terms are external to what is representable in the objec-
tive spatiality constituted by the given structure. (Laclau 1990: 61)

This way of thinking parallels the one which we saw in the critique of
structuralism: there are only temporary structurings of the social, and
any one structure is never final or total. The total structure is, like
‘society’, something we imagine in order to make our acts meaningful.
The social structures, then, are not concordant with the myth. The myth
is, on the one hand, a distorted representation of reality, but on the other
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hand, this distortion is inevitable and constitutive because it establishes
a necessary horizon for our acts. Thus the myth, ‘the country’, makes
national politics possible and provides the different politicians with a
platform on which they can discuss with one another. At the same time,
the choice of myth delimits what it is meaningful to discuss and the
manner in which it can be discussed. If ‘the country’ is the starting point,
then ‘national economy’ is important and local, regional and global eco-
nomic issues are understood from a national perspective.

One aim of discourse analysis is to pinpoint and analyse the myths of
society as objective reality that are implied in talk and other actions.
How it is that some myths come to appear objectively true and others as
impossible is a central question. And one can analyse how myths as
floating signifiers are invested with different contents by different social
actors in the struggle to make their particular understanding of ‘society’
the prevailing one.

I D E N T I T Y  A N D  G R O U P  F O R M AT I O N

How can we conceptualise the actors who participate in the struggles
about the definition and shaping of reality? As we mentioned in Chapter 1,
all the approaches to discourse analysis are critical of the classical Western
understanding of the individual as an autonomous subject. And as we saw
in Laclau and Mouffe’s critique of Marxist theory, they also reject the
position that collective identity (in Marxist theory, primarily classes) is
determined by economic and material factors. According to Laclau and
Mouffe, individual and collective identity are both organised according to
the same principles in the same discursive processes. We begin by present-
ing their understanding of the subject and individual identity and then
move on to cover collective identity and group formation.

S u b j e c t  P o s i t i o n s

As mentioned in Chapter 1, interpellation was Althusser’s suggestion for
an alternative to the classical Western view of the subject. Individuals are
interpellated or placed in certain positions by particular ways of talking.
If a child says ‘mum’ and the adult responds, then the adult has become
interpellated with a particular identity – a ‘mother’ – to which particular
expectations about her behaviour are attached. In discourse theoretical
terms, the subjects become positions in discourses. By and large, it is this

40 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D

3035-02.qxd  9/6/02 6:01 PM  Page 40



understanding of the subject that Laclau and Mouffe employ in
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. However, in Althusser’s theory there
is still an economic determinism incompatible with discourse theory:
Althusser understands the interpellation of the subjects as ideological as
it hides the true relations between people. To Laclau and Mouffe, there
are no ‘true’ social relations determined by the economy. But the people
are still interpellated by discourses: subjects are to be understood as ‘sub-
ject positions’ within a discursive structure (1985: 115). Discourses
always designate positions for people to occupy as subjects. For instance,
at a medical consultation the positions of ‘doctor’ and ‘patient’ are
specified. Corresponding to these positions, there are certain expectations
about how to act, what to say and what not to say. For instance, the doc-
tor has the authority to say what is wrong with the patient; the patient
can only guess. If the doctor does not believe that the patient is sick, and
the patient insists on it, then the patient has exceeded the boundary for
what is allowed in the patient position and is branded a hypochondriac. 

We have seen that Laclau and Mouffe, in agreement with poststruc-
turalism in general, think that one discourse can never establish itself so
firmly that it becomes the only discourse that structures the social. There
are always several conflicting discourses at play. As with Althusser, the
subject is not understood as sovereign in poststructuralist theory: the sub-
ject is not autonomous, but is determined by discourses. In addition, and
in contrast to Althusser’s theory, the subject is also fragmented: it is not
positioned in only one way and by only one discourse, but, rather, is
ascribed many different positions by different discourses. At elections, the
subject is a ‘voter’, at a dinner party, a ‘guest’, and perhaps in the family
a ‘mother’, ‘wife’ and ‘daughter’. Often the shifts go unnoticed and the
individual does not even realise that he or she occupies several different
subject positions throughout each day. But if conflicting discourses strive
simultaneously to organise the same social space, the individual is inter-
pellated in different positions at the same time. For instance, on election
day, the question may be whether the individual should let herself be
interpellated as a feminist, a Christian or a worker. Perhaps all of these
possibilities seem attractive, but they point in different directions when it
comes to voting. In such cases, the subject is overdetermined. That means
that he or she is positioned by several conflicting discourses among which
a conflict arises. For Laclau and Mouffe, the subject is always overdeter-
mined because the discourses are always contingent; there is no objective
logic that points to a single subject position. Subject positions that are not
in visible conflict with other positions are the outcome of hegemonic
processes (see pages 47–9), whereby alternative possibilities have been
excluded and a particular discourse has been naturalised.
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L a c a n ’ s  T h e o r y  o f  t h e  S u b j e c t

In texts written since Hegemony and Socialist Strategy Laclau has
imported Jacques Lacan’s theories, via Slavoj Zizek, in order to develop
the concept of the subject further. Laclau uses Lacan to give the indivi-
dual an unconscious, which can explain why people allow themselves to
be interpellated by discourses. As we will show, Lacan’s theory of the
subject parallels Laclau and Mouffe’s conceptions of structure and
society: Lacan also understands the subject as a perpetually incomplete
structure which constantly strives to become a whole.10

Lacan’s theory begins with the infant. The infant is not aware of itself
as a delimited subject but lives in symbiosis with the mother and the
world around it. Gradually, the infant becomes detached from the
mother but retains the memory of a feeling of completeness. Generally,
the condition of the subject is the perpetual striving to become whole
again. Through socialisation, the child is presented with discursive
images of ‘who it is’ and what identity it has. The subject comes to know
itself as an individual by identifying with something outside itself, that
is, with the images presented to it. The images are internalised, but the
child (and, later on, the adult) constantly feels that he or she does not
quite fit the images. So the images are, at one and the same time, the
basis of identification and of alienation. The images which come from
the outside and are internalised are continuously compared to the
infant’s feeling of wholeness, but they never quite match it. Therefore,
the subject is fundamentally split. Lacan speaks of ‘the self’s radical
ex-centricity to itself with which man is confronted’ (Lacan 1977a: 171):
regardless of where the subject is positioned by the discourses, the feeling
of wholeness fails to emerge.

The idea of the true, whole self is a fiction (Lacan 1977b: 2) or, using
Laclau’s term explained above, a myth. Like the social, the individual is
partly structured by discourses, but the structuring is never total. The
wholeness is imaginary but it is a necessary horizon within which both
the self and the social are created.

By incorporating Lacan’s understanding of the subject, discourse theory
has provided the subject with a ‘driving force’ as it constantly tries to
‘find itself’ through investing in discourses. We will now take a closer
look at how the individual is structured discursively. Identity, for Lacan,
is equivalent to identification with something. And this ‘something’ is the
subject positions which discourses offer the individual. Lacan speaks of
master signifiers, which, in Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theoretical
terms, we can call the nodal points of identity. ‘Man’ is an example of a
master signifier, and different discourses offer different content to fill this
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signifier. This takes place through the linking together of signifiers in
chains of equivalence that establish the identity relationally (Laclau and
Mouffe 1985: 127ff.). The discursive construction of ‘man’ pinpoints
what ‘man’ equals and what it differs from. For instance, a widespread
discourse equates ‘man’ with ‘strength’, ‘reason’ and ‘football’ (and
many other things) and contrasts that with ‘woman’: ‘passive’, ‘passion’
and ‘cooking’.11 The discourse thus provides behavioural instructions to
people who identify with man and woman respectively which they have
to follow in order to be regarded as a (real) man or woman.

It is by being represented in this way by a cluster of signifiers with a
nodal point at its centre that one acquires an identity. Identities are
accepted, refused and negotiated in discursive processes. Identity is thus
something entirely social. Laclau and Mouffe, then, have rejected the tra-
ditional Western understanding of the individual in which identity is seen
as an individual, inner core to be expressed across contexts. Likewise,
they have deserted historical materialism with its view of identity as
determined by the base, situating identity instead in discursive, and so in
political, practices.

The understanding of identity in Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory
can be summarised as follows:

• The subject is fundamentally split, it never quite becomes ‘itself’.
• It acquires its identity by being represented discursively.
• Identity is thus identification with a subject position in a discursive

structure.
• Identity is discursively constituted through chains of equivalence

where signs are sorted and linked together in chains in opposition to
other chains which thus define how the subject is, and how it is not. 

• Identity is always relationally organised; the subject is something
because it is contrasted with something that it is not.

• Identity is changeable just as discourses are.
• The subject is fragmented or decentred; it has different identities

according to those discourses of which it forms part.
• The subject is overdetermined; in principle, it always has the possi-

bility to identify differently in specific situations. Therefore, a given
identity is contingent – that is, possible but not necessary.

G r o u p  F o r m a t i o n

For Laclau and Mouffe, as noted earlier, collective identity or group
formation is understood according to the same principles as individual
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identity. The boundary between the two types of identity is fuzzy: there
is little difference between identification as a ‘man’ and identification
with the group, ‘men’.

As we have seen in their critique of Marxism, Laclau and Mouffe
claim that there are no objective conditions that determine into which
groups the social space is divided. We have seen that individuals have
several identities (decentring) and that they have the possibility of iden-
tifying differently in given situations (overdetermination). How are
groups to be understood in this chaos? Group formation is to be under-
stood as a reduction of possibilities. People are constituted as groups
through a process by which some possibilities of identification are put
forward as relevant while others are ignored. This process takes place
through the establishment of chains of equivalence. For instance, take the
group ‘blacks’. In the decades following the Second World War, ‘blacks’
came to form a group in the UK, among other places. At first it was not
necessarily ‘blacks’ who identified themselves in that way, perhaps pre-
ferring to identify themselves as Jamaicans, Pakistanis or Asians – or as
women or homosexuals or cab drivers. But in British society, everyone
who was not white was, in many situations, equated with one another
and identified and treated as ‘black’. White Britons constituted a collec-
tive identity by contrasting themselves with the group of ‘blacks’. In the
1960s, many ‘blacks’ began to use the label positively; it became ‘black
is beautiful’. Thus, the already constituted discursive identification was
mobilised politically, and used for pointing to, and criticising social
conditions experienced by ‘black people’ in common. This example is
taken from an article by Stuart Hall (1991), in which he also considers
what the category ‘black’ can be used for today. Like all other group
formations, the category ‘black’ obscures the differences that exist within
the group. Thus for example, one overlooks that ‘black’ women have, in
some cases, more in common with ‘white’ women than they have with
‘black’ men. Group formations are always closures in an undecidable ter-
rain, and as with discourse in general, they only work by excluding alter-
native interpretations.

In discursive group formations, then, ‘the other’ – that which one iden-
tifies oneself is excluded, and the differences within the group are ignored.
Thereby all the other ways in which one could have formed groups are
also ignored. In this sense, group formation is political.12

Such discursive processes can be captured with Laclau and Mouffe’s
pair of concepts ‘the logic of equivalence’ and ‘the logic of difference’
(Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 127ff.). The logic of equivalence worked as
all non-white people gradually were identified as black: the specificity of
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all the different colours and origins was subsumed in the one category
‘black’, and ‘black’ was defined in opposition to what it was not, that is,
as ‘non-white’. Thus the social space collapsed into a polar opposition
according to which the only identities available were ‘black’ and ‘white’.
By contrast, Stuart Hall’s intervention promotes the logic of difference,
as he tries to disperse the polar opposition in a larger number of more
specific identities. According to Hall, relevant categories are not only
black and white, but also, for instance, gender, and the social space, in
his representation, is populated with (at least) four different kinds of
identity: black women, black men, white women and white men. The
example also shows that, as political projects, neither the logic of equiv-
alence nor the logic of difference can a priori be designated the more pro-
gressive way to go. Whereas the logic of equivalence provided ‘blacks’
with a common platform from which to claim equal rights, it also over-
shadowed internal differences and injustices cross-cutting the black/
white distinction. And whereas Hall’s logic of difference may shed light
on such injustices, it may simultaneously weaken the common ground
for ‘black’ mobilisation.

R e p r e s e n t a t i o n

An important element in processes of group formation is representation.
Because groups are not socially predetermined, they do not exist until
they are constituted in discourse. And that entails that someone talks
about, or on behalf of, the group. Representation basically means that
one can be represented by proxy when one is physically absent. For
instance, all citizens cannot be present in parliament to discuss political
issues, and that is why representative democracy is practical. Citizens
elect representatives who can be present on their behalf when they can-
not be present themselves. The ideal is that there is agreement between
the representative and the group that he or she represents; the represen-
tative should personify the will of the group. But, according to Laclau
and Mouffe, there are no objective groups since groups are always
created through contingent constructions of equivalence among different
elements. So it is not the case that the group is formed first and later
represented; group and representative are constituted in one movement.
It is not until someone speaks of, or to, or on behalf of, a group that it
is constituted as a group (Laclau 1993b: 289ff.).

Whenever a group is represented, a whole understanding of society
follows with it as the group is constituted in contrast to other groups:
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The basic point is this: I cannot assert a differential identity without distinguishing
it from a context, and, in the process of making the distinction, I am asserting the
context at the same time. (Laclau 1996b: 27)

Group formation thus plays a part in the struggle over how the myth
about society is to be filled with meaning. And conversely, different
understandings of society divide the social space into different groups.
For instance, traditional class struggle implies the idea of the division of
society into classes that fight against each other, while a feminist per-
spective emphasises division by gender. The understanding of society
which prevails, and the group division that this implies, have critical con-
sequences for our actions. 

Eric Hobsbawm has (from a somewhat more traditional Marxist
standpoint) reflected on processes of collective identity in the years
before the First World War (Hobsbawm 1990: 122 ff.). At the end of the
19th century, people’s sense of belonging to nation states was growing
and the division of the world along national lines seemed increasingly
natural. At the same time, workers’ identification of themselves as work-
ers was also growing and this group formation implied another under-
standing of the world – one constituted by ‘workers’ in contrast to
‘capitalists’ across national borders. This was not a big problem since, as
we have seen, the subject is fragmented and constituted in several differ-
ent subject positions. But in the run-up to the First World War, the two
understandings of the world came into conflict with one another. Or, to
use a discourse theoretical term that we will introduce in the next
section, an antagonism arose. Advocates of people as nations competed
for the people’s favour with advocates representing people as classes,
and, finally, the national articulation prevailed. Hobsbawm interprets
this as a contributory factor to the war, which was a war between nation
states, and which would have been unthinkable if the group formation
principles of the class struggle had been established as objectively true
(Hobsbawm 1990: 130).

Hobsbawm does not practise discourse analysis, but, as we have pre-
sented it, his analysis still serves as an example of what a discourse analy-
sis of discursive and political processes could look like. This kind of
analysis would focus on articulations that constitute particular groups
through representation and would explore the understandings of society
that are implied. When collective (and individual) identity is investigated
by discourse analysis, the starting point is to identify which subject
positions – individual or collective – the discursive structures indicate as
relevant. That can be done by looking for the nodal point around which
identity is organised. It could be ‘immigrant’, ‘housewife’ or ‘worker’.
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Then one can investigate the way in which the nodal point is filled with
meaning relationally by being equated with some, and contrasted with
other, signifiers. It is important to map how different discourses struggle
to divide the social into groups along different lines, and to fill the
different master signifiers with different content by equating them with
different signifiers. For instance, the introduction of ‘the new man’
challenged the traditional discourse about masculinity that contrasted
‘man’ and ‘feelings’. The construction of subject positions and hence
identities, then, is a battlefield where different constellations of elements
struggle to prevail. In the next section, we present in some detail Laclau
and Mouffe’s theorisation of the struggle.

A N TA G O N I S M  A N D  H E G E M O N Y

The struggle over the creation of meaning has been an ongoing theme in
this chapter, and in the discourse theoretical perspective, conflict and
struggle pervade the social, so struggle becomes an important focus in
specific analysis. We will now take a closer look at how antagonistic
conflicts can be understood theoretically within a discourse theoretical
framework.

The starting point of discourse theory is that no discourse can be fully
established, it is always in conflict with other discourses that define reality
differently and set other guidelines for social action. At particular
historical moments, certain discourses can seem natural and be relatively
uncontested. That it is to this phenomenon that the concept of objectivity
refers. But the naturalised discourses are never definitively established
and their moments can again become elements and thus objects for new
articulations.

A social antagonism occurs when different identities mutually exclude
each other. Although a subject has different identities, these do not
have to relate antagonistically to one another. The implication of
Hobsbawm’s example is that one can be a ‘worker’ and a ‘Scot’ at the
same time. But if the worker identity excludes obligations to the country
in war, for instance, or if the national identity summons people to kill
those whom they consider to be fellow workers in other countries, then
the relationship between the two identities becomes antagonistic. The two
identities make contrasting demands in relation to the same actions within
a common terrain, and inevitably one blocks the other. The individual
discourses, which constitute each of the identities, are part of each other’s
field of discursivity, and, when an antagonism occurs, everything the
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individual discourse has excluded threatens to undermine the
discourse’s existence and fixity of meaning (Laclau 1990: 17). Thus its
contingency, and the contingency of the identities it constitutes, become
visible.13

Thus, antagonisms can be found where discourses collide.
Antagonisms may be dissolved through hegemonic interventions. A
hegemonic intervention is an articulation which by means of force recon-
stitutes unambiguity (Laclau 1993b: 282f.). Thus, in the First World
War the reason why soldiers could be recruited among the ‘workers’ was
that the already established worker identity was suppressed through a
hegemonic intervention in favour of a national identity.

‘Hegemony’ is similar to ‘discourse’ because both terms denote a fixa-
tion of elements in moments. But the hegemonic intervention achieves
this fixation across discourses that collide antagonistically. One dis-
course is undermined from the discursive field from which another dis-
course overpowers it, or rather dissolves it, by rearticulating its elements.
The hegemonic intervention has succeeded if one discourse comes to
dominate alone, where before there was conflict, and the antagonism is
dissolved. For instance, when people from different nations actually
went to war against one another in the First World War, this was a sign
that the hegemonic articulation of people as ‘Germans’ and ‘Frenchmen’
had succeeded at the expense of the articulation of people as ‘workers’.
Thus ‘hegemonic intervention’ is a process that takes place in an anta-
gonistic terrain, and the ‘discourse’ is the result – the new fixation of
meaning.

The establishment of hegemonic discourses as objectivity and their dis-
solution in new political battlefields is an important aspect of the social
processes that discourse analysis investigates. But, according to Laclau,
the dissolution of hegemonic discourses is also a fitting description of the
practice of discourse analysis itself. Using Jacques Derrida’s concept of
deconstruction to capture such interventions, Laclau describes decon-
struction and hegemony as ‘the two sides of a single operation’ (Laclau
1993b: 281). Hegemony is the contingent articulation of elements in an
undecidable terrain and deconstruction is the operation that shows that
a hegemonic intervention is contingent – that the elements could have
been combined differently (Laclau 1993b: 281f.). Thus, deconstruction
reveals the undecidability, while the hegemonic intervention naturalises
a particular articulation (cf. Torfing 1999: 103). Discourse analysis aims
at the deconstruction of the structures that we take for granted; it tries
to show that the given organisation of the world is the result of political
processes with social consequences. If, for instance, ‘immigrants’ in a
given discourse are equated with ‘crime’, then the discourse analyst
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can show how this coupling has been established discursively and what
consequences it has for both ‘immigrants’ and ‘natives’.

But the discourse analyst, like anyone else, does not have access to a
privileged standpoint outside the discursive structures, so deconstruction
has to take its starting point in the given structures:

The movements of deconstruction do not destroy structures from the outside.
They are not possible and effective, nor can they take accurate aim, except by
inhabiting those structures. (Derrida 1998: 24)

The discourse analyst is often anchored in exactly the same discourses as
he or she wants to analyse. And, under all circumstances, the discourse
analyst is always anchored in some or other discursive structure.
Although discourse analysis is about distancing oneself from these dis-
courses and ‘showing them as they are’, in this kind of theory there is no
hope of escaping from the discourses and telling the pure truth, truth in
itself being always a discursive construction.

All social constructionist approaches to social and cultural research
share this dilemma. But the approaches differ as to the way in which they
deal – or fail to deal – with the problem. Laclau and Mouffe briefly
acknowledge it in their introduction to Hegemony and Socialist Strategy
(1985: 3), but they do not specify its consequences for the reliability of
their own theory. Other researchers have tried to deal with the problem
through reflexivity (see Chapters 4 and 6). Under all circumstances, the
product of the research – the specific discourse analysis, for example – is
a kind of political intervention: a contingent articulation of elements
which reproduces or challenges the given discourses in the never-ending
struggle to define the world.

U S I N G  D I S C O U R S E  T H E O RY

As we have mentioned, Laclau and Mouffe do not do much detailed
analysis of empirical material themselves. And when they do identify spe-
cific discourses, they are interested in these as abstract phenomena rather
than as resources that people draw upon and transform in the practices
of everyday life (see Figure 1.2). But that does not mean that Laclau and
Mouffe’s theory or their concepts cannot be used in detailed empirical
analyses.14 It just takes a little imagination. Here, we will recapitulate
some of Laclau and Mouffe’s concepts that we find useful as tools for
empirical analysis:
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• Nodal points, master signifiers and myths, which can be collectively
labelled key signifiers in the organisation of discourse;

• The concept of chains of equivalence which refers to the investment
of key signifiers with meaning;

• Concepts concerning identity: group formation, identity and repre-
sentation; and

• Concepts for conflict analysis: floating signifiers, antagonism and
hegemony.

First, the different key signifiers: nodal points, master signifiers and
myths. Generally speaking, nodal points organise discourses (for exam-
ple, ‘liberal democracy’), master signifiers organise identity (for example,
‘man’), and myths organise a social space (for example, ‘the West’ or
‘society’). All of these concepts refer to key signifiers in the social organi-
sation of meaning. When key signifiers are identified in specific empirical
material, the investigation can begin of how discourses, identity and the
social space respectively are organised discursively. This is done by inves-
tigating how the key signifiers are combined with other signs. What the
key signifiers have in common is that they are empty signs: that is, they
mean almost nothing by themselves until, through chains of equivalence,
they are combined with other signs that fill them with meaning. ‘Liberal
democracy’ becomes liberal democracy through its combination with
other carriers of meaning such as ‘free elections’ and ‘freedom of speech’.
By investigating the chains of meaning that discourses bring together in
this way, one can gradually identify discourses (and identities and social
spaces). It is important to remember that non-linguistic practices and
objects are, according to Laclau and Mouffe, also part of discourses.
Therefore electoral observers, ballot boxes and the physical set-up of
parliament belong to the discourse of liberal democracy.

Individual and collective identities and maps of the social space can
similarly be investigated by following the combinations of meaning in
chains of equivalence. A social space such as ‘the West’ typically links a
geographical part of the world to, for instance, ‘civilisation’, ‘white
people’, ‘the Christian church’ and ‘liberal democratic institutions’. Here
we see again that the elements in the chain of equivalence are both lin-
guistic and non-linguistic. And we see how entities (discourses, identities or
social space) are always established relationally, in relation to something
they are not. The West stands in opposition to the rest of the world which
is not automatically accepted as civilised and democratic, but rather defined
as ‘barbaric’ and ‘coloured’. Analysis of the ‘Other’ which is always created
together with the creation of ‘Us’ can give some idea of what a given
discourse about ourselves excludes and what social consequences this
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exclusion has. In the case just mentioned, the rest of the world is
excluded from the West – it is completely different and has nothing to do
with it. But this construction of the West also excludes the existence of
barbarism in the West, because the West is defined by civilisation in con-
trast to the barbarism of the rest of the world.

However, some people maintain that barbarism also exists in the West,
indicating that the understanding of the myth of ‘the West’ just described
is not uncontested. ‘The West’ is (like ‘democracy’ and ‘man’) a floating
signifier, and different discourses struggle to fill it with different mean-
ings. Generally speaking, Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical point that dis-
courses are never completely stable and uncontested can be turned into
methodological guidelines concerning the location of the lines of conflict
in one’s empirical material. What different understandings of reality are
at stake, where are they in antagonistic opposition to one another? And
what are the social consequences if the one or the other wins out and
hegemonically pins down the meaning of the floating signifier?

Using these concepts, it is possible to investigate the functioning of dis-
courses in empirical material: how each discourse constitutes knowledge
and reality, identities and social relations; where discourses function
unobtrusively side by side, and where there are open antagonisms; and
which hegemonic interventions are striving to override the conflicts – in
which ways and with which consequences.

The following is a brief example of such an analysis focusing on the
concepts of ‘identity’, ‘antagonism’ and ‘hegemony’ as analytical tools.
Our material consists of two letters: a letter from a 21-year-old woman,
‘unhappy’, to an agony aunt in a Danish women’s magazine and the
agony aunt’s reply.

Sex and relationships

Love collides with my faith
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I am 21 years old and, since I was 11, I have
had big psychological problems. Without
reason, I turned from being happy and out-
going to being insecure with lots of inferiority
complexes. I have no education but now
have my own little firm and a nice little
apartment.Via my parents I am a member
of a particular religious community.

Eight months ago I met my boyfriend who
is a complete atheist.At the beginning of our
relationship he drank himself out of his
senses every weekend when he was off. He

came and called me all sorts of bad names,
made fun of my faith and threatened me
with all sorts of things, but never hit me.
When I did not open the door, he would stay
and ring the doorbell for hours. He always
finished by breaking up with me, but then
the next day he would regret it and say that
he would pull himself together. Now he rarely
gets drunk, but, when he does, he goes crazy
again and is nasty. Therefore, I am afraid of
letting him out of my sight.
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Example 2.1. Sample from a problems page in the Danish women’s magazine, Alt for
Damerne, no. 49/1997, p. 128. Translated from the Danish by the authors.

‘Unhappy’ has been a member of a religious community which she left after
she met her boyfriend. She presents herself as having two identities or sub-
ject positions. She has given up one identity, constructed around the master
signifier, ‘religious’ or, ‘member of a religious community’, to embrace an
identity as ‘girlfriend’. She points out that she experienced the two identi-
ties as contradictory – she could not ‘handle two lives’. This is because her
identity as ‘girlfriend’ (at least with this particular man) is equated with
‘non-religious’ (he ‘made fun of my faith’). In terms of Laclau and Mouffe’s
discourse theory, the two identities were in an antagonistic relationship to
each other since they were mutually exclusive: as a girlfriend she could not
be religious, and as religious she could not be a girlfriend.

Within the universe that she has constructed, the only solution has
been to choose between the two identities. On one side was the life with
the boyfriend which was equated with love and atheism; on the other
side, the religious community, her parents and her friends. She has made

52 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D

I have dropped my life in my religious
community. I did it when I found out that I
loved him and because I could not handle
two lives. It has been difficult and I actually
have no friends anymore, at least not in
the same way. It was also difficult for my
parents to accept, and relations between us
were cold for a while. Luckily, it is now going
much better.

We have talked about getting engaged
and married and I am not afraid of that. But
I am still worried that the parties will end up
in drunkenness. I would get very disappointed
if it ended up that way. How do you prevent
that when he has grown up in a family with
drinking and violence, and when his entire
family has that tendency? I know now that all
my problems are because of myself, that I
and my emotional life are the problem.What
should I do with my life, how do I control my
emotions, whom should I go to?

Unhappy

I don’t understand how you can give up
your faith for such an awful guy.The first

thing you should do is, of course, to find
your faith again.You can easily hold on to
it without being a member of a religious
community.

There must be a reason why you got
psychological problems when you were
11. You need to go into therapy to find
yourself again and to make your faith
work positively for you.

As for your boyfriend, I must strongly
dissuade you from getting married and
engaged and having children until he has
shown you, over a long period of time,
that he is stable and capable of not drink-
ing too much. I suggest that you go into
therapy for a lengthy period of time.

I do not know any therapists in the
area where you live. But you can talk to
your doctor or perhaps the local minister
about who is usually good at giving
psychotherapeutic help in a case like
yours.

Birgit Dagmar Johansen
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a hegemonic intervention in favour of her identity as girlfriend (‘I have
dropped my life in my religious community. I did it when I found out
that I loved him’), and it is not this decision that she has asked the agony
aunt for advice about. What she wants to know is how she can prevent
the boyfriend from drinking and how she herself can get to feel better.

From reading the letter, one can come to doubt whether she actually
has succeeded in establishing the hegemony that she claims she has. The
main part of the letter concerns the conflict between the two identities
and her decision to exclude one of them, although this does not have
anything to do with her specific question to the problems page. In addition,
there is a grammatical slip: ‘Via my parents I am a member of a particular
religious community’ (our emphasis) instead of ‘I was’.

Clearly the agony aunt, Birgit Dagmar Johansen, bases her answer on
this suspicion. She challenges the hegemonic intervention ‘Unhappy’ has
made (‘I don’t understand how you can give up your faith for such an
awful guy’) and suggests that her reality be articulated differently.
Moreover, her answer identifies an antagonism in the young woman’s
life – but not so much between ‘faith’ and ‘girlfriend’ as between ‘girl-
friend’ and ‘psychological well-being’ (‘As for your boyfriend, I must
strongly dissuade you from getting married and engaged and having
children until he has shown you, over a long period of time, that he is
stable and capable of not drinking too much. I suggest that you go into
therapy for a lengthy period of time’). ‘Psychological well-being’ is also
a recurring theme of ‘Unhappy’s letter, but without being connected
with the other parts of the letter (‘I know now that all my problems are
because of myself, that and my emotional life are the problem’). In
contrast, in Johansen’s answer ‘psychological well-being’ is linked
together in a chain of equivalence with ‘belief’, ‘therapy’ and ‘change of
boyfriend’. Johansen’s answer, then, rearticulates the elements in
‘Unhappy’s letter, thus constructing her situation and available choices
in a new way that points at other actions as the obvious ones. The choice
is now between ‘faith’, ‘therapy’ and perhaps ‘change of boyfriend’ on
the one side, and ‘lack of faith’, ‘alcoholic boyfriend’ and ‘psychological
misery’ on the other. And this articulation points to another hegemonic
solution than the one the letter writer has thought out for herself: she
should invest in her identity as ‘religious’ and only begin to consider seri-
ously the identity of ‘girlfriend’ when the man has changed.

In the next two chapters, we will describe how to carry out discourse
analysis respectively in critical discourse analysis and discursive psychology –
from the formulation of the research questions to the production of
empirical material and the analysis and presentation of the research
results. Laclau and Mouffe do not provide such an instruction manual,
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but many of the steps and recommendations belonging to the other
approaches can be used in analyses along the lines of Laclau and Mouffe’s
discourse theory. Conversely, tools belonging to Laclau and Mouffe’s
approach, such as the ones we have just presented, can be imported into
studies employing critical discourse analysis or discursive psychology.
Whether one wants to work across the approaches or to use Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse analysis alone, the steps and recommendations
presented in the next chapters are designed so that one can draw on them
to construct a framework that fits one’s own project.

C O N T I N G E N C Y  A N D  P E R M A N E N C E

By now, it should be clear that the starting point of Laclau and Mouffe’s
discourse theory is that everything is contingent. All discourses and articu-
lations and therefore all aspects of the social could have been different –
and can become different. This basic premise has provoked criticism of
Laclau and Mouffe for overestimating the possibility of change (for
example Chouliaraki 2002; Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999; Larrain
1994). Lilie Chouliaraki and Norman Fairclough (1999: 125), for exam-
ple, claim that Laclau and Mouffe overlook the fact that not all individ-
uals and groups have equal possibilities for rearticulating elements in
new ways and so for creating change. They refer, for example, to a situ-
ation in which a manufacturer has been obliged by a customer to adhere
to certain quality standards which involved the documentation of the work
process (1999: 127ff.). At the manufacturer’s factory this entails the
adoption of certain new practices – both new routines in the organisa-
tion of the work and new ways of talking about the work process (how
it is divided up, categorised and documented). The manufacturer is
forced to live up to the demands of the customer if he wants to keep the
contract, and the workers are forced to do the same if they want to keep
their jobs. The people in the factory change their discourse so that the
elements are articulated in new ways – but not as a result of their own
choice. According to Chouliaraki and Fairclough, this example shows
that people’s discourse is often subjected to constraints that do not
emanate from the discursive level but from structural relationships of
dependency. Important structural conditions that can limit actors’ possi-
bilities include class, ethnicity and gender. Chouliaraki and Fairclough
argue that Laclau and Mouffe overlook the structural constraints
because they focus so much on contingency: everything is in flux and all
possibilities are open. Chouliaraki and Fairclough consider it important
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to pinpoint a structural domain in which the structures are socially
created but inert and hard to change – at least for dominated groups.
Besides the structural domain, they suggest a contingent domain for the
aspects that can be negotiated and changed.

We agree with Chouliaraki and Fairclough that it is important to
include considerations of permanence and constraint in any analysis of
the social, and we agree that this aspect is sometimes played down in
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, as when, for example, they refer
to ‘the constant overflowing of every discourse by the infinitude of the
field of discursivity’ (1985: 113; italics in original). However, the con-
cern with both permanence and the distribution of possibilities for action
is far from absent in discourse theory.15

First of all, even if in principle everything can be different, it does not
mean that everything is in flux or that change is necessarily easy. Laclau
and Mouffe distinguish between the objective and the political in order
to stress that, although everything is contingent, there is always an objec-
tive field of sedimented discourse – a long series of social arrangements
that we take for granted and therefore do not question or try to change.
Secondly, they recognise that not all actors have equal possibilities for
doing and saying things in new ways and for having their rearticulations
accepted. In Laclau and Mouffe’s approach, actors are understood –
whether they are groups or individuals – as subject positions determined
by discourses. Everyone does not have equal access to all subject posi-
tions, and, in our society, constraints can, for instance, be a function of
categories such as class, ethnicity and gender. As we mentioned earlier,
there are limits as to what a patient can say at a doctor’s consultation (if
the patient wants to be taken seriously). And it is part of the task of dis-
course analysis to investigate how people are categorised and how that
affects their possibilities for action. Thus, Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory does include conceptualisations of permanence and constraint,
but we agree with Chouliaraki and Fairclough in so far as Laclau and
Mouffe undertheorise this aspect of social practice. Laclau and Mouffe
recognise that there are large social areas of stability and permanence,
but they do not specify how the fixations can be identified and explored
in different social domains.

We suggest that one advance in this direction would be to introduce
the concept of ‘order of discourse’ into Laclau and Mouffe’s approach.
As we shall see in Chapter 3, critical discourse analysis employs such a
concept, although with a slightly different inflection from our present
suggestion. Laclau and Mouffe operate with two concepts: ‘discourse’
and ‘the field of discursivity’, and while ‘discourse’ is the term for the
partial fixation of meaning, ‘the field of discursivity’ is more difficult to
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specify. It is the term for the surplus of meaning, everything that is
excluded from the specific discourse. But as we discussed earlier, it is
unclear whether the concept refers to any meaning whatsoever outside
the specific discourse, or if it more narrowly refers only to potentially
competing systems and fragments of meaning. In our discussion we
asked if football, for instance, belongs to the field of discursivity of tra-
ditional Western medical discourse, since football is not included in med-
ical discourse, or whether ‘the field of discursivity’ should be reserved to
cover only potentially threatening meaning within the same sphere, for
example alternative treatment discourses in the case of medical dis-
course. We suggest that these two uses of the concept should be kept
apart, and we believe that Laclau and Mouffe, in neglecting to do so,
undertheorise the relationship between different discourses, and as a
result undertheorise the question of permanence versus change.

In our reformulation ‘discourse’ still refers to the partial fixation of
meaning, while ‘the field of discursivity’ refers to any actual or potential
meaning outside the specific discourse (i.e. football belongs to the
medical discourse’s field of discursivity). Between the two we suggest the
insertion of the concept of ‘order of discourse’, which would then denote
a social space in which different discourses partly cover the same terrain
which they compete to fill with meaning each in their own particular
way (for example, football does not, at the moment, belong to the same
order of discourse as Western medicine).16 The relationship between a
discourse and its exterior can now be formulated using three concepts.
‘Discourse’ continues to be the term for the structuring of a particular
domain in moments. A discourse is always structured by the exclusion of
other possible meanings and the term for this general exterior is ‘the field
of discursivity’. But now ‘order of discourse’ denotes two or more dis-
courses, each of which strives to establish itself in the same domain.
Thus, ‘order of discourse’ is also the term for a potential or actual area
of discursive conflict. The concepts of ‘antagonism’ and ‘hegemony’ will,
in this construction, belong to the level of ‘the order of discourse’; ‘anta-
gonism’ is open conflict between the different discourses in a particular
order of discourse, and ‘hegemony’ is the dissolution of the conflict
through a displacement of the boundaries between the discourses.

‘The field of discursivity’ is thus understood as the general reservoir of
all meaning not included in a specific discourse. The concept is necessary
insofar as it emphasises the contingency and the fundamental openness
of all social phenomena – for example, football might, at some point,
threaten to undermine Western medical discourse. But in a given situa-
tion, not all possibilities are equally likely and not all aspects of the social
are equally open. Laclau and Mouffe do not distinguish between these
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two cases, and they, therefore, provide no concept which covers the
likelihood that some meanings are more probable than others, that some
aspects are the objects of open struggle while others remain unques-
tioned at a given point in time. But Laclau and Mouffe’s distinction
between the objective and the political provides an opening for a concept
such as ‘the order of discourse’, and thus for further analysis of the con-
ditions of possibility for permanence and change.

Let us end by exemplifying such an analysis. As mentioned, an order
of discourse denotes a group of discourses that operate in the same social
terrain – both in conflict and in concordance with one another. For
example, the political debate in Denmark about the EU can be under-
stood as an order of discourse in empirical research aiming to reveal the
objects of struggle on the one hand and the aspects that are commonly
accepted on the other. In the EU debate, it is, for example, taken for
granted that Danes relate to the EU from a national perspective. Even
though there are different opinions as to what Danishness is, most
debaters assume that it exists and is relevant to questions about the EU.
In contrast to this, there is a struggle between different discourses about
whether Danes have a European identity or not, and what the implica-
tions of a European identity are for national identity.17

The EU debate indicates that it is more likely for a European identity
to emerge than for Danish national identity to vanish. This is because
there is an open conflict about European identity, making such an iden-
tity a realistic possibility, whereas there is an (almost) uncontested, tacit
consensus about the existence of national identity, making it improbable
that it should suddenly disappear as a relevant category for identifica-
tion. But nothing is certain: it is possible that the nation state will cease
to be a source of identification, and it is also possible that a European
identity will never emerge. This openness of possibilities is what is meant
by contingency. But at the moment, the question of national identity
belongs to the domain of objectivity – national identity is taken for
granted as natural and is therefore not questioned. As opposed to this,
the question of European identity belongs to the domain of the political
(to use Laclau and Mouffe’s definition of politics): it is something that is
explicitly discussed and fought over, and consequently it is easier to
imagine how it could be changed. This kind of evaluation of constraints
versus possibilities for change requires a concept of ‘order of discourse’
with which the interrelationship between different discourses can be
examined. In the next chapter, we describe and discuss the use of the
concept of order of discourse as part of our presentation of critical dis-
course analysis, and we continue our development of the concept in
Chapter 5.
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N OT E S

1 For an explication of the concept of discourse and related concepts in
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, see also Torfing (1999: Chapter 4) and
Howarth (2000: Chapter 6).

2 Inspiration for the examples of illness and health comes from Johannessen
(1994).

3 Laclau and Mouffe’s reading of the different Marxist theorists is much more
nuanced than the account which we can present in this limited space (1985:
Chapters 1 and 2).

4 Laclau and Mouffe (1985: Chapter 1) present a number of theorists’ sug-
gestions for solutions.

5 For an account of Gramsci’s theory and Laclau and Mouffe’s use of his theory,
see Laclau and Mouffe (1985: Chapter 2) and Barrett (1991: Chapter 4). 

6 As a result of this radical reworking of Marxist theory, it has been ques-
tioned whether Laclau and Mouffe can be said to be Marxists at all. We will
not go into this discussion here but just mention that they themselves define
themselves as post-Marxists with the emphasis both on post- and on Marxism
(1985: 4).

7 See Laclau and Mouffe (1990) for a discussion with one of these critics,
Norman Geras.

8 They are also called ‘the social’. We will not use this label here because our
use of ‘the social’ more loosely refers to all social phenomena.

9 For more about the concept of power in Foucault and in Laclau and
Mouffe, see Torfing (1999: Chapter 8), and for a wider discussion of differ-
ent understandings of power from a discourse theoretical perspective, see
Dyrberg (1997).

10 For Laclau’s reading of Lacan, see Laclau and Zac (1994: 31ff.).

11 The example is inspired by Bracher (1993: 30), who also writes about mas-
ter signifiers (p. 22ff.).

12 For more about chains of equivalence and collective identity, see Silverman
(1985). Laclau and Mouffe’s understanding of identity mirrors that of post-
structuralism in general, but some writers are more easily comprehensible
than Laclau and Mouffe, see, for example, Hall (1990, 1991 and 1996). A
similar understanding of identity that also draws on Hall’s thoughts, is
presented in Chapter 4.
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13 In Laclau (1998) the author distinguishes between ‘social antagonism’ and
‘dislocation’. Dislocation refers to the general condition that all identity is
constructed by excluding a constitutive outside, which in turn always threatens
to subvert any identity’s fixity (p. 39). No discourse can provide a fixed and
full structure, and dislocation is the term for the disruption of the structure by
forces from the constitutive outside (p. 50). ‘Social antagonism’ is one way of
responding to dislocation. Here the dislocation is projected onto an enemy,
whereby one discourse of identity attributes responsibility to ‘the other’ for its
failure to constitute a full and fixed identity.

14 See Howarth et al. (2000) and Norval (1996).

15 See also our discussion of contingency versus continuity in Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse theory on page 38.

16 Laclau and Mouffe introduce at one point the concept of ‘discursive
formation’ (1985: 105f.) imported from Foucault (Foucault 1972: Chapter 2).
We understand Foucault’s concept, ‘discursive formation’, as a frame for the
different and potentially conflicting discourses that operate in the same ter-
rain. This corresponds to what we, using Fairclough’s concept, have called an
order of discourse. The problem with Laclau and Mouffe is that it remains
unclear whether they share this understanding of ‘discursive formation’. As
we see it, they seem to equate ‘discourse’ and ‘discursive formation’. In any
case, they do not actually use the concept of ‘discursive formation’ – they
introduce it and then drop it.

17 See Larsen (1999; forthcoming) for an analysis of how ‘Europe’ is articu-
lated differently in various discourses in Denmark.
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3 Critical Discourse
Analysis

Critical discourse analysis (often abbrieviated to CDA) provides theories
and methods for the empirical study of the relations between discourse
and social and cultural developments in different social domains.
Confusingly, the label ‘critical discourse analysis’ is used in two differ-
ent ways: Norman Fairclough (1995a, 1995b) uses it both to describe
the approach that he has developed and as the label for a broader
movement within discourse analysis of which several approaches,
including his own, are part (Fairclough and Wodak 1997). This broad
movement is a rather loose entity and there is no consensus as to who
belongs to it.1 While Fairclough’s approach consists of a set of philo-
sophical premises, theoretical methods, methodological guidelines and
specific techniques for linguistic analysis, the broader critical discourse
analytical movement consists of several approaches among which there
are both similarities and differences. Below we will briefly present
some key elements shared by all the approaches. In the rest of the
chapter, we will present Fairclough’s approach since, in our view, that
represents, within the critical discourse analytical movement, the most
developed theory and method for research in communication, culture
and society.

F I V E  C O M M O N  F E AT U R E S

Among the different approaches to CDA, five common features can be
identified. It is these that make it possible to categorise the approaches
as belonging to the same movement. In the following account we draw
on Fairclough and Wodak’s overview (1997: 271ff.).
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1 . T h e  C h a r a c t e r  o f  S o c i a l  a n d  C u l t u r a l  P r o c e s s e s
a n d  S t r u c t u r e s  i s  P a r t l y  L i n g u i s t i c - D i s c u r s i v e

Discursive practices – through which texts are produced (created) and
consumed (received and interpreted) – are viewed as an important form
of social practice which contributes to the constitution of the social
world including social identities and social relations. It is partly through
discursive practices in everyday life (processes of text production and
consumption) that social and cultural reproduction and change take
place. It follows that some societal phenomena are not of a linguistic-
discursive character.

The aim of critical discourse analysis is to shed light on the linguistic-
discursive dimension of social and cultural phenomena and processes of
change in late modernity. Research in critical discourse analysis has cov-
ered areas such as organisational analysis (e.g. Mumby and Clair 1997),
pedagogy (Chouliaraki 1998), mass communication and racism, nation-
alism and identity (e.g. Chouliaraki 1999; van Dijk 1991; Wodak et al.
1999), mass communication and economy (Richardson 1998), the spread
of market practices (Fairclough 1993) and mass communication, demo-
cracy and politics (Fairclough 1995a, 1995b, 1998, 2000).

Discourse encompasses not only written and spoken language but also
visual images. It is commonly accepted that the analysis of texts con-
taining visual images must take account of the special characteristics of
visual semiotics and the relationship between language and images.
However, within critical discourse analysis (as in discourse analysis in
general) there is a tendency to analyse pictures as if they were linguistic
texts. An exception to this is social semiotics (e.g. Hodge and Kress 1988;
Kress and van Leeuwen 1996, 2001) which is an attempt to develop a
theory and method for the analysis of multi-modal texts – that is, texts
which make use of different semiotic systems such as written language,
visual images and/or sound.

2 . D i s c o u r s e  i s  B o t h  C o n s t i t u t i v e  a n d  C o n s t i t u t e d

For critical discourse analysts, discourse is a form of social practice
which both constitutes the social world and is constituted by other social
practices. As social practice, discourse is in a dialectical relationship with
other social dimensions. It does not just contribute to the shaping and
reshaping of social structures but also reflects them. When Fairclough
analyses how discursive practices in the media take part in the shaping
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of new forms of politics, he also takes into account that discursive
practices are influenced by societal forces that do not have a solely discursive
character (e.g. the structure of the political system and the institutional
structure of the media). This conception of ‘discourse’ distinguishes the
approach from more poststructuralist approaches, such as Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse theory (see Figure 1.1). In critical discourse analysis,
language-as-discourse is both a form of action (cf. Austin 1962) through
which people can change the world and a form of action which is socially
and historically situated and in a dialectical relationship with other
aspects of the social.

Fairclough (1992b) points to the family as an example of how the
social structure influences discursive practices. The relationship between
parents and children is partly discursively constituted, he says, but, at the
same time, the family is an institution with concrete practices, pre-existing
relationships and identities. These practices, relationships and identities
were originally discursively constituted, but have become sedimented in
institutions and non-discursive practices. The constitutive effects of dis-
course work together with other practices such as the distribution of
household tasks. Furthermore, social structures play an independent role
in forming and circumscribing discursive practices in the family:

[T]he discursive constitution of society does not emanate from a free play of
ideas in people’s heads but from a social practice which is firmly rooted in and
oriented to real, material social structures. (Fairclough 1992b: 66)

Here Fairclough suggests that, if discourse is only seen as constitutive,
this corresponds to claiming that social reality emanates only from
people’s heads. But, as we saw in Chapter 2, there is disagreement
among theorists as to whether the view that discourse is fully constitu-
tive amounts to this form of idealism. Laclau and Mouffe, for example,
argue strongly against the accusation of idealism on the grounds that the
conception of discourse as constitutive does not imply that physical
objects do not exist but, rather, that they acquire meaning only through
discourse.

3 . L a n g u a g e  u s e  s h o u l d  b e  E m p i r i c a l l y  A n a l y s e d
w i t h i n  i t s  S o c i a l  C o n t e x t

Critical discourse analysis engages in concrete, linguistic textual analysis
of language use in social interaction. This distinguishes it from both
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Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory which does not carry out system-
atic, empirical studies of language use, and from discursive psychology
which carries out rhetorical but not linguistic studies of language use (see
Figure 1.2). The example presented in the final part of this chapter
demonstrates how textual analysis is carried out in critical discourse
analysis.

4 . D i s c o u r s e  F u n c t i o n s  I d e o l o g i c a l l y

In critical discourse analysis, it is claimed that discursive practices con-
tribute to the creation and reproduction of unequal power relations
between social groups – for example, between social classes, women and
men, ethnic minorities and the majority. These effects are understood as
ideological effects.

In contrast to discourse theorists, including Foucault and Laclau and
Mouffe, critical discourse analysis does not diverge completely from the
Marxist tradition on this point. Some critical discourse analytical
approaches do ascribe to a Foucauldian view of power as a force which
creates subjects and agents – that is, as a productive force – rather than
as a property possessed by individuals, which they exert over others (see
Chapter 1). But, at the same time, they diverge from Foucault in that
they enlist the concept of ideology to theorise the subjugation of one
social group to other social groups. The research focus of critical dis-
course analysis is accordingly both the discursive practices which con-
struct representations of the world, social subjects and social relations,
including power relations, and the role that these discursive practices
play in furthering the interests of particular social groups. Fairclough
defines critical discourse analysis as an approach which seeks to investi-
gate systematically

[o]ften opaque relationships of causality and determination between (a) discur-
sive practices, events and texts and (b) broader social and cultural structures,
relations and processes […] how such practices, events and texts arise out of and
are ideologically shaped by relations of power and struggles over power […] how
the opacity of these relationships between discourse and society is itself a factor
securing power and hegemony. (Fairclough 1993: 135; reprinted in Fairclough
1995a: 132f.)

Critical discourse analysis is ‘critical’ in the sense that it aims to reveal
the role of discursive practice in the maintenance of the social world,
including those social relations that involve unequal relations of power.
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Its aim is to contribute to social change along the lines of more equal
power relations in communication processes and society in general.

5 . C r i t i c a l  R e s e a r c h

Critical discourse analysis does not, therefore, understand itself as politi-
cally neutral (as objectivist social science does), but as a critical approach
which is politically committed to social change. In the name of emanci-
pation, critical discourse analytical approaches take the side of oppressed
social groups. Critique aims to uncover the role of discursive practice in
the maintenance of unequal power relations, with the overall goal of
harnessing the results of critical discourse analysis to the struggle for radical
social change.2 Fairclough’s interest in ‘explanatory critique’ and ‘critical
language awareness’, to which we will return, is directed towards the
achievement of this goal.

D i f f e r e n c e s  B e t w e e n  t h e  A p p r o a c h e s

Beyond the identification of these five common features, however, there
are large differences between the critical discourse analytical
approaches with respect to their theoretical understanding of discourse,
ideology and the historical perspective, and also with respect to their
methods for the empirical study of language use in social interaction
and its ideological effects. For instance, as already mentioned, some
critical discourse analytical approaches do not share Foucault’s under-
standing of power as productive. Among these is van Dijk’s socio-
cognitive approach, which also diverges from most of the others by
being cognitivist (see Chapter 4 for a critique of cognitivism from the
perspective of discursive psychology). We will return to these differ-
ences at the end of this chapter.

F A I R C L O U G H ’ S  C R I T I C A L  D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S

Fairclough has constructed a useful framework for the analysis of
discourse as social practice, which we will describe in detail. As was also
the case with Laclau and Mouffe, we are faced here with an explosion
of concepts, as Fairclough’s framework contains a range of different
concepts that are interconnected in a complex three-dimensional model.
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Furthermore, the meanings of the concepts vary slightly across Fairclough’s
different works, the framework being under continuous development. In
our presentation of Fairclough’s theory, we draw on Fairclough’s books,
Discourse and Social Change (1992b), Critical Discourse Analysis
(1995a) and Media Discourse (1995b) as well as on Discourse in Late
Modernity co-written with Lilie Chouliaraki (Chouliaraki and
Fairclough 1999). In those cases in which conceptual changes are critical
to an understanding of the framework, we will draw attention to them.
In this first section we present Fairclough’s framework through outlining
the central concepts and then describing how they are linked to one
another. This is followed by one of Fairclough’s own empirical examples
that illustrates the application of the framework.

As mentioned earlier, an important difference between Fairclough
(and critical discourse analysis in general) and poststructuralist discourse
theory is that, in the former, discourse is not only seen as constitutive but
also as constituted. It is central to Fairclough’s approach that discourse
is an important form of social practice which both reproduces and
changes knowledge, identities and social relations including power rela-
tions, and at the same time is also shaped by other social practices and
structures. Thus discourse is in a dialectical relationship with other social
dimensions. Fairclough understands social structure as social relations
both in society as a whole and in specific institutions, and as consisting
of both discursive and non-discursive elements (Fairclough 1992b: 64).
A primarily non-discursive practice is, for example, the physical practice
that is involved in the construction of a bridge, whereas practices such as
journalism and public relations are primarily discursive (1992b: 66ff.).

At the same time, Fairclough distances himself from structuralism and
comes closer to a more poststructuralist position in claiming that discur-
sive practice not only reproduces an already existing discursive structure
but also challenges the structure by using words to denote what may lie
outside the structure (1992b: 66).3

However, he diverges in a significant way from poststructuralist dis-
course theory in concentrating on building a theoretical model and
methodological tools for empirical research in everyday social inter-
action. In contrast to poststructuralist tendencies, he stresses the impor-
tance of doing systematic analyses of spoken and written language in, for
example, the mass media and research interviews (Figure 1.2).

Fairclough’s approach is a text-oriented form of discourse analysis
that tries to unite three traditions (Fairclough 1992b: 72):

• Detailed textual analysis within the field of linguistics (including
Michael Halliday’s functional grammar).
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• Macro-sociological analysis of social practice (including Foucault’s
theory, which does not provide a methodology for the analysis of
specific texts).

• The micro-sociological, interpretative tradition within sociology
(including ethnomethodology and conversation analysis), where
everyday life is treated as the product of people’s actions in which
they follow a set of shared ‘common-sense’ rules and procedures.

Fairclough employs detailed text analysis to gain insight into how dis-
cursive processes operate linguistically in specific texts. But he criticises
linguistic approaches for concentrating exclusively on textual analysis
and for working with a simplistic and superficial understanding of the
relationship between text and society. For Fairclough, text analysis alone
is not sufficient for discourse analysis, as it does not shed light on the
links between texts and societal and cultural processes and structures. An
interdisciplinary perspective is needed in which one combines textual
and social analysis. The benefit derived from drawing on the macro-
sociological tradition is that it takes into account that social practices are
shaped by social structures and power relations and that people are often
not aware of these processes. The contribution of the interpretative
tradition is to provide an understanding of how people actively create a
rule-bound world in everyday practices (Fairclough 1992b).

The understanding of discourse as both constitutive and constituted,
then, is central to Fairclough’s theory. He conceives of the relationship
between discursive practice and social structures as complex and variable
across time, diverging from approaches to critical discourse analysis
which assume a higher degree of stability.

F A I R C L O U G H ’ S  T H R E E - D I M E N S I O N A L  M O D E L

K e y  C o n c e p t s

Fairclough applies the concept of discourse in three different ways. In the
most abstract sense, discourse refers to language use as social practice.
Above, we have used the term several times in this way, for example in
the statement, ‘discourse is both constitutive and constituted’. Secondly,
discourse is understood as the kind of language used within a specific
field, such as political or scientific discourse. And thirdly, in the most
concrete usage, discourse is used as a count noun (a discourse, the dis-
course, the discourses, discourses) referring to a way of speaking which
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gives meaning to experiences from a particular perspective. In this last
sense, the concept refers to any discourse that can be distinguished from
other discourses such as, for example, a feminist discourse, a neoliberal
discourse, a Marxist discourse, a consumer discourse, or an environ-
mentalist discourse (Fairclough 1993: 138; reprinted in Fairclough
1995a: 135). Fairclough confines the term, discourse, to semiotic systems
such as language and images in contrast to Laclau and Mouffe, who treat
all social practice as discourse. We will return to this aspect of
Fairclough’s theory at the end of this chapter.

Discourse contributes to the construction of:

• social identities;
• social relations; and 
• systems of knowledge and meaning.

Thus discourse has three functions: an identity function, a ‘relational’
function and an ‘ideational’ function. Here, Fairclough draws on
Halliday’s multifunctional approach to language.4

In any analysis, two dimensions of discourse are important focal
points:

• the communicative event – an instance of language use such as a
newspaper article, a film, a video, an interview or a political speech
(Fairclough 1995b); and

• the order of discourse – the configuration of all the discourse types
which are used within a social institution or a social field. Discourse
types consist of discourses and genres (1995b: 66).5

A genre is a particular usage of language which participates in, and con-
stitutes, part of a particular social practice, for example, an interview
genre, a news genre or an advertising genre (1995b: 56). Examples of
orders of discourse include the order of discourse of the media, the
health service or an individual hospital (1995b: 56; 1998: 145). Within
an order of discourse, there are specific discursive practices through
which text and talk are produced and consumed or interpreted
(Fairclough 1998: 145).

For instance, within a hospital’s order of discourse, the discursive prac-
tices which take place include doctor–patient consultations, the scientific
staff’s technical language (both written and spoken) and the public rela-
tions officer’s spoken and written promotional language. In every discursive
practice – that is, in the production and consumption of text and talk –
discourse types (discourses and genres) are used in particular ways.
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Every instance of language use is a communicative event consisting of
three dimensions:

• it is a text (speech, writing, visual image or a combination of these);
• it is a discursive practice which involves the production and consumption

of texts; and
• it is a social practice.

Fairclough’s three-dimensional model is reproduced in Figure 3.1. The
model is an analytical framework for empirical research on communica-
tion and society. All three dimensions should be covered in a specific dis-
course analysis of a communicative event. The analysis should focus,
then, on (1) the linguistic features of the text (text)¸ (2) processes relat-
ing to the production and consumption of the text (discursive practice);
and (3) the wider social practice to which the communicative event
belongs (social practice).

It is important to be aware that the analysis of the linguistic features
of the text inevitably will involve analysis of the discursive practice, and
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Figure 3.1 Fairclough’s three-dimensional model for critical discourse
analysis (1992b: 73)
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vice versa (Fairclough 1992b: 73). Nevertheless, text and discursive practice
represent two different dimensions in Fairclough’s model and, conse-
quently, should be separated analytically. Analysis of discursive practice
focuses on how authors of texts draw on already existing discourses and
genres to create a text, and on how receivers of texts also apply available
discourses and genres in the consumption and interpretation of the texts.
For instance, TV news is a news genre that can deploy different dis-
courses (e.g. a welfare discourse or a neoliberal discourse) and genres
(e.g. a ‘hard-news’ or a ‘soft-news’ genre). Viewers’ familiarity with TV
news as a news genre shapes their interpretation and, later on, in discus-
sion with others of the subjects covered by the news, they may draw on
the discourses and genres that were used, perhaps combining them with
other discourses and genres in hybrid forms.

Text analysis concentrates on the formal features (such as vocabulary,
grammar, syntax and sentence coherence) from which discourses and
genres are realised linguistically.

The relationship between texts and social practice6 is mediated by dis-
cursive practice. Hence it is only through discursive practice – whereby
people use language to produce and consume texts – that texts shape and
are shaped by social practice. At the same time, the text (the formal lin-
guistic features) influences both the production and the consumption
process (Fairclough 1992b: 71ff.; 1993: 136; 1995b: 60). Those dis-
courses and genres which are articulated together to produce a text, and
which its receivers draw on in interpretation, have a particular linguistic
structure that shapes both the production and consumption of the text.
The analysis of a communicative event thus includes:

• analysis of the discourses and genres which are articulated in the
production and the consumption of the text (the level of discursive
practice);

• analysis of the linguistic structure (the level of the text); and
• considerations about whether the discursive practice reproduces or,

instead, restructures the existing order of discourse and about what
consequences this has for the broader social practice (the level of
social practice).

Discourse analysis is not sufficient in itself for analysis of the wider
social practice, since the latter encompasses both discursive and non-
discursive elements. Social and cultural theory is necessary in addition to
discourse analysis. We will return to the implications of this at the end
of this chapter. The main aim of critical discourse analysis is to explore
the links between language use and social practice. The focus is the role
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of discursive practices in the maintenance of the social order and in
social change. Investigation proceeds by the analysis of specific instances
of language use, or to use Fairclough’s terminology, the analysis of the
communicative event in relation to the order of discourse. Every com-
municative event functions as a form of social practice in reproducing or
challenging the order of discourse. This means that communicative
events shape, and are shaped by, the wider social practice through their
relationship to the order of discourse. We elaborate on this in the next
section.

The general purpose of the three-dimensional model is, then, to pro-
vide an analytical framework for discourse analysis. The model is based
on, and promotes, the principle that texts can never be understood or
analysed in isolation – they can only be understood in relation to webs
of other texts and in relation to the social context. In Chouliaraki and
Fairclough (1999), the authors replace the three-dimensional model with
a conceptualisation of texts and talk as part of a process of articulation
(1999: 21, 37f.). For the concept of articulation, they draw partly on
Laclau and Mouffe’s understanding of social practice as the product of
the co-articulation of different elements but differ from them with
respect to the nature of the elements articulated: while Laclau and
Mouffe see social practices as fully discursive and therefore explain all
processes of articulation in terms of a discursive logic, Chouliaraki and
Fairclough distinguish between non-discursive and discursive moments
of a social practice and propose that these moments adhere to different
kinds of logic. To conceptualise the different logics, they draw on criti-
cal realism (for example, Bhaskar 1986; Collier 1994), in particular, the
theory that social life operates according to a range of mechanisms
which each have their own distinctive ‘generative effect’ on events but
which are always mediated by one another in producing the event
(Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999: 19). To conceptualise these mecha-
nisms in terms of moments of social practice, they draw on David
Harvey’s (1996) theorisation of moments as elements that ‘internalise’,
but cannot be reduced to, one another (Chouliaraki and Fairclough
1999: 21).

For example, going shopping typically involves both verbal communi-
cation with the shop assistant and an economic transaction. Talking and
paying are thus two moments articulated together in the practice of
shopping. If we wanted to analyse shopping using Chouliaraki and
Fairclough’s concept of articulation, we would analyse the conversation
with the shop assistant as discourse using linguistic tools, and to that
analysis we would have to add an economic analysis of the exchange of
money for goods, drawing on economic theory. Economics and discourse,
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according to Chouliaraki and Fairclough, are two different kinds of
mechanisms, and cannot be analysed using the same theories and tools.
In this way, and contrary to Laclau and Mouffe, Chouliaraki and
Fairclough maintain the distinction between the discursive and the non-
discursive: the discursive is one kind of mechanism working in combina-
tion with other mechanisms – e.g. economical, physical, biological and
psychological – to constitute a social practice. The mechanisms represent
moments of every social practice, which are in a dialectical relationship
with each other, but each mechanism has its own logic, and must be
analysed in its own terms using appropriate analytical tools. According
to Chouliaraki and Fairclough, it is possible to explore empirically the
particular configuration of moments in a specific social practice and the
relative weightings of each moment in producing that social practice.

By comparison with the three-dimensional model, the new conceptu-
alisation may provide better guidelines for analysis of what is called dis-
cursive practice and social practice in the three-dimensional model, since
specification of the discursive and non-discursive moments of the social
practice under study may provide pointers as to the kinds of theories
appropriate for analysis of the different kinds of logic. Nevertheless, in
relation to the implications for empirical research, we do not consider
the new understanding very different from the three-dimensional model,7

and we have chosen the three-dimensional model to represent Fairclough’s
basic framework for discourse analysis on the grounds that it depicts the
relationship between text and context in a highly pedagogical way.
Moreover, our view is that the new conception suffers from the same
weakness as the three-dimensional model: how to go about unpicking
and analysing the dialectical relations between the different discursive
and non-discursive moments of a social practice is just as unclear as how
to go about investigating the dialectical relations between discursive and
non-discursive practices. We return to this problem in our concluding criti-
cal comments on the approach.

C o m m u n i c a t i v e  E v e n t s  a n d  D i s c o u r s e  O r d e r s

Fairclough understands the relationship between the communicative
event and the order of discourse as dialectical. The discourse order is a
system, but not a system in a structuralist sense. That is, communicative
events not only reproduce orders of discourse, but can also change them
through creative language use. For instance, when a public relations offi-
cer at a hospital uses a consumer discourse, she draws on a system – an
order of discourse – but, in so doing, she also takes part in constituting
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the system. Or, when a journalist draws on a discourse which is routinely
used within the media, he or she also plays a part in the reproduction of
the media system. The order of discourse is the sum of all the genres and
discourses which are in use within a specific social domain. First of all,
the order of discourse is a system in the sense that it both shapes and is
shaped by specific instances of language use. Thus it is both structure
and practice. The use of discourses and genres as resources in communi-
cation is controlled by the order of discourse because the order of dis-
course constitutes the resources (discourses and genres) that are
available. It delimits what can be said. But, at the same time, language
users can change the order of discourse by using discourses and genres in
new ways or by importing discourses and genres from other orders of
discourse. Orders of discourse are particularly open to change when dis-
courses and genres from other orders of discourse are brought into play. 

For instance, certain discourses and genres have been characteristic of
the different discursive practices that have made up the order of dis-
course of the British health service. Welfare discourse has been domi-
nant, but, since the beginning of the 1980s, it has been engaged in a
struggle with other discourses, including a neoliberal consumer dis-
course, which previously was almost exclusively associated with the
order of discourse of the market. To a greater extent, public relations
officers now use discourses that promote healthcare services as if they
were goods and which appeal to patients as consumers rather than
fellow citizens. This can be seen as a reflection of, and a driving force in,
a change in the wider social practice that Fairclough views in terms of
the ‘marketisation of discourse’ – a societal development in late modern-
ity, whereby market discourses colonise the discursive practices of public
institutions (Fairclough 1992b, 1993, 1998).

What is the relationship between the order of discourse and its social
context? In his earlier work, Fairclough tended to relate orders of dis-
courses to specific institutions (as in the order of discourse of the uni-
versity, the order of discourse of the media, etc.) (Fairclough 1995b),
while emphasising at the same time that discourses and orders of dis-
course can operate across institutional boundaries. In his later book with
Chouliaraki, the concept of ‘order of discourse’ is fruitfully coupled with
Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of ‘field’ (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999:
101ff.). Very briefly put, to Bourdieu a field is a relatively autonomous
social domain obeying a specific social logic (see Bourdieu and
Wacquant 1996: 94ff.). Actors within a specific field, such as the field of
sports, politics or the media, struggle to attain the same goal, and they
are thus linked to one another in a conflictual way whereby the indivi-
dual actor’s position in the field is decided by his or her relative distance
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from the goal. For instance, in the political field the different politicians
and political parties struggle to gain political power and they are dis-
tributed across the field in terms of their relative strength. Society, for
Bourdieu, consists of a range of such fields, governed by an overarching
‘field of power’ and interconnected in a complex network of relations.

Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999: 114) suggest that we see the order
of discourse as the discursive aspect of a field. They criticise Bourdieu for
undertheorising and underestimating the role of discourse in the strug-
gles within and between fields, and they offer discourse analysis as a
necessary supplement to Bourdieu’s theory (Chouliaraki and Fairclough,
1999: 104ff.). But they suggest that Bourdieu can provide critical discourse
analysis with a theory that can anchor the order of discourse in an order
of social practice, a combination of discursive and non-discursive moments.
The order of discourse is reconceptualised as a potentially conflictual
configuration of discourses within a given social field, and this recon-
ceptualisation sharpens the concept as an analytical tool. More gener-
ally, the import of Bourdieu’s theory into critical discourse analysis
opens up for discourse analytical investigations of relations within and
between different fields.

I n t e r t e x t u a l i t y  a n d  I n t e r d i s c u r s i v i t y

Interdiscursivity occurs when different discourses and genres are arti-
culated together in a communicative event. Through new articulations of
discourses, the boundaries change, both within the order of discourse
and between different orders of discourse. Creative discursive practices
in which discourse types are combined in new and complex ways – in
new ‘interdiscursive mixes’ – are both a sign of, and a driving force in,
discursive and thereby socio-cultural change. On the other hand, discur-
sive practices in which discourses are mixed in conventional ways are
indications of, and work towards, the stability of the dominant order of
discourse and thereby the dominant social order.8 Discursive reproduc-
tion and change can thus be investigated through an analysis of the rela-
tions between different discourses within an order of discourse and
between different orders of discourse (Fairclough 1995b: 56).

Interdiscursivity is a form of intertextuality. Intertextuality refers to
the condition whereby all communicative events draw on earlier events.
One cannot avoid using words and phrases that others have used before.
A particularly pronounced form of intertextuality is manifest intertextu-
ality, whereby texts explicitly draw on other texts, for instance, by citing
them (Fairclough 1992b: 117).
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A text can be seen as a link in an intertextual chain (Fairclough 1995b:
77ff.): a series of texts in which each text incorporates elements from
another text or other texts. An example is the intertextual chain that
binds a scientific report to a media text and to audience texts and talk:
the journalist incorporates elements of the scientific report in the pro-
duction of the media text; and in the consumption process, receivers
incorporate elements from the media text in the construction of a
new text.

Intertextuality refers to the influence of history on a text and to a
text’s influence on history, in that the text draws on earlier texts and
thereby contributes to historical development and change (Kristeva
1986: 39; quoted in Fairclough 1992b: 102).9 Whereas some poststruc-
turalists (e.g. Fiske 1987) see intertextuality and interdiscursivity as a
manifestation of the extreme instability and changeability of language,
Fairclough sees it as a mark of both stability and instability, both conti-
nuity and change. Change is created by drawing on existing discourses
in new ways, but the possibilities for change are limited by power rela-
tions which, among other things, determine the access of different actors
to different discourses (see our discussion of hegemony in the next
section on pages 75–6).

[T]he seemingly limitless possibilities of creativity in discursive practice suggested
by the concept of interdiscursivity – an endless combination and recombination
of genres and discourses – are in practice limited and constrained by the state of
hegemonic relations and hegemonic struggle. (Fairclough 1993: 137)

Discursive relations are sites of social struggle and conflict:

[O]rders of discourse can be seen as one domain of potential cultural hegemony,
with dominant groups struggling to assert and maintain particular structuring
within and between them. (Fairclough 1995b: 56)

That a society is not controlled by one dominant discourse does not
mean that all discourses are equal. For instance, it is obvious that some
discourses have a stronger impact on the mass media than others. It is
more difficult for a purely academic discourse to be taken up in the
media than it is for a hybrid discourse that combines academic discourse
(from the order of discourse of the university) and popular discourse
(from the order of discourse of everyday life). To understand the rela-
tions of power between different discourses and their consequences we
will now turn to Fairclough’s conceptions of ideology and hegemony.
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D I S C O U R S E , I D E O L O G Y  A N D  H E G E M O N Y

Ideology, for Fairclough, is ‘meaning in the service of power’ (Fairclough
1995b: 14). More precisely, he understands ideologies as constructions
of meaning that contribute to the production, reproduction and transfor-
mation of relations of domination (Fairclough 1992b: 87; cf. Chouliaraki
and Fairclough 1999: 26f.). Ideologies are created in societies in which
relations of domination are based on social structures such as class and
gender. According to Fairclough’s definition, discourses can be more or
less ideological, the ideological discourses being those that contribute to
the maintenance and transformation of power relations. Our view is that
there is a problem in operationalising this definition. The question is
whether there are any discourses which do not have consequences for
power or dominance relations in society. It is difficult to distinguish
between what is ideology and what is not.

Fairclough’s understanding of ideology as embedded in discursive
practice draws on John Thompson’s view of ideology as a practice that
operates in processes of meaning production in everyday life, whereby
meaning is mobilised in order to maintain relations of power (Thompson
1990). This focus contrasts with the conception of ideology in many
Marxist approaches. Many Marxists have not been interested in the
structures of particular ideologies, or in how ideologies are articulated in
particular social contexts. Instead they have treated ideology as an
abstract system of values that works as social cement, binding people
together and thus securing the coherence of the social order.10

In common with Thompson and many other social and cultural theo-
rists who have formulated approaches to ideological practice, Fairclough
draws on the work of Althusser and, to a greater extent, Gramsci. As
mentioned in Chapter 1, both of these theorists represent important
forms of Cultural Marxist perspectives and both of them ascribe to the
production of meaning in everyday life an important role in the mainte-
nance of the social order. Fairclough also adheres to the consensus
within critical cultural studies in rejecting parts of Althusser’s theory on
the grounds that Althusser regards people as passive ideological subjects
and thus underestimates their possibilities for action. Within communi-
cation and cultural studies, there is now a consensus that the meaning of
texts is partly created in processes of interpretation. Fairclough shares
this consensus position. Texts have several meaning potentials that may
contradict one another, and are open to several different interpretations.

Resistance is possible even though people are not necessarily aware of
the ideological dimensions of their practice:
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[S]ubjects are ideologically positioned, but they are also capable of acting
creatively to make their own connections between the diverse practices and
ideologies to which they are exposed, and to restructure positioning practices
and structures. (Fairclough 1992b: 91)

Fairclough also rejects Althusser’s understanding of ideology as a
totalising entity. Fairclough believes that people can be positioned
within different and competing ideologies, and that this can lead to a
sense of uncertainty, the effect of which is to create an awareness of ide-
ological effects (Fairclough 1992b). This standpoint draws on
Gramsci’s idea that ‘common-sense’ contains several competing ele-
ments that are the result of negotiations of meaning in which all social
groups participate (Gramsci 1991). Hegemony is not only dominance
but also a process of negotiation out of which emerges a consensus con-
cerning meaning. The existence of such competing elements bears the
seeds of resistance since elements that challenge the dominant meanings
equip people with resources for resistance. As a result, hegemony is
never stable but changing and incomplete, and consensus is always a
matter of degree only – a ‘contradictory and unstable equilibrium’
(Fairclough 1992b: 93).

According to Fairclough, the concept of hegemony gives us the means
by which to analyse how discursive practice is part of a larger social
practice involving power relations: discursive practice can be seen as an
aspect of a hegemonic struggle that contributes to the reproduction and
transformation of the order of discourse of which it is part (and conse-
quently of the existing power relations). Discursive change takes place
when discursive elements are articulated in new ways.

R E S E A R C H  D E S I G N  A N D  M E T H O D S

We will now proceed to outline the research methods that Fairclough
suggests for the analysis of discourse as text, discursive practice and
social practice. It is not necessary to use all the methods or to use them
in exactly the same way in specific research projects. The selection and
application of the tools depend on the research questions and the scope
of the project. For the majority of discourse analytical approaches
(including those presented by this book) – and for qualitative research in
general – there is no fixed procedure for the production of material or
for analysis: the research design should be tailored to match the special
characteristics of the project.
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In the following analysis applying Fairclough’s framework, we cover
six different phases of research, from the formulation of the problem to
the use of the research results. We concentrate on the phase of analy-
sis, structuring it according to Fairclough’s three-dimensional model
(Figure 3.1). The delineation of the steps and their internal order should
be seen as an ideal type: in practice, a study may not follow the frame-
work in a linear way; rather the researcher may move backwards and
forwards between the levels a number of times before finding it appro-
priate to move on.

In our outline of the steps and methodological tools, we draw parti-
cularly on Chapter 8 in Fairclough’s Discourse and Social Change
(1992b) which presents a checklist of all the phases, concepts and ana-
lytical tools that are introduced earlier in the book. We are not able to
cover all the different aspects of the framework, so, before doing critical
discourse analysis, it is a good idea to look at Chapter 8 and other texts
by Fairclough in addition to our outline.11

To provide an illustration of the methodological guidelines we have
selected extracts from an analysis that Fairclough himself has made of
two job advertisements (1993; reprinted in 1995a). The advertisements
are reproduced as Examples 3.2. and 3.3.

1 . C h o i c e  o f  R e s e a r c h  P r o b l e m  

As its name indicates, critical discourse analysis is intended to generate
critical social research, that is research that contributes to the rectifica-
tion of injustice and inequality in society. Chouliaraki and Fairclough
define the aim of critical discourse analysis as explanatory critique,
importing Roy Bhaskar’s concept (Bhaskar 1986, in Chouliaraki and
Fairclough 1999: 33; Fairclough 2001: 235–236). Explanatory critique
takes its starting point in a problem that the research should help to
solve. This can either be a problem identified by individuals or groups in
society, perhaps formulating an unmet need, or it can be identified by the
researcher who may want to disclose a ‘misrepresentation’, that is, a mis-
match between reality and the view people have of this reality that func-
tions ideologically. The concept of ‘misrepresentation’ implies that the
researcher has access to a more adequate description of reality than the
people he or she is studying – without such access, the researcher would
not be able to identify descriptions as misrepresentations. Many other
social constructionists, including ourselves, would object to this kind of
privileging of scientific knowledge, and we go into the discussion in
detail in Chapter 6.
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On identification of the problem, the whole research design is geared
to the analysis of the discursive and other social dimensions of the
problem and the obstacles there might be to its solution.12

2 . F o r m u l a t i o n  o f  R e s e a r c h  Q u e s t i o n s

Fairclough’s three-dimensional framework structures all components of
the research design including the formulation of the research questions.
The governing principle is that discursive practices are in a dialectical
relationship with other social practices: discourse is socially embedded.
The specific character of a discursive practice depends on the social prac-
tice of which it forms part. It is for this reason that we start with the
social practice when formulating the research questions. To pin down
the social practice and formulate the research questions, it is necessary to
draw on the discipline, or disciplines, that studies the social practice of
interest. The discipline(s) in question could be, for example, sociology,
social psychology, political science or history. By simultaneously draw-
ing on discourse analysis, one engages in an interdisciplinary analysis of
the relations between the discursive practice and the social practice. It is
one of the main purposes of the analysis to show the links between dis-
cursive practices and broader social and cultural developments and
structures. The underlying premise is that discursive practice both
reflects, and actively contributes to, social and cultural change. 

In the sample analysis of the job advertisements, Fairclough explores
a discursive practice in a particular institution, the university, in the light
of the spread of consumer culture across British society. The spread of
consumer culture is, then, the broader social practice that provides
the context for the discourse analysis of the actual texts, the job adver-
tisements. More specifically, the example explores how promotional
discourses13 contribute to the spread of consumer culture to the universi-
ties – a social domain which was earlier organised according to other
principles.

3 . C h o i c e  o f  M a t e r i a l

The choice of research material depends on several aspects: the research
questions, the researcher’s knowledge as to the relevant material within
the social domain or institution of interest, and whether, and how, one
can gain access to it.
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Example 3.2. Advertisement from Sheffield City Polytechnic. Reproduced from Fairclough
1995a: 143.
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Example 3.3. Advertisement from University of Newcastle upon Tyne. Reproduced from
Fairclough 1995a: 144.

The analysis by Fairclough that we present here uses a wide range of
different material, but we limit ourselves to the two job advertisements:
an advertisement from an established British university, Newcastle upon
Tyne (Example 3.3), and one from a polytechnic, newly granted univer-
sity status, Sheffield City Polytechnic (Example 3.2).

4 . Tr a n s c r i p t i o n

There is no transcription in Fairclough’s example since his corpus of
material does not include interviews or other forms of talk. But if talk is
used as material, it needs to be transcribed – or at least parts do. What
it is relevant to transcribe has to be decided on the basis of the research
goals. It is not only a question of selection, but also of interpretation. As
Ochs (1979) points out, transcription is inevitably theory because the
transcription process involves interpretation of the spoken language
(Fairclough 1992b: 229). As an example, let us imagine that three people
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LECTURER
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are talking and that one of them talks 80 per cent of the time. As
Fairclough notes, we can present this as a ‘conversation’ in which every-
body takes their turn to talk, or as ‘a monologue’ with interruptions and
interventions from the other speakers. If there is an overlap between
speakers, the analyst has to decide who it is that interrupts whom, and
if there is silence on the tape she needs to decide to which speaker it
should be ascribed (1992b: 229f.).

The discourse analyst has to choose between systems of transcription;
no system can show everything. She needs to consider what is required
in view of the research questions. It is obvious that if the aim is to do a
detailed microlinguistic analysis, it is necessary to use a rather detailed
system of transcription such as, for example, Gail Jefferson’s system
(used, for example, as the standard system of transcription in the intro-
duction to discourse analysis edited by van Dijk, 1997b). But if the plan
is to do a less detailed textual analysis, it will be sufficient to employ a
system that shows pauses, silent periods and overlaps between speakers –
for example, the simpler version of Gail Jefferson’s system which is often
used in discursive psychology (see, for example, Potter and Wetherell
1987; Wetherell and Potter 1992).

5 . A n a l y s i s

In his three-dimensional model, Fairclough distinguishes between discur-
sive practice, text and social practice as three levels that can be analyti-
cally separated. In this section, we go through what it is the analyst
should look for at each of the three levels, using examples from the job
advertisements. We treat each level in turn for pedagogical reasons,
rather than presenting a combined analysis of all three levels as is usual
in accounts of research. It should be noted that Fairclough analyses the
Sheffield advertisement in more depth than the Newcastle advertisement.

D i s c u r s i v e  P r a c t i c e

Analysis of the discursive practice focuses on how the text is produced
and how it is consumed. There are several ways of approaching this. If
the empirical material is newspaper articles, for instance, the researcher
can examine newspaper production conditions: what kinds of processes
does a text go through before it is printed, and what changes does it
undergo during those processes? Perhaps she can trace an intertextual
chain of texts where the ‘same’ text can be seen in a range of different
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versions. When analysing an intertextual chain, one can see how structure
and content are transformed, and can start to formulate a hypothesis
about the kinds of production conditions to which the different versions are
subject (Fairclough 1995b: 77ff.). At the consumption end, audience
research can be carried out in order to find out how readers interpret the
texts. Unfortunately, very few critical discourse analysts do this.14 In most
of his own analyses, Fairclough does not sociologically examine the ways in
which texts are produced or decoded. More often he works from a linguis-
tic starting point in concrete texts, identifying what discourses they draw on
(interdiscursivity) and how they intertextually draw on other texts.

E x a m p l e

The Sheffield advertisement contains a high degree of interdiscursivity.
Different promotional discourses are articulated together with tradi-
tional discourses to create a complex interdiscursive mix. One promo-
tional discourse is a ‘commodity advertising’ discourse. This is, for
example, articulated in the headline ‘Make an Impact on the Next
Generation’ and in the personification of both reader and institution
(addressed as ‘you’ and ‘we’). By using personification, the advertisement
also simulates a conversational discourse.

There are also elements from a ‘corporate advertising’ discourse
apparent in phrases such as ‘with our reputation’ and in the logo.
Additionally, the advertisement draws on a narrative genre when talking
about the impact of the institution on the next generation (‘With our rep-
utation as one of the UK’s leading centres of teaching excellence and
research innovation, we’re making a lasting impact on the next genera-
tion of innovators and business leaders in the field of Engineering’).

Other elements in the interdiscursive blend are a personal quality dis-
course (e.g. ‘with your ambition, energy and expertise’) and a manage-
ment discourse (‘teaching excellence and research innovation’;
‘expertise’; ‘research initiatives’). At the same time, the text draws on
traditional educational discourses and on elements common to university
and similar, institutional advertisements such as ‘Application forms and
further details are available from the address below’.

In contrast, Newcastle University’s advertisement has a low degree of
interdiscursivity. With respect to intertextuality, the text draws on tradi-
tional academic discourse in every statement, articulating the discourse
in conventional ways.

According to Fairclough’s theory, a high level of interdiscursivity is
associated with change, while a low level of interdiscursivity signals the
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reproduction of the established order. At this stage in the analysis, we
conclude tentatively that the Sheffield advertisement is a manifestation of
wider societal change, while the Newcastle advertisement works to
maintain the traditional discourse order at the universities.

Te x t

By detailed analysis of the linguistic characteristics of a text using parti-
cular tools, it is possible to cast light on how discourses are activated textu-
ally and arrive at, and provide backing for, a particular interpretation.

Fairclough proposes a number of tools for text analysis. Those with
a background in linguistics will probably recognise the following
selection:

• interactional control – the relationship between speakers, including
the question of who sets the conversational agenda (Fairclough
1992b: 152ff.);

• ethos – how identities are constructed through language and aspects
of the body (1992b: 166ff.);

• metaphors (1992b: 194ff.);
• wording (1992b: 190);15 and
• grammar (1992b: 158ff., 169ff.).

All of these give insight into the ways in which texts treat events and
social relations and thereby construct particular versions of reality, social
identities and social relations.

We will now look more closely at two important grammatical elements,
transitivity and modality.16 When analysing transitivity the focus is on how
events and processes are connected (or not connected) with subjects and
objects. The interest lies in investigating the ideological consequences that
different forms can have. In the sentence ‘50 nurses were sacked yesterday’,
a passive form is used and consequently the agent is omitted. The dismissal
of the nurses is presented as a kind of natural phenomenon – something
that just happened without a responsible agent (such as the administrators
of the hospital). The sentence structure absolves the agent of responsibility
by emphasising the effect and disregarding the action and process that
caused it. Another linguistic feature that reduces agency and emphasises
the effect is nominalisation whereby a noun stands for the process (e.g.
‘there were many dismissals at the hospital’).

Analyses of modality focus on the speaker’s degree of affinity with or
affiliation to her or his statement. The statements, ‘it’s cold’, ‘I think it’s
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cold’ and ‘perhaps it’s a little cold’ are different ways of expressing
oneself about the temperature; that is, they represent different modalities
by which speakers commit themselves to their statements to varying
degrees. The chosen modality has consequences for the discursive con-
struction of both social relations and knowledge and meaning systems.

One type of modality is truth. The speaker commits herself completely
to the statement. For instance, the statement, ‘Hardening of the arteries
attacks the arteries over almost the whole body’,17 presents a particular
knowledge-claim as true and incontrovertible whereas the statement,
‘Hardening of the arteries may attack the arteries over almost the whole
body’ expresses a lower degree of certainty. An example of a modality
that constructs social relations in a particular way is permission. The
speaker puts herself in a position whereby she can give the receiver per-
mission to do something: ‘A few weeks after you have got your pace-
maker, you do not have to pay much attention to it. You can take part
in sports, have sex, give birth and go to work’.18 Modality can also be
expressed by intonation (e.g. a hesitant tone can express distance from
the statement) or by hedges. Speakers hedge when they moderate a
sentence’s claim and thereby express low affinity, for example, by using
‘well’ or ‘a bit’ as in ‘the medical establishment got it wrong – well,
maybe they did a bit’.

Different discourses use different forms of modality (Fairclough
1992b: 160ff.). For instance, the mass media often present interpreta-
tions as if they were facts, partly by using categorical modalities and
partly by choosing objective rather than subjective modalities (for exam-
ple, by saying ‘It is dangerous’ instead of ‘We think it is dangerous’). The
media’s use of categorical, objective modalities both reflects and rein-
forces their authority.

E x a m p l e

In order to analyse the construction of identities and social relations in
the job advertisements, Fairclough investigates how the advertisements
construct representations of the reader and the institution itself. As an
expression of the interdiscursivity of the Sheffield advertisement, the text
contains conflicting interpersonal meanings, corresponding to the differ-
ent discourses that are articulated. But it is the promotional discourses,
and, consequently, their construction of identity, which are dominant.
The institution is characterised by, for example, the nominalisations,
‘teaching excellence and research innovation’; ‘expertise’; ‘research ini-
tiatives’. It is personified, a particular identity being promoted through
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these nominalisations. At the same time, the advertisement actively
constructs a professional identity for the applicant according to which the
successful applicant has to have a particular set of personal qualities – e.g.
‘with your ambition, energy and expertise, you will be committed to
teaching’. In this way, the institution asserts authority over both its own
and the applicant’s identity (‘we’ and ‘you’), and this applies in relation
to personal qualities as well as to working conditions and application
procedure. Note how, at the same time, the personification of the institu-
tion and the reader simulates a conversation which contributes to the
creation of a personal and apparently equal relationship between the two.

There are many subordinate clauses with the modal verb ‘will’ (e.g.
‘you will ideally have industry-related experience’), marking the future
and manifesting a high affinity modality, but there are no explicit oblig-
ational modalities such as e.g. ‘you should have industry-related experi-
ence’. Sentences of the type ‘for the post […] you will ideally have
industry-related experience’ (our italics) downplay obligations and open
up for alternatives. This feature also promotes a personified, equal relation-
ship between institution and applicant.

In contrast to Sheffield Polytechnic’s advertisement, the institutional
voice in the Newcastle one is impersonal, conservative and distancing.
Analysis shows that the traditional structure of advertisements for acad-
emic positions is reproduced thus: a title that identifies the institution; a
main title that refers to the position; information about the position,
salary and application procedure. The institution asserts its authority
over the conditions of the job and the application procedure through the
many indicative subordinate clauses with high affinity modalities such as
‘the post is available’ and ‘salary will be’. But the institution does not
claim authority over the reader’s identity and there is, therefore, no
attempt to create a specific professional identity for the applicant.

With respect to transitivity, there are two elements in the Newcastle
advert that contribute to the promotion of an impersonal relationship
between the university and the applicant: passive tenses and nominalisa-
tion. In ‘Applications are invited for a Lectureship’ (instead of ‘We invite
you to apply for a lectureship’) we find a passive verb without an agent.
Nor is the institution explicitly mentioned. The nominalisation, ‘appli-
cations’, also lacks an agent and this means that the potential applicant
is absent. The choice of words is formal and slightly old fashioned, so
contributing to the impersonal, distanced, institutional identity that is
typical of the discourses of old universities.

In analysis of the text dimension, it has become clear that the texts
represent two different discourses, each with their own linguistic features,
which construct the social relations between institution and applicant in
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different ways. The Sheffield advert actively constructs particular identities
for both institution and applicant, and simultaneously implies that the
two parties have an equal and personal relationship in which they can
talk about things. In contrast, the Newcastle advert drily presents the
conditions that the applicant must live up to in order to be accepted and
otherwise does not intervene in how the applicant’s identity should be.

S o c i a l  P r a c t i c e

Now that we have analysed the text as text and as discursive practice,
our focus turns to the broader social practice of which these dimensions
are part. There are two aspects to this contextualisation. First, the rela-
tionship between the discursive practice and its order of discourse is to
be explored (Fairclough 1992b: 237). To what kind of network of dis-
courses does the discursive practice belong? How are the discourses dis-
tributed and regulated across texts? Second, the aim is to map the partly
non-discursive, social and cultural relations and structures that consti-
tute the wider context of the discursive practice – the social matrix of dis-
course, in Fairclough’s terms (Fairclough 1992b: 237). For instance, to
what kind of institutional and economic conditions is the discursive
practice subject? Such questions cannot be answered by discourse analy-
sis, as Fairclough defines it; it is necessary to draw on other theories – for
example, social or cultural theory – that shed light upon the social practice
in question.

Doing critical discourse analysis will, then, always involve the trans-
disciplinary integration of different theories within a multiperspectival
research framework – linguistic theory and analysis can never suffice to
account for the non-discursive aspects of the phenomenon in question.
Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999) outline ways in which social analysis
and discourse analysis can fruitfully cross-fertilise one another and give
pointers as to the forms of non-discourse analytical theory that it may be
appropriate to import into a discourse analytical framework. The differ-
ent discourse analytical and non-discourse analytical theories one uses in
order to carry out a specific project need to be translated into an inte-
grated theoretical and analytical framework, where they are adapted to
one another and to the aim of the research project (Chouliaraki and
Fairclough 1999: 112ff.). In Chapter 5 we will discuss in more detail the
problems and potential gains of multiperspectival discourse analysis.

It is in the analysis of the relationship between discursive practice and
the broader social practice that the study arrives at its final conclusions.
It is here that questions relating to change and ideological consequences
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are addressed. Does the discursive practice reproduce the order of discourse
and thus contribute to the maintenance of the status quo in the social
practice? Or has the order of discourse been transformed, thereby con-
tributing to social change? What are the ideological, political and social
consequences of the discursive practice? Does the discursive practice con-
ceal and strengthen unequal power relations in society, or does it chal-
lenge power positions by representing reality and social relations in a
new way? Through drawing such conclusions, the research project is
rendered political and critical. We will return to this aspect in the section
headed ‘Results’.

E x a m p l e

The interdiscursive blend of promotional and traditional university dis-
courses that we have identified in the Sheffield advert can be understood as
a product of the blurring of boundaries between two orders of discourse –
the orders of discourse of higher education and of the business sector.
Traditional university discourses are mixed together with the business
world’s promotional discourses. The spread of promotional discourses
across orders of discourse is a driving force in the wider societal develop-
ment which Fairclough has dubbed the ‘marketisation of discourse’.

If the Sheffield advert’s interplay with other social practices in the UK
is analysed, its use of promotional discourse can be understood in the
light of Thatcherism’s hegemonic project, where a neoliberal consumer
discourse (together with a traditional Conservative discourse and a
populist discourse) had spread across social and political domains,
thereby contributing to social, cultural and political change in the UK.

In order to cast light on the wider social processes, which also include
non-discursive forces, Fairclough draws on theories of late modernity.
For instance, he uses Anthony Giddens’ theory of post-traditional
society, which claims that people’s social relations and identities are no
longer based on stable social positions, but are rather created through
negotiations in everyday interaction (Giddens 1991). In the light of this
theory, the Sheffield advert can be understood as a reflection of, and a
driving force for, processes of change towards a post-traditional society,
whereas the Newcastle advert becomes an example of the continued
reproduction of traditional university discourses. Fairclough also applies
theories of consumer culture (e.g. Featherstone 1991; Wernick 1991) to
gain insight into the role of the expansion of promotional discourses in
the spread of consumer culture and the restructuring of the economy
from a focus on production to a focus on consumption.
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When put into a broader social context, the two adverts together
indicate that there is an ongoing struggle about how universities are to
function and to be understood in late modern Britain. On one side are
forces that press for a redefinition of the universities in which they
become, to a larger extent, institutions in which products are bought,
sold and negotiated. That it is the new university, Sheffield City
Polytechnic, which is representative of this side of the struggle can partly
be understood in the light of the strong historical links between the poly-
technic institutions and the business sector, where these institutions have
been oriented towards vocational qualifications to a greater extent than
have the traditional universities. On the other side is positioned an old
university like Newcastle upon Tyne that maintains the boundary
between university and corporate sector and consequently reproduces a
more traditional definition of what universities are and should be.

6 . R e s u l t s

According to Fairclough, discourse analysts should consider certain
ethical questions regarding the public use of their research results. The
researcher needs to recognise that there is a risk that the results may be
used as a resource in social engineering. Fairclough sees this kind of use
of the results as a manifestation of the ‘technologisation of discourse’
(1992b: 221f.) whereby discourse research is employed to alter discur-
sive practices and also to train people to use new forms of discursive
practice, for example, to train managers of businesses.

As we mentioned earlier, the aim of critical discourse analysis as
explanatory critique is to promote more egalitarian and liberal dis-
courses and thereby to further democratisation. A step in this direction
is to make people aware that discourse functions as a form of social prac-
tice which reflects and takes part in the reinforcement of unequal power
relations. The researcher can apply a technique for this purpose that
Fairclough labels critical language awareness.19 Critical language aware-
ness should give people insight into the discursive practice in which they
participate when they use language and consume texts and also into the
social structures and power relations that discursive practice is shaped by
and takes part in shaping and changing. Through training in critical lan-
guage awareness, people can become more aware of the constraints on
their practice and of the possibilities for resistance and change
(Fairclough 1992b: 239).

If the researcher seeks to promote this sort of development, it is impor-
tant to convey the results in such a way that they are accessible for the

88 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D

3035-03.qxd  9/6/02 6:02 PM  Page 88



people on which the research has focused. If the project shows that a
particular group of people controls communication processes, other
groups might be able to use the research results to develop forms of
communication that involve a more equal distribution of power.20

S O M E  C R I T I C A L  C O M M E N T S

In conclusion, we will present some critical comments on critical dis-
course analysis, primarily directed towards Fairclough’s approach but
also relating to critical discourse analysis in general. 

Among the different approaches to critical discourse analysis,
Fairclough has, in our view, constructed the most sophisticated frame-
work for analysis of the relationship between language use and societal
practices in general. The main problem with his approach is that the con-
sequences for empirical research of the theoretical distinction between
the discursive and the non-discursive remain unclear. How can one
demonstrate empirically that something is in a dialectical relationship
with something else? Where does one locate the line of demarcation
between two or more things that are in dialectical interplay? And how can
one show exactly where and how the non-discursive moments influence
and change the discursive moment – and vice versa? In specific studies,
the problem often manifests itself in the presentation of the broader
social practices as the background for the discursive practices. For
instance, the analysis of City job advertisements presented in this chapter
can be criticised on the grounds that it installs a post-traditional consumer
society as the objective social reality which different discursive prac-
tices then more or less reflect. Consequently, Sheffield Polytechnic’s
profile as a promotional discursive practice is in line with the times,
whereas the Newcastle advert represents something antiquated which is
on its way out. The analysis of the job advertisements in itself does not
generate any new knowledge or new hypotheses about the larger societal
structures. The overall account leaves little space for the possibility that
the struggle is not yet over and that the discursive practices can still work
to change the social order. And this is in spite of the fact that Fairclough
stresses that discourses shape the social world. One source of the
problem is probably that his analysis is limited to single texts. It is easier
to show how dynamic discursive practices take part in constituting and
changing the social world when analysing the reproduction and trans-
formation of discourses across a range of texts (cf. Chouliaraki and
Fairclough 1999: 51).
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One way to solve the theoretical problem of the distinction between
the discursive and the non-discursive is to treat it as an analytical dis-
tinction rather than an empirical one. As Laclau and Mouffe argue, it is
difficult to point to the precise dividing line between the discursive and
the non-discursive. To take the economy as an example: should the
economy be seen as a non-discursive system obeying its own logic, differ-
ent from the logic of meaning-making, or should it rather be conceptu-
alised as an infinite number of specific choices people make on the basis
of meaning-ascription, together making up ‘the economy’? In the second
understanding, economy could be analysed as a discursive practice,
whereas the first understanding would lead to a different kind of analy-
sis of the economy as a non-discursive system. One problem is, therefore,
where to differentiate between the discursive and the non-discursive, and
another problem is how we, as researchers, could ever hope to analyse
what is (at least partly) outside of discourse. Lilie Chouliaraki (2002)
suggests that even if we can only know about social reality through
representation, we can still analyse it as if social reality is more than
meaning-making. This implies that what the researcher points to as non-
discursive logics, and where she draws the boundary between the
discursive and the non-discursive, is more a result of a theoretical and
analytical choice. In this way, a critical discourse analysis is able to draw
on a number of social theories to map out other parts of the domain
under study than those covered by the specific discourse analysis, with-
out installing an essentialist boundary between the discursive and the
non-discursive.21

A shortcoming that Fairclough shares with other types of critical dis-
course analysis is a theoretically weak understanding of processes of
group formation, the subject and agency, including questions regarding
subjectification and subjectivity and how much control people have over
their language use. In so far as Fairclough stresses that discourses take
part in constructing social identities and social relations (in addition to
knowledge and meaning-systems), he cannot be said to have entirely
neglected these social psychological aspects, but they are the weakest ele-
ment of his theory.22 This deficiency on the part of Fairclough and the
other forms of critical discourse analysis is accompanied by a corre-
sponding dearth of empirical research into the consumption of texts (not-
withstanding their view that people are active in interpretation processes
and that texts are polysemic). For the most part, their studies consist of
textual analyses, in spite of Fairclough’s insistence that textual analysis
should be combined with analysis of text production and text consump-
tion practices (Fairclough 1995b: 33).
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In contrast to critical discourse analysis’ neglect of social psychological
aspects, Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory provides insight into the
discursive construction of groups. And discursive psychology has devel-
oped a sophisticated theory about the individual and the social world
and carries out empirical studies into people’s language use as a dynamic
discursive practice (see Chapter 4 on discursive psychology and Chapter 5
for ideas on how to build a framework for concrete discourse analysis
that combines elements from discourse theory, discursive psychology
and critical discourse analysis).

At the outset, we described critical discourse analysis as one school,
but it is, of course, important to be aware of the differences between the
various approaches within critical discourse analysis, for example, if one
would like to draw on more than one of them. An important difference
between Fairclough and the other critical discourse analytical approaches
is his more poststructuralist understanding of discourse and the social.
The conception of discourse as partly constitutive underpins his empiri-
cal interest in the dynamic role of discourse in social and cultural change.
Against this, the other approaches have a tendency to regard discourse
as a reflection of an underlying structure and also to focus empirically on
the role of discourse in social reproduction.

The major differences within critical discourse analysis are illustrated
by the fact that Teun van Dijk’s discourse analytical approach is also
understood as part of the school. In contrast to the majority of the other
approaches, van Dijk’s socio-cognitive approach (e.g. 1991, 1993,
1997a) understands cognitive structures as mediating social and discur-
sive practices (see the critique of cognitivism in the next chapter).
Furthermore, van Dijk does not understand power in Foucault’s sense as
productive, but as abuse. Power is always oppressive, it is used by cer-
tain interest groups and imposed on passive subjects. This conception of
power stands in contrast to both the poststructuralist understanding of
power as productive as well as oppressive (based on Foucault’s view),
and to Gramsci’s concept of hegemony on which Fairclough draws (in
which power is seen as ‘negotiated’, in the sense that people can, to a cer-
tain extent, act as agents with possibilities for resistance). As a conse-
quence of his understanding of power, van Dijk has a tendency to neglect
people’s possibilities for resistance. And although he follows today’s
consensus about active interpreters and polysemic texts, he is disposed to
take the ideological effects of texts for granted (for example, to take for
granted that people will accept racist messages).

Most of the critical discourse analytical approaches, however, do have
important features in common. Fairclough’s approach, French structuralist
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discourse analysis, social semiotics, reading analysis and the Duisburg
school all draw on Foucault’s discourse theory (as Laclau and Mouffe
also do). They see discourse as partly constitutive of knowledge, subjects
and social relations. At the same time, they try to do a discourse analy-
sis which is text oriented, that is, they try systematically to analyse lan-
guage use as social practice – actual instances of language use – in
relation to the wider social practice of which the discursive practice is
part. Here they differ from Foucault and from Laclau and Mouffe’s more
abstract discourse analysis. And this is one of the most important
reasons why the latter approaches are not covered by the critical discourse
analytical umbrella.

But discursive psychology, the subject of the next chapter, also
involves close textual analysis, and in general has much in common with
critical discourse analysis, without being regarded as such. If we go by
Fairclough and Wodak’s description of the defining characteristics of
critical discourse analysis (1997), it is clear that discursive psychology
also has the necessary qualifications for membership of the club, though
discursive psychology practises rhetorical, rather than linguistic, analy-
sis.23 That discursive psychologists are not considered as members of the
club may have something to do with disciplinary allegiance. Critical dis-
course analysis has roots in linguistics, whereas discursive psychology
stems from social psychology. As suggested in Chapter 1, we can under-
stand discourse analysis itself as an order of discourse in which different
approaches represent different discourses about language, discourse and
society, and in which some discourses are stronger than others. The dis-
ciplinary boundaries have become looser, but they have not vanished,
and they play a role in relation to the power and impact an approach
can have.

N OT E S

1 In a survey of the field of critical discourse analysis, Fairclough and Wodak
identify the following approaches as members of the broad critical discourse
analytical movement: French structuralist discourse analysis (e.g. Pecheux
1982); critical linguistics (e.g. Fowler et al. 1979; Fowler 1991); social semi-
otics (e.g. Hodge and Kress 1988; Kress and van Leeuwen 1996; Kress, Leite-
Garcia and van Leeuwen 1997)); Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis (e.g.
Fairclough 1989, 1992b, 1995a, 1995b); socio-cognitive analysis (e.g. van
Dijk 1991, 1993); discourse historical method (e.g. Wodak 1991; Wodak 
and Menz 1990); reading analysis (e.g. Maas 1989) and the Duisburg School
(e.g. Jäger 1993; Jäger and Jäger 1992). It is worth noting that only three of
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these approaches – besides Fairclough’s own – have been described as critical
discourse analysis by their àdherents: the socio-cognitive, the social semiotic
and the discourse historical approach.

2 The nature and consequences of critical work today are the objects of exten-
sive debate within many movements across the social sciences including post-
Marxism, poststructuralism, feminism and postmodernism. For a good
discussion of critical social studies, see for example, Calhoun (1995). For a
good discussion of critical cultural studies, see Kellner (1989, 1995). We will
develop the discussion of critical social research in Chapter 6.

3 However, Fairclough does not explicitly mention poststructuralism here.

4 See Halliday (1994) for an account of systemic linguistics. For a description
of how Fairclough draws on Halliday’s approach, see Fairclough (1992b:
Chapter 6). See also Fowler et al. (1979) and Fowler (1991) for examples of
another approach within critical discourse analysis – critical linguistics –
which like Fairclough draws on Halliday’s systemic linguistics including
Halliday’s systemic grammar that is used for textual analysis. Fairclough
draws on critical linguistics in his methods for textual analysis (see the section
on methods), while rejecting some of its assumptions, such as the tendency to
take the ideological consequences of texts for granted.

5 In his earlier work, Fairclough identifies other discourse types – ‘activity
type’ and ‘style’ (Fairclough 1992a: 124ff.). In his later work, he distinguishes
mainly between ‘discourse’, ‘discourse type’ and ‘genre’ – sometimes with
analytical gains, but sometimes more at random (see Fairclough 1995b).
In this presentation, we mostly use the term, discourse, to cover all three dis-
course types.

6 In Fairclough (1995b), ‘social practice’ has been replaced by ‘sociocultural
practice’.

7 And the basic idea of the three-dimensional model also appears to survive
in the new understanding (cf. Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999: 113).

8 Fairclough (1992b, 1992c) points out that the ‘discursive creativity’ that
underpins interdiscursivity occurs in social conditions that promote change;
thus it is not merely a product of individuals with creative abilities.

9 Besides Kristeva, another important source of inspiration for Fairclough
(and for others who work with the concept of intertextuality) is Bakhtin, see
e.g. Bakhtin (1981, 1986).

10 For a critique of this perspective and a presentation of his own perspective,
see Thompson (1984, 1990).

11 See also Fairclough (2001) for a presentation of research steps and tools
based on the more recent version of Fairclough’s framework.
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12 For a five-step research plan for explanatory critique, see Chouliaraki and
Fairclough (1999: 59ff.).

13 As mentioned, Fairclough distinguishes between discourses, discourse
types and genres. In this example he uses both terms, discourse and genre. But
in our presentation of his analysis, we take the liberty of abbreviating his ter-
minology and mostly use the term, ‘discourse’, to cover all three concepts.

14 For a critique of CDA for not carrying out empirical analyses of reception,
see Schrøder (1998). For examples of the few audience studies that draw on
CDA, see Chouliaraki (1998), Phillips (2000a, 2000b) and Richardson
(1998).

15 A hegemonic struggle may be taking place over the meanings of the key
words. To analyse this, Laclau and Mouffe’s concept, ‘floating signifiers’,
could be imported. See also Phillips (1996, 1998) for an analysis of how key
words and formulaic phrases contributed to the construction and transfor-
mation of the discourse of Thatcherism.

16 To analyse transitivity and modality, Fairclough draws on critical linguis-
tics (e.g. Fowler 1991; Fowler et al. 1979). However, he rejects critical lin-
guistics’ tendency to assume that audiences are passive and to take texts’
ideological effects for granted. Pragmatics can also be drawn on for this type
of analysis (see e.g. Leech 1983; Mey 1993).

17 This example is taken from Længe leve livet: en håndbog om dit hjerte og
kredsløb, Hjerteforeningen 1994 [Long may you live: a handbook about your
heart and circulation The Heart Association]. The translations and the italics
in the last citation are ours.

18 Also from “Længe leve livet: en håndbog om dit hjerte og kredsløb” see
footnote 17.

19 For illustrations of how to use critical language awareness for educational
purposes, see Fairclough (1992a, 1995a: Chapters 9 and 10). For a brief out-
line of the purpose of critical language awareness in media teaching, see
Fairclough (1995b: Chapter 10) about critical media ‘literacy’. See Kellner
(1995) for a discussion of critical media pedagogy from a cultural studies
perspective.

20 Fairclough’s book on the language of New Labour (2000) is directed at an
audience outside, as well as within, academic circles and can thus be seen as
an attempt to spread critical awareness of the workings of contemporary
language and rhetoric in the political field.

21 In Chapter 5, we present an example of research based partly on critical
discourse analysis in which an analytical rather than an ontological distinc-
tion is made between the discursive and the non-discursive and different social
theories are imported to cast light on the wider social practice.
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22 For a description of Fairclough’s understanding of the role of discourse in
the construction of identities and social relations, see Fairclough (1992a:
Chapter 5). See also Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999: Chapter 6) for
an attempt to develop a deeper understanding of the subject by use of the
concepts of habitus and voice.

23 Fairclough and Wodak note that another non-linguistic approach, critical
feminist studies, belongs to critical discourse analysis, but that they do not
have space to cover it (1997: 281). 
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4 Discursive Psychology

Traditionally, the field of social psychology has been dominated by the
cognitivist paradigm which explains social psychological phenomena in
terms of cognitive processes – thinking, perception and reasoning. Using
predominantly experimental methods, research aims at identification of
universal, cognitive processes as the causes of social action. The interest
is in social cognition, understood as the mental processing of informa-
tion about the social world. In this chapter we deal with the social con-
structionist forms of discourse analysis that have been developed in the
field of social psychology as a critique of, and challenge to, cognitivism
(see for example, Edwards 1996; Edwards and Potter 1992; Gergen
1985, 1994a, 1994b; Potter and Wetherell 1987). Discourse analysis has
become one of the most important social constructionist approaches
within social psychology (in the following, we use discursive psychology
as an umbrella term for this approach). In cognitivist approaches to
language, written and spoken language are seen as a reflection of an
external world or a product of underlying mental representations of this
world (Edwards and Potter 1992: 2). In contrast to cognitivism, discur-
sive psychology treats written and spoken language as constructions of
the world oriented towards social action.1

All social constructionist approaches share the structuralist and post-
structuralist premise, mentioned in Chapter 1, that language is a
dynamic form of social practice which shapes the social world including
identities, social relations and understandings of the world. This premise
entails the view of mental processes and categories as constituted through
social, discursive activities rather than as ‘internal’, as in cognitive
psychology and psychoanalysis (Edwards 1996; Edwards and Potter 1992).
Here, discursive psychology draws partly on Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy in which it is emphasised that claims about psychological
states should be treated as social activities instead of as manifestations of
deeper ‘essences’ behind the words (Wittgenstein 1953; see, for example,
Edwards 1996; Potter 2001).2 Utterances are oriented towards action
in specific social contexts, and their meanings are therefore dependent
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on the particular use to which they are put. Thus language use is context-
bound or occasioned. It is language use in this sense that discursive
psychologists define as discourse.

In analysing discourse empirically as situated language use, discursive
psychology differs both from the approaches within cognitive psycho-
logy that focus on abstract structures of language (including Chomsky’s
approach) and from structuralist and poststructuralist discourse theories
(including Foucault’s and Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theories) that
do not focus on specific instances of social interaction. 

In this chapter we will describe the main elements of discursive psycho-
logy as a theory and method for research on communications, culture
and society. First we describe its roots in a challenge to cognitive social
psychology. We do not give a detailed account of cognitive social
psychology but, rather, a brief outline of key aspects of the approach and
of discursive psychology’s critique of these aspects. The purpose is to
give an introductory impression of discursive psychology by tracing its
origins in a paradigmatic challenge to cognitivism. The aspects of cogni-
tive social psychology which we have selected are its conception of the
self and mental processes and two of its main areas of research – research
on attitudes and on group conflicts. We have selected these focal points
since they are central to social psychology and relevant for social
research in general. Second, we present the social constructionist
premises underpinning discursive psychology, and we outline and com-
pare three different strands of discursive psychology. Following this, we
expand on the view of the self and identity within discursive psychology,
and its stance towards reflexivity in relation to the research process and
knowledge production. Finally, we outline methods for empirical
research and give some examples of the empirical application of two
approaches to discursive psychology. 

We draw heavily on Jonathan Potter and Margaret Wetherell’s work
in relation to theory, method and empirical research since their work
has played a central role in the development of discursive psychology
and since it provides some useful research tools. In particular, Potter
and Wetherell’s book Discourse and Social Psychology (1987) was
central in the emergence of discursive psychology as a challenge to cogni-
tive psychology, and their book, Mapping the Language of Racism
(Wetherell and Potter, 1992) gives an account of one of the most exten-
sive studies within discursive psychology. In our account of discursive
psychology we will refer repeatedly to this study. The subject of
the study is the discourses of Pa-keha- (white New Zealanders)
about Ma-ori culture and the social consequences of these discursive
constructions. 
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D I S C U R S I V E  P S Y C H O L O G Y  A S  A  C H A L L E N G E
TO  C O G N I T I V E  P S Y C H O L O G Y

T h e  S e l f  a n d  M e n t a l  P r o c e s s e s

Cognitive psychology ascribes to the modern conception of the indivi-
dual as an autonomous, delimited agent with a set of authentic charac-
teristics. The individual and society are regarded as separate entities, thus
implying the existence of a dualism between the individual and society.
The social world is treated as information to be processed, and people
are understood as isolated information processors who, by way of cog-
nitive processes, observe the world and thus accumulate knowledge
structures and experience that govern their perception of the world.
A main premise in cognitive psychology is that the individual handles the
mass of information about the world through use of cognitive processes
which categorise the world in particular ways. The assumption under-
pinning this premise is that the world contains so much information that
the individual is unable to create meaning out of the chaos unless he or
she uses categories. Categories are seen as mental structures that control
our actions (Condor and Antaki 1997). This perspective builds on per-
ceptualism, that is, the idea that categorisation is based on direct, empir-
ical experience (Edwards and Potter 1992).3 We observe the world
directly and, on the basis of our perception, we construct mental structures
or representations which we then employ to categorise the information
about the world. Two of the mental representations that cognitivist
research has identified are schemata such as scripts. Scripts contain
sketches of routine situations and the corresponding appropriate behavi-
our (Condor and Antaki 1997: 326). For instance, students have a script
about what happens at a seminar: you come in and sit down, listen, per-
haps ask a question and pretend not to have fallen asleep. This script,
then, provides the student with guidelines for action.

‘Consistency theories’ represent a perspective on cognitive processing
which was extremely influential until the beginning of the 1980s, and of
which discursive psychology has mounted a critique. These theories are
based on the assumption that people strive for consistency in their think-
ing. They include the ‘theory of cognitive dissonance’ formulated by
Louis Festinger (1957). On the basis of a number of experiments,
Festinger concluded that if someone experiences dissonance – that is,
inconsistency between two or more of their cognitions – they enter into
an uncomfortable state of psychological tension and become motivated
to reduce the tension by changing their cognitions so that they return to
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being consistent. For instance, if someone is badly paid for a job, it can
be rationalised afterwards as a very rewarding experience. This will
reduce the dissonance. According to this perspective, variations between
attitudes and actions are not seen as something common or natural, but
as psychologically uncomfortable states. In relation to planned commu-
nication, for example, the theory of cognitive dissonance would assume
that if audience members or readers do not experience that a communi-
cated opinion is in line with their other opinions, the sender will have
difficulty in getting it accepted (Cheesman and Mortensen 1991: 91).

According to social constructionists, theorists of cognitive consistency,
in common with other cognitivists, underestimate the social origin of
psychological states by basing their explanations on hypotheses about
universal processes. Michael Billig (1982: 141) notes, for example, that
the theorists took the universality of the processes for granted instead of
demonstrating it through intercultural studies. In discursive psychology,
it is argued that our ways of understanding and categorising the world
are not universal, but historically and socially specific and consequently
contingent. Furthermore, discursive psychologists draw attention to
studies that challenge the findings of ‘cognitive consistency’. These stud-
ies demonstrate that variations in people’s talk, whereby people contra-
dict themselves, are very frequent and that the attempts at making one’s
opinions cohere (that is, eliminate the variation) are relatively rare
(Potter and Wetherell 1987: 38). Whether something is understood as
consistent or inconsistent depends on the social situation and on the indi-
vidual. Consistency and inconsistency are themselves variable conditions
and one of the aspects in which discursive psychology has special inter-
est is how consistency and inconsistency are used as rhetorical strategies
in situated language use (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 38). The assumption
that it is universal, individual cognitive processes that underpin individual
and collective action is integral to the cognitivist view of the individual as
an isolated, autonomous agent. The difference between this view and the
social constructionist conception of the self is, as we will see later on,
crucial for the differences between the two research traditions. 

A t t i t u d e  R e s e a r c h

Based on cognitivism, attitude research views attitudes as controlling
people’s actions through the production of ongoing mental evaluations
of the world. An important goal of the research is to enhance the
capacity of planned communication such as information campaigns to
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change attitudes and behaviour. Realisation of this goal is hindered by the
‘attitude/behaviour problem’ – namely, that a particular attitude does not
necessarily lead to behaviour in line with that attitude. In attitude
research, several studies have been carried out that show that there is a
low degree of correspondence between people’s expressed attitudes and
their actions.4

In attitude research, the theory of ‘planned action’ (Azjen 1988;
Fishbein and Azjen 1975) represents an attempt to improve the ability of
attitude measurement to predict actions. Intentions to behave in particu-
lar ways (for example, to buy organic food) are seen as a result of three
factors: the person’s attitude towards the object of the action (for
instance, organic food), his or her impression of what significant others
such as friends or family think about the action (the normative dimen-
sion), and his or her control over the action (for example, whether or not
he or she can afford to buy organic food or whether or not the local
shops stock it). The model predicts actions much better than earlier
models, but the fact that one has to take such a wide range of complex,
circumstantial and normative factors into account reduces the usability
of the concept of attitude (Potter 1996a).5

From the perspective of discursive psychology, attitude research suffers
from a number of general problems. For instance, attitude researchers
treat every attitude as an isolated entity and not as a part of a larger
system of meaning, and no theory has been formulated to account for the
ways in which an individual’s different attitudes are connected to one
another. In a critique along these lines, Potter depicts this problem aptly
by way of the following metaphor: attitude research treats attitudes
as entities which are dispersed in the brain like raisins in a fruit cake
(1996a: 135). A related problem that Potter points out is that attitude
research neglects how attitudes are constructed through social interaction
between people in everyday life. And perhaps the most important point is
that the variations that characterise people’s talk are hard to reconcile with
the idea that attitudes merely reflect underlying cognitive processes and
stable structures (Billig 1991; Edwards and Potter 1992). Thus social con-
structionists criticise the basic premise of attitude research – that attitudes
should be sought after in individual cognitive structures. They believe, in
contrast, that attitude formation is constituted through social activities.6

G r o u p  C o n f l i c t s

Cognitivist approaches to stereotypes and group conflicts attempt to
understand the typical social psychological processes that create conflicts
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between groups. One of the central ideas is that, when people become
members of a group, they begin to identify with that group and view
social reality from its perspective. They come to regard members of their
own group as better than members of other groups. Racism and ethno-
centrism, then, are understood as results of group membership. This per-
spective implies that, as a consequence of universal mental processes,
everybody more or less functions identically. It also contains an element
of perceptualism as it is assumed that change in stereotypes takes place
only when new information contradicting the stereotypes is received.
This implies that if the victims of the stereotypes were to act differently,
people would treat the new information in a non-stereotypical way.
Consequently, the victims of stereotypes are considered to be the causes
of prejudices, and people’s prejudices are treated as inevitable effects of
information processing strategies (Wetherell 1996a).

Within discursive psychology, social identity theory is regarded as the
most fruitful of the cognitivist approaches.7 Social identity theory differs
from other cognitivist approaches in emphasising that conflict between
groups has roots in particular social and historical contexts. However, it
retains a cognitivist aspect in that it sees categorisation as a psychologi-
cal process. The aim is to determine what happens to people’s identity
and their evaluations, perceptions and motivations when they interact
within groups. The main point is that people’s cognitive processes
change since self-categorisation as a group member leads to the expres-
sion of a social identity rather than a personal identity; when expressing
a social identity, stereotypes are deployed. One’s sense of self becomes
based on shared ideas regarding the group (for example, about what it
means to be a student, a Christian or a European). According to social
identity theory, people’s self-esteem is intertwined with the group. In
order to feel good about oneself, the individual has to feel good about
the group. The result is that people favourise their own group (‘in-group
favouritism’) and discriminate against other groups (‘out-group discrimi-
nation’). It is in this way that conflicts arise between groups. 

Discursive psychologists have launched some of the same points of criti-
cism against social identity theory as they have against the other cognitivist
approaches. They question the assumption that there is a universal psycho-
logical process that causes group conflict. As in the case of the theories of
cognitive consistency, social identity theory does not provide evidence from
intercultural research. On the contrary, intercultural studies show that
children with other cultural backgrounds do not discriminate between
groups in the same way as British and Northern American children, for
example do (Wetherell 1982, 1996). The results of the studies are in line with
the social constructionist assumption that the processes of identification
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and categorisation underpinning social identity are historically and socially
specific. The results indicate that group members’ discrimination of other
groups is not due to an automatic, psychological connection between group
identification and competition between groups but to the interpretation of
group relations on the basis of cultural frameworks of understanding; it is
this culturally relative process of interpretation that determines whether
group identification leads to ‘in-group favouritism’ and ‘out-group discrimi-
nation’ or has another outcome altogether. 

T h e  P o s i t i o n  o f  D i s c u r s i v e  P s y c h o l o g y : S u m m a r y

In contrast to cognitivism, social constructionism – including discursive
psychology – argues for the social construction of attitudes, social groups
and identities. Social constructionism rejects the cognitivist attempt to
explain attitudes and behaviour in terms of underlying mental states or
processes. Instead of understanding psychological processes – including
processes of social categorisation – as private, mental activities produced by
individual information processing, social constructionists understand them
as social activities. Furthermore, they do not view attitudes as stable, mental
dispositions (that the individual ‘owns’) but as products of social interaction.

According to discursive psychology, language does not merely express
experiences; rather, language also constitutes experiences and the subjective,
psychological reality (Potter and Wetherell 1987; Shotter 1993; Wetherell
1995). In the next section we discuss in depth discursive psychology’s social
constructionist perspective and its understanding of self and identity.

S O C I A L  C O N S T R U C T I O N I S M  A N D  D I S C U R S I V E
P S Y C H O L O G Y

As mentioned in Chapter 1, social constructionists propose that the ways
in which we understand and categorise in everyday life are not trans-
parent reflections of a world ‘out there’, but a product of historically and
culturally specific understandings of the world and therefore contingent.
These understandings of the world are created and maintained through
social interaction between people in their everyday lives. This viewpoint
is based on anti-essentialism: that the social world is constructed socially
implies that its character is not pre-determined or pre-given, and that
people do not have inner ‘essences’ – a set of genuine, authentic and
immutable characteristics.8
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According to discursive psychology, discourses do not describe an
external world ‘out there’ as schemata and stereotypes do according
to cognitivist approaches. Rather, discourses create a world that looks
real or true for the speaker. As mentioned in Chapter 1, this point of
view is poststructuralist. Language is not seen as a channel that trans-
parently communicates a pre-existing psychological reality which is the
basis of experience; rather, subjective psychological realities are consti-
tuted through discourse, defined as situated language use or language use
in everyday texts and talk (Shotter 1993; Wetherell and Potter 1992).
Claims about psychological states should be treated as social, discursive
activities rather than as expressions of deeper ‘essences’ beneath the
words (Wittgenstein 1953). We give meaning to experiences by virtue of
the words which are available, and the resulting meanings contribute to
producing the experience rather than being merely a description of the
experience or an ‘after-the-event’ occurrence. As Potter, Stringer and
Wetherell claim, discourse can be said to ‘construct’ our lived reality
(Potter et al. 1984).

The idea that our lived reality is constituted discursively does not
mean that discursive psychology argues that social phenomena do not
have material aspects, or that there does not exist a physical reality out-
side discourse. In line with Laclau and Mouffe, the point is that pheno-
mena only gain meaning through discourses, and that the investment of
phenomena with meaning contributes to the creation of objects and
subjects. Wetherell and Potter stress this point in their study of discur-
sive practice in New Zealand:

New Zealand is no less real for being constituted discursively – you still die if
your plane crashes into a hill whether you think that the hill is the product of a
volcanic eruption or the solidified form of a mythical whale. However, material
reality is no less discursive for being able to get into the way of planes. How those
deaths are understood […] and what caused them is constituted through our
systems of discourses. (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 65)

In contrast to Laclau and Mouffe, most discursive psychologists
contend that social events, relations and structures have conditions of exis-
tence that lie outside the realm of discourse. For instance, it is argued,
nationalism is not only constituted through discourses but also through
state violence and material force, while, at the same time, being con-
structed as something meaningful within discourse (Wetherell and Potter
1992). Discursive psychology thus locates certain social practices outside
discourse, although it does not distinguish as sharply between discursive
and non-discursive practices as does critical discourse analysis.
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Discursive psychology also differs from Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory in rejecting a tendency within poststructuralism to analyse dis-
courses as abstract phenomena, not as situated and ‘occasioned’ social
practices:

The study of discourse can […] become something very like the geology of plate
tectonics–a patchwork of plates/discourses are understood to be grinding
violently together, causing earthquakes and volcanoes, or sometimes sliding
silently one underneath the other. Discourses become seen as potent causal
agents in their own right, with the processes of interest being the work of one
(abstract) discourse on another (abstract) discourse, or the propositions or
‘statements’ of that discourse working smoothly and automatically to produce
objects and subjects. (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 90)9

Discursive psychology draws on the poststructuralist understanding of
the self as a discursive subject but only in modified form since it also sub-
scribes to the interactionist position that people use discourses actively
as resources and consequently stresses that people are producers as well
as products of discourses.

D I F F E R E N T  S T R A N D S  O F  D I S C U R S I V E  P S Y C H O L O G Y

Even though discursive psychologists on the whole distance themselves
from the very abstract conception of discourse in, for instance, Laclau
and Mouffe’s approach, in favour of a more interactionist position, dis-
cursive psychologists disagree as to how to balance between the larger
circulation of patterns of meaning in society on the one hand, and the
meaning production occuring in specific contexts on the other. We will
distinguish between three different strands of discursive psychology, and
in this section we will outline their contours as distinctive approaches to
both theory and empirical research within the field of discursive psycho-
logy. In short, the three strands can be described as follows:

• A poststructuralist perspective that builds on Foucauldian theory on
discourse, power and the subject. 

• An interactionist perspective that builds on conversation analysis and
ethnomethodology.

• A synthetic perspective that unites the two first perspectives.

The differences between the three strands can be illustrated by way of the
continuum that we drew in Chapter 1 (Figure 1.2). On the right-hand side
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lie the approaches in which the researcher identifies abstract discourses
without examining in detail their use across different social contexts. On
the left-hand side are the approaches in which the researcher investigates
details in language use as activities in social interaction without system-
atically analysing the links between the details and broader social and
cultural processes and structures. The first perspective belongs to the
right-hand side, the second perspective to the left-hand side, and the
third to the middle position. 

The focus in the first perspective, closest to the more abstract concep-
tion of discourse, then, is on how people’s understandings of the world
and identities are created and changed in specific discourses and on the
social consequences of these discursive constructions.10 The second per-
spective concentrates on the analysis of the action orientation of text and
talk in social interaction. Drawing on conversation analysis and ethno-
methodology, the focus is on how social organisation is produced through
speech and interaction. The researcher analyses people’s conversations as
manifestations of a world that the participants create themselves. The
aim of the researcher is to keep her/his own theoretical perspective on
this world out of the analysis, and it is considered to be an assault on the
empirical material to apply frames of understanding and explanation not
thematised by the informants themselves.11

In the third perspective, a poststructuralist interest in how specific dis-
courses constitute subjects and objects is combined with an interaction-
ist interest in the ways in which people’s discourse is oriented towards
social action in specific contexts of interaction.12 Equal stress is placed
on what people do with their text and talk and on the discursive
resources they deploy in these practices. The concept of interpretative
repertoire is often used instead of discourse to emphasise that discourses
are drawn on in social interaction as flexible resources. Proponents of
this synthetic perspective distance themselves from both poststructuralist
discourse analysis and conversation analysis in their unadulterated
forms. On the one hand, they criticise poststructuralist discourse analy-
sis for reifying discourses – treating them as things out there in the world –
and for neglecting people’s situated language use (for example, Wetherell
1998). In poststructuralist discourse analyses of a particular domain
(such as the domain of sexuality, politics or the media), it is argued, dis-
courses are viewed as monolithic structures to which people are sub-
jected, and insufficient account is taken of the ways in which people’s
talk is shaped and changed by the specific contexts of interaction in
which the talk is situated and to which it is oriented.13 On
the other hand, they argue that conversation analysis as practised both
in the field of conversation analysis itself and in the purely interactionist
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perspective in discursive psychology14 neglects the wider social and
ideological consequences of language use (for example, Billig 1999a, b;15

Wetherell 1998). These consequences, it is proposed by followers of the
synthetic perspective such as Wetherell (1998) and Billig (1999b), can –
and should – be explored through application of social theory in addi-
tion to conversation analysis or discourse analysis.

This option is ruled out by conversation analysts on the grounds that
the proper object of analysis is the participants’ own meaning-making
through talk-in-interaction and not the analysts’ interpretations of
that talk in terms of the wider social patterning of talk. But this claim to
produce an analysis of participants’ own understandings free from the
‘pollution’ of analytical assumptions is an expression of epistemological
naïvity as well as being undesirable from the perspective of critical
research, according to Billig (1999b). All analysis of the world, Billig
points out, is based on particular assumptions and it is therefore impos-
sible to fully understand people’s talk purely in their own terms. In
addition, one should draw on systematised theory about the social (as
well as implicit assumptions) in order to carry out critical research on the
role of everyday talk in relation to wider questions of social practice and
power – the type of research attempted within the synthetic perspective
(Billig 1999b; Wetherell 1998).16

Although we will refer to the first two strands in cases of disagreement
between the three strands of discursive psychology, in most of this
chapter we concentrate mainly on the third perspective, focusing on the
work of Potter and Wetherell, since their approach has been central for
the development of discursive psychology in general and provides parti-
cularly useful and widely used tools for research in communication,
culture and language. Below, we outline their view of discourses as ‘inter-
pretative repertoires’. And towards the end of the chapter, we present
both an example from Wetherell and Potter’s empirical analysis of
Pa-keha-’s (white New Zealanders) discourse about Ma-ori culture (1992),
and an example of empirical work that belongs to the perspective which
draws heavily on conversation analysis and ethnomethology.

I n t e r p r e t a t i v e  R e p e r t o i r e s

Central to Potter and Wetherell’s model is the view of discourses as
‘interpretative repertoires’ that are used as flexible resources in social
interaction. The purpose is to gain insight into questions about commu-
nication, social action and the construction of the self, the Other and the
world. Potter and Wetherell analyse how discourse is constructed in
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relation to social action, how people construct their understandings of
the world in social interaction, and how these understandings work
ideologically to support forms of social organisation based on unequal
relations of power. 

Potter and Wetherell define discourse in several ways: as all types of
verbal interactions and written texts (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 7) and as
meanings, conversations, narratives, explanations, accounts and anecdotes
(Wetherell and Potter 1992: 3). In their empirical investigation of Pa-keha-

discourse in New Zealand they use the expression ‘interpretative reper-
toire’ instead of discourse in order to emphasise that language use in every-
day life is flexible and dynamic. An interpretative repertoire consists of
‘a limited number of terms that are used in a particular stylistic and gram-
matical way’ (Wetherell and Potter 1988: 172), or as they wrote later:

By interpretative repertoire, we mean broadly discernible clusters of terms,
descriptions and figures of speech often assembled around metaphors or vivid
images. (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 90)

Each repertoire provides resources that people can use to construct
versions of reality. While Wetherell and Potter emphasise that the term
‘discourse’ can be used to describe the same process – and do it themselves
now and again in their analysis – they prefer to use the concept ‘inter-
pretative repertoire’. This is in order to distance themselves from the
view of discourses as abstract, reified phenomena mentioned on p. 104 and
105 and to emphasise instead that discourses are used by people actively
as flexible resources for accomplishing forms of social action in texts and
talk. As flexible resources, interpretative repertoires are, at one and the
same time, identifiable entities that represent distinct ways of giving
meaning to the world and malleable forms that undergo transformations
on being put to rhetorical use:

One of the advantages of considering constructions like culture-as-heritage as
interpretative repertoires is that it suggests that there is an available choreo-
graphy of interpretative moves – like the moves of an icedancer, say – from which
particular ones can be selected in a way that fits most effectively in the context.
This emphasises both the flexibility of ordinary language use and the way that
interpretative resources are organised together in developed ways. It shows the
way the tectonic image breaks down in studies that focus on discourse use in
practice. (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 92)

The aim of the analysis is not to categorise people (for example, as
nationalists, racists or ‘green’ consumers) but to identify the discursive
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practices through which the categories are constructed. People cannot be
expected to be consistent; rather, it is to be expected that their texts and
talk vary as they draw on different discourses in different contexts. Thus
the analysis also places emphasis on the content of discourse in social
interaction as something important in itself, not just a reflection of
underlying psychological processes. This perspective, as noted earlier,
combines a poststructuralist focus on the ways in which specific dis-
courses (conceived as ‘interpretative repertoires’) constitute subjects and
objects with an interactionist focus on the ways in which people’s dis-
course is oriented towards social action in specific contexts.

With their starting point in Foucault’s genealogical approach,
Wetherell and Potter are not interested in finding out if an interpretative
repertoire is a true or false reflection of the world but in analysing the
practices through which the repertoires are constructed to appear as true
or false. They analyse how people’s accounts of themselves, experiences
and events are established as solid, real and stable (1992: 95) and how
competing accounts are exposed as false and biased (Potter 1996b). But
in contrast to Foucault – and in common with critical discourse analysis –
they are interested in the ideological effects of people’s accounts. They
define ideology as discourses that categorise the world in ways that
legitimate and maintain social patterns. They reject an understanding of
ideology as ‘false consciousness’ and the understanding of power as the
property of particular individuals or groups. As in critical discourse
analysis, they understand ideology as a practice and its power as diffuse
and discursively organised. The ideological content of a discourse can be
judged by its effects. The aim is to demonstrate that the effect of certain
discourses is to further a group’s interests at another group’s expense.

M I N D S , S E LV E S  A N D  I D E N T I T I E S

Discursive psychology, as already noted, is based on the social construc-
tionist premise that the individual self is not an isolated, autonomous
entity but, rather, is in constant, dynamic interaction with the social
world.17 Minds, selves and identities are formed, negotiated and
reshaped in social interaction.18 Drawing partly on the work of Bakhtin,
Mead and Vygotsky, discursive psychologists view minds and selves as
constructed through the internalisation of social dialogues. According to
Michael Billig’s rhetorical psychology, for example, every opinion is a
position in an argument rather than an isolated, individual evaluation
(for example, Billig 1991, 1996). This is based on a rhetorical model of
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the mind inspired, in particular, by Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin proposed
that thought is internal dialogue, resulting from the internalisation of
public debate (Bakhtin 1981). The social dialogues that form the basis
for the self are made up of cultural narratives and discourses which posi-
tion individuals in particular social categories such as gender (see for
example, Gergen 1994a). Children develop their sense of self by inter-
nalising their positioning in categories within different narratives and
discourses. By listening to accounts of the world, children learn appro-
priate modes of talking about themselves and others, including about
thoughts and emotions. And through the stories that they tell themselves,
children represent, try out and negotiate aspects of the self (Wetherell
and Maybin 1996). Far from being formed once and for all in childhood,
the individual self is in an ongoing process of construction throughout
the individual’s life through participation in narrative and discursive
practices in social interaction. With this understanding of the self, the
distinction between an external world outside the individual and an
internal psychological world is softened. The self is understood as
relational or ‘distributed’:

The person, consciousness, mind and the self are seen as social through and
through. As a consequence, it makes little sense to ask what is determined from
the ‘inside’ and what is determined from the ‘outside’. […] The self, in this
approach, is not an object to be described once and for all but is taken to be a
continuously changing and fluid history of relationships (Gergen 1991, 1994).
Jerome Bruner captures this point nicely when he argues that the self has to be
seen as distributed, not localised as in the snooker ball but continually spreading,
changing, grouping and regrouping across a relational and social field. (Wetherell
and Maybin 1996: 222; italics in original)

As mentioned earlier, discursive psychology rejects the modernist idea
that the individual self consists of a single, stable identity, and instead
conceives of the self as made up of multiple, discursively constituted
identities.19 It is important to point out, though, that while discursive
psychologists share the view that identities are formed through the ways
in which people position themselves in texts and talk in everyday life,
they vary as to their specific understanding of the discursive construction
of identity. The differences have their basis in the three main strands of
discursive psychology, which we described earlier on p. 104–6.

In the interactionist perspective, identities are theorised and empirically
explored as resources that people enlist to accomplish the business of talk
(for example, Antaki and Widdicombe 1998). The focus is on the ways in
which particular identities are used in talk in a specific context to perform
social actions such as legitimising a particular attitude. In contrast to this
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perspective, the two other strands of discursive psychology – the strict
poststructuralist perspective and the perspective which combines the
interactionist and the poststructuralist perspectives – define and analyse
the particular ways of talking in which identities are embedded as dis-
courses that structure and circumscribe talk across contexts of interac-
tion. The poststructuralist, Foucauldian perspective views identities as
the products of subject positions within discourses (for example,
Hollway 1989; Parker 1992). One of the adherents of this perspective
within sociology, Stuart Hall, on whom many discursive psychologists
draw, describes this conception of identity in the following way: 

I use ‘identity’ to refer to the meeting point […] between on the one hand the
discourses and practices which attempt to ‘interpellate’, speak to us or hail us
into place as the social subjects of particular discourses, and on the other hand,
the processes which produce subjectivities which construct us as subjects which
can be ‘spoken’. Identities are thus points of temporary attachment to the subject
positions which discursive practices construct for us. (Hall 1996: 5f)

The third strand, that embraces poststructuralism but combines it with
interactionism, treats identity both as a product of specific discourses
and as a resource for accomplishing social actions in talk-in-interaction.
Within this strand, the concept of positioning has been developed by
theorists such as Davies, Harré and Langenhove (for example, Davies and
Harré 1990; Harré and van Langenhove 1999). Positioning is viewed as
an integral part of the processes by which people construct accounts of
themselves in interaction with others. These processes are understood as
processes of negotiation as people actively take up positions within
different, and sometimes competing, discourses. People are treated as
both products of specific discourses and producers of talk in specific con-
texts; as such, they are both subjects of discourse and agents in social and
cultural reproduction and change. They are limited by the words which
exist as resources for talk but use them as flexible resources in arguing
and, by combining them in new ways, can contribute to change.

Both the poststructuralist perspective and the perspective that com-
bines poststructuralism and interactionism stress that identities have
become additionally fragmented and unstable in late modernity as they
are constructed across a number of contradictory and often antagonistic
discourses (Hall 1996: 6).20 Where dimensions such as nation, class,
gender and family earlier functioned as central categories, shaping all the
other identities, there is now a wide range of centres that produce con-
tradictory identities. An identity as a Christian, for example, can chal-
lenge an identity as a feminist or as a worker. Or a person’s identity as
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a consumer can conflict with an identity as environmentally aware. As a
consumer, the person may have a subject position in a consumerist dis-
course that advocates individual freedom of choice and the principle that
the quality should match the price, but this subject position may be in
conflict with an environmentalist discourse that conceives of shopping as
a means to preserve a collective good, the environment. The identity of
‘green consumer’ may emerge from the individual’s positioning within a
hybrid discourse in that the consumerist and the environmentalist dis-
courses are articulated together. This can be understood as part of ‘iden-
tity politics’ where traditional and stable relations based, for example, on
class, family or nation have been replaced by new, unstable identifica-
tions partly created through consumption.21 Power operates discursively
through the individual’s positioning of herself and others within particu-
lar discursive categories – for example, in the category of member of the
‘civilised’ West or of the ‘barbaric’ Islamic world within a discourse of
Orientalism.

The poststructuralist approach can cast light on these discursive
patterns, focusing on the relationships between the different discourses
and the subject positions and power relations they construct, while the
approach which combines poststructuralism and interactionism can give
insight into the ways in which people, through use of the available dis-
courses as flexible resources in talk, position themselves and others in
ways that support each others’ accounts, creating a consensus of mean-
ing, or challenge each others’ accounts, leading to a negotiation of mean-
ing. As illustrations of this type of analysis, we summarise elements of
Wetherell and Potter’s analysis of Pa-keha- talk later in this chapter and
also present an analysis from a study of environmental discourse (Phillips
2000a, 2000b) in Chapter 5. 

Across all three strands of discursive psychology, the dominant view is
that identities are constructed on the basis of different, shifting discursive
resource and are thus relational, incomplete and unstable, but not com-
pletely open. In Hall’s terms, we form a ‘sense of self’ by choosing one
version of the self out of all the possible versions of ‘me’. This is a closure
which is, however, only temporary:

But doesn’t the acceptance of the fictional or narrative status of identity in rela-
tion to the world also require as a necessity, its opposite – the moment of arbi-
trary closure? Potentially discourse is endless: the infinite semiosis of meaning.
But to say anything at all in particular, you do have to stop talking. Of course every
full stop is provisional. So what is this ‘ending’? […] It’s a kind of stake, a kind of
wager: It says: ‘I need to say something, something … just now’. It is not forever,
not totally universally true […]. But just now, this is what I mean; this is who I am.
At a certain point, in a certain discourse, we call these unfinished closures:
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‘the self ’, ‘society’, ‘politics’ etc. Full stop. OK.There really (as they say) is no full
stop of that kind. (Hall 1993: 136–137)

The production of meaning, and hence identity construction, are con-
strained by the range of discursive resources which are available to indi-
viduals by virtue of their social and cultural position and status. It is
easier for some individuals to adopt, and be ascribed, certain identities
such as the identity of ‘civilised’ Westerner within an Orientalist dis-
course or the identity of ‘expert’ within a scientific discourse. Moreover,
the changeable, contingent nature of identity does not mean that people
start all over again with new identities every single time they speak. The
identity that is articulated at a given time can be understood as the sedi-
mentation of earlier discursive practices (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 78).
One factor responsible for continuity is that the individual has to present
herself in a way which is acceptable and recognisable both to herself and
to the people with whom she interacts.

The fact that people create their identities through temporary ‘clo-
sures’ opens up for the possibility of creating collective identities, imagi-
ned communities (Anderson 1983), which are based on an idea of a
common identity – for example, as a woman or as a Dane. At the same
time, these communities cannot be taken for granted since the closure
that creates the identification with, and consequently constructs, the
community is only temporary. Because subjectivity is fragmented, people
do not necessarily experience that they share interests with, or feel affili-
ated to, the same groups permanently. At one point, people can have a
politically motivated affiliation to a group, while later on they may relate
antagonistically to some of the group’s members. For instance, a female
Kenyan engineer living in England can, in different situations, position
herself as, respectively, a member of the dominant class, a member of a
dominated group, ‘women’, and a member of the oppressed minority of
non-native British. Closure entails that a person temporarily fixes on one
identity – you have to stop talking, as Hall says. But in principle, the
identity is always open to change, and, consequently, the community can
be dissolved and new ones can be created. 

The conception of minds, selves and identities as products of social
interaction shared by all three strands of discursive psychology leads to
analysis of the rhetorical organisation of text and talk – that is, how text
and talk are oriented towards social action – rather than the linguistic
organisation of text and talk as in critical discourse analysis. The interest
is in how people use discourses actively as resources in talk-in-interaction.
Utterances are viewed as context-bound or ‘occasioned’, their meanings
being dependent on their rhetorical context, such as their deployment in

112 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D

3035-04.qxd  9/6/02 6:02 PM  Page 112



an argument to justify an action. A point stressed particularly in the strands
of discursive psychology adhering to the interactionist perspective (either
solely or in combination with poststructuralism) is that people in social
interaction treat each other as agents who can profit from – and there-
fore have a stake in – their actions (Potter 1996b). Thus everyday lan-
guage use involves dilemmas of stake as people struggle to establish their
accounts as factual and stable representations of the world and to decon-
struct other accounts as the product of personal or group interests
(Potter 1996b).22

Here, discursive psychology draws partly on ethnomethodology and
conversation analysis and partly on rhetoric. While ethnomethodology
and conversation analysis cast light on the rules that people follow and
the techniques they apply to accomplish the business of talk, rhetoric
gives insight into how people’s constructions of the world are designed
to counter potential or actual challenges and to undermine alternative
versions.23

P s y c h o l o g i c a l  I n v e s t m e n t

Discourse analysis, then, tells us that people form identities through their
positioning within discourses on which they draw in everyday text and
talk, but discourse analysis by itself cannot account for why people posi-
tion themselves within, or invest in, particular discourses. Why is it that
people identify with some discourses and not others? As we saw in
Chapter 2, Laclau and Mouffe enlist Lacan’s psychoanalytical theory to
provide an account of the psychological mechanisms responsible for
people’s investments in discourses. Several discursive psychologists have
also sought insight from different forms of psychoanalysis in an effort to
cast light on the question of psychological investment. In this section
we evaluate, respectively, the attempts of Hollway and Billig to combine
discourse analysis and psychoanalysis. 

Wendy Hollway (1984, 1989, 1995) works with a combination of
Foucauldian discourse theory, object relations theory and Lacanian
theory in order to cast light on questions of sexuality and heterosexuality.24

Her aim in drawing on this mix of theories is to theorise gender, power,
subjectivity and discourse without treating subjectivity as solely ‘the sum
of positions in discourses’ (1995: 91). Object relations theory proposes
that subjectivity is formed by experiences in the ‘pre-oedipal phase’ in
which the child shifts from being at one with the mother to being sepa-
rate. In the beginning, the child does not have a self-understanding that
is independent of the mother – its self-knowledge is ‘non-differentiated’.
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It is through social interaction that the child becomes ‘differentiated’
from the mother, and, when it is approximately six months old, it starts
seeing itself and the mother as separate individuals. Object relations
theorists consider this process of differentiation to be central to the
development of the individual’s self-knowledge and self-confidence and
his or her sense of ontological security (Wetherell 1995). The theory
implies that boys have a particular problem as they need to reject the
mother more than girls since their creation of a gender identity entails
the casting-off of the feminine dimension. Hollway (1984) argues, for
instance, that men resist their desire for intimacy with the Other because
intimacy would make them too vulnerable. To hold intimacy at bay, men
project their desire for mutual self-affirmation onto women. According
to Hollway, this provides an explanation as to why men invest in dis-
courses that construct women as vulnerable and emotional and men as
strong and rational. A bridge between the discursive perspective and
object relations theory is provided by Lacanian theory which represents
a constructionist understanding of the relationship between mother and
child and the resulting production of self. As outlined in Chapter 2,
Lacan claims that the child first goes through an imaginary stage in
which it is given a sense of completeness through its relationship with its
mother. Then, on becoming a subject of language, it loses this sense of
completeness but constantly strives to return to the state of wholeness. It
is this desire for wholeness which underpins the individual’s investment
in different discourses.

Another part of object relations theory proposes that certain psycho-
logical forces create a universal desire for security (Hollway and
Jefferson 1997). It is in order to satisfy this desire that people invest in
certain discourses. For instance, people can draw on a particular dis-
course about the spread of crime in order to cope with the proliferation
of risks in late modernity. They choose this discourse instead of other
discourses because, in contrast to discourses such as those about global
environmental catastrophies, it provides them with a risk that has a clear
source (a criminal), and suggests a course of action in which they them-
selves can engage (such as buying a burglar alarm). 

At first glance, object relations theory appears to be in conflict with
discourse analysis since it points to universal, internal, mental processes
as the cause of specific investments. But Hollway and Jefferson try to
reconcile the approaches by claiming that while the desire for safety and
completeness emanates from deep-rooted psychological forces and
universal anxiety, it is manifested in different ways as a function of the
different meanings ascribed to experience by different people and in dif-
ferent historical periods and social contexts. But although Hollway and
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Jefferson draw on Lacanian theory in order to take into account that
experiences are constructed in meaning in discourses, their use of object
relations theory leads to the ascription of too much importance to indi-
vidual, unconscious, psychological forces and very early, direct experi-
ences. By stressing the effects of direct experiences that took place in the
distant past, object relations theory conflicts with the discourse analyti-
cal premise that psychological categories are open to change through the
individual’s participation in discursive practices, experiences being con-
stituted through discourse. We think that if the aim is to combine the
approaches, then object relations theory needs to be ‘translated’ into dis-
course analytical terms to a greater extent than is the case here (see the
next chapter for a general discussion of the issue of ‘translation’). 

In another attempt to combine psychoanalytic theory and discursive
psychology, Michael Billig has done more ‘translation’ work (Billig
1997). Billig chooses Freudian rather than Lacanian theory, since he con-
siders the latter to be based on an understanding of language as detached
from everyday language use. According to Billig, psychoanalysis and dis-
course analysis can be linked together through the concept of ‘the dia-
logic unconscious’. The dialogic unconscious consists of statements that
have been repressed in specific social contexts. While Freud viewed social
activities including language use as manifestations of unconscious inter-
nal motivations, Billig conceives of the unconscious as the product of
dialogue with, and in, the social world. The idea is that it is through dia-
logue that people repress things and, at a more general level, acquire the
ability to repress. The role of language in processes of repression can be
investigated through discourse analysis. Some ways of talking make
certain themes possible and make others taboo, so that statements do not
only express things but also take part in repression. Taboos about cer-
tain subjects lead the speaker to choose between the different discourses
available and invest in one particular discourse. Thus, in furthering cer-
tain understandings of the world and excluding others, repression has
ideological consequences. 

Billig gives an illustration from his study of English families’ talk
about the British royal family (1992). The informants discuss whether
the British crown prince should be allowed to marry a non-white
woman. The informants say that they are not themselves racists and
personally would have nothing against such a match and do not suppose
that it would be a problem for the royal family either. But notwithstanding
this, they do not think that the heir to the throne would be able to choose
a non-white woman since the ‘general public’ is racist and would there-
fore never condone it. According to Billig, what is happening here is that
speakers are projecting their own repressed racism onto others, by
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ascribing to the general public their own repressed disapproval of such
a marriage. 

Billig’s theory of the dialogic unconscious provides us with a method
for ‘reading between the lines’ and identifying the unsaid. But not all
silences are repressions. The discourse analytical point of departure is
that statements are always historically and socially contingent, and, if
something is not said, it may be because it would not make sense in the
social and historical context in question. When, for example, people did
not talk about national identity in pre-modern societies, it was because
the national discourse was not yet available. In our view, a problem with
Billig’s theory is that he does not combine the term of repression with an
analysis of the range of discourses that are available in a given socially
and historically specific situation. In Chapter 5 we suggest the use of the
concept ‘order of discourse’ in order to chart which discourses are avail-
able, and to whom, in particular social domains. On obtaining an
overview of the order of discourse, one can go on to analyse the rhetori-
cal means by which taboos and the repression of utterances are estab-
lished within the field of possible statements. 

However, caution is imperative when combining psychoanalysis and
discourse analysis since the two approaches rest on different premises. It
is necessary to think about the relations between the two approaches on
the basis of a reflexive understanding of their contrasting theoretical
premises and the type of (contingent and delimited) knowledge produced
within each approach.

R E F L E X I V I T Y

Many social constructionists, including discursive psychologists, view
their own studies as discursive constructions that do not provide the only
possible representation of the world but, rather, just one version which
is part of the discursive struggle within the research field in question.
Scientific knowledge is seen as productive. As with all other discourses,
scientific discourse produces knowledge, social relations and identities.
This understanding of knowledge production stands in contrast to the
objectivist view of science to be found in positivism, whereby knowledge is
seen as a reflection of reality. As a result of their distinctive understanding
of knowledge, social constructionists often emphasise reflexivity – that is,
they attempt to apply their theories to their own research practice (Burr
1995: 180). 
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An important question which the reflexivity debate raises has to do
with discourse analysis’ relativism. Discursive psychology challenged
cognitive psychology by revealing that its claims to universal truth were
merely one possible version of the world. But how can researchers know
that their versions are better than other versions and how can they pro-
vide backing for these claims? We are faced with a problem if one wants
to defend or privilege one viewpoint over others (Parker and Burman
1993). For instance, how is it possible to give academic support to one
particular political position (for example, an egalitarian, antiracist or
feminist position)?

According to Wetherell and Potter (1992) and Edwards et al. (1995),
relativism does not reduce the academic value or the political significance
of the research. With regards to academic standards, the researcher’s
claims can be supported by evaluating the validity of the research.
Although discourse analysis does not accept objectivism’s scientific
demands of reliability and validity, this does not mean that all demands
for validity are dismissed (we return to this on p. 125). With respect to
political significance, the researcher can judge her/his own and others’
research in terms of the role that the research plays in the maintenance
of, or challenge to, power relations in society, that is, in relation to the
ideological implications of the research. For example, Wetherell and
Potter argue that their study of racism and discourse in New Zealand
challenges power relations by revealing the role of discourse in the main-
tenance of discrimination against the Maoris. This contrasts with cogni-
tive approaches to racism such as research on stereotypes that maintain
existing power relations by claiming that stereotypes are inevitable. But
the acceptance of relativism is also challenged within discursive psycho-
logy by theorists such as Parker (1992) and Willig (1999b). Their posi-
tion is that the relativism of social constructionism leads to a levelling of
all statements of the world as ‘equally good’ and that this makes critical
research impossible. Therefore, they advocate the combination of social
constructionism with the ontology of critical realism. 

Another aspect of the debate about reflexivity involves considerations
about the power relations between researcher and informants.
Traditional reseach is criticised for having illegitimately privileged its
own knowledge as the only objective knowledge of the world. To over-
come this, the researcher can put herself and her own accounts on the
same plane as her respondents and their accounts (Burr 1995). The
respondents’ comments on the researcher’s use of their accounts and on
her interpretations can be incorporated into the study. Obviously this
does not guarantee that the inequality in the power relations between
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researcher and respondents is eliminated. The researcher can still place
more emphasis on her own interpretations. As a result, reflexivity can
give a false impression of democratisation and hide the power relations
(Burr 1995). However, it can be argued that the researcher ought to
privilege her own reading since she produces another – and valuable –
form of knowledge through the usage of particular theories and methods.
Irrespective of the position one takes in relation to this, considerations
based on reflexivity compel the researcher to take into account her own
role as a researcher and to justify the choices that are made in the
research. In Chapter 6 we return to the discussion of the role of the
researcher and questions of relativism and knowledge production. 

S U M M A RY

Key points common to all strands of discursive psychology can, in
simplified form, be summarised in the following way:

• Discourse – defined as language use in everyday text and talk – is a
dynamic form of social practice which constructs the social world,
individual selves and identity. The self is constructed through the
internalisation of social dialogues. People have several, flexible iden-
tities which are constructed on the basis of different discourses.
Power functions through the individual’s positioning in particular
discursive categories. Discourse does not give expression to pre-con-
stituted psychological states; rather, subjective psychological realities
are constituted in discourse. Individuals’ claims about psychological
states should be treated as social, discursive activities instead of as
expressions of deeper ‘essences’ behind the words.

• Discourse is best viewed not as an abstract system (the tendency in
structuralist and poststructuralist theories of discourse) but as ‘situ-
ated’ language use in the contexts in which it takes place. 

• People use discourse rhetorically in order to accomplish forms of
social action in particular contexts of interaction. Language use is, in
this sense, ‘occasioned’. The focus of analysis, then, is not on the lin-
guistic organisation of text and talk as in critical discourse analysis
but on the rhetorical organisation of text and talk. The following
questions are asked. What do people do with their text and talk?
How are accounts established as solid, real and stable representations
of the world? How are people’s constructions of the world designed

118 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D

3035-04.qxd  9/6/02 6:02 PM  Page 118



so that they appear as stable facts, and how do they undermine
alternative versions (‘dilemmas of stake’)?

• Language constitutes the unconscious as well as consciousness.
Psychoanalytical theory can be combined with discourse analysis in
order to account for the psychological mechanisms underpinning the
‘unsaid’ and people’s selective investment in particular discourses
from the range of available discourses.

• The understanding of the contingent nature of research knowledge
leads to reflexive consideration of issues relating to relativism and the
role of the researcher in knowledge production.

R E S E A R C H  D E S I G N  A N D  M E T H O D S

What are the consequences of these theoretical and methodological con-
siderations for empirical research into the opinions expressed by people
in, for example, research interviews, media texts, audience studies and
political speeches? Before presenting examples of empirical analyses, we
will outline the research methods shared by approaches within discur-
sive psychology, charting the research process across ten steps. These
ten steps have been specified by Potter and Wetherell (1987: 160–175),
and we draw on their presentation of them here. It is important to
mention that discursive psychology deploys many of the same methods
as other qualitative approaches and we will draw attention to important
overlaps. 

1 . R e s e a r c h  Q u e s t i o n s

As in other qualitative approaches, research questions in discursive
psychology point in the direction of analyses of the production of mean-
ing. But discursive psychology differs from other qualitative approaches
in being interested in how meanings are produced within the discourses
or repertoires that people draw on as resources in order to talk about
aspects of the world. Thus the questions asked lead up to study of how
people, through discursive practice, create constructions of the world,
groups and identities. If, for instance, the general topic of study is
whether the new electronic media make possible new forms of social
relations, the focus of research could be on people’s discursive construc-
tions of the new media and their use of the media.
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2 . C h o i c e  o f  S a m p l e

Discourse analysis takes a long time. In addition to the time spent on
systematic analysis, much time has to be spent on reading and rereading
texts. With respect to size of sample, it is often sufficient to use a sample
of just a few texts (for example, under ten interviews) (Potter and
Wetherell, 1987: 161). The reasons for this are that the focus of interest
is language use rather than the individual, and that discursive patterns
can be created and maintained by just a few people (Potter and Wetherell
1987: 161). Sometimes more interviews can create work without
enriching the analysis. How large the sample needs to be depends on the
research questions (Potter and Wetherell, 1987: 161). Many analyses
(e.g. Woolgar 1980) have focused on one single text and its significance
in a particular social domain. Other analyses have larger samples
because the researchers have wanted access to different and varied dis-
cursive practices, and because they have been interested in finding out
whether a discourse is dominant within a field. Basically there is no
correct, natural limit; what is important is that researchers clearly
describe their chosen sample and justify their choice on the basis of the
research questions and methodology (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 162). 

3 . P r o d u c t i o n  o f  N a t u r a l l y  O c c u r r i n g  M a t e r i a l

Often discursive psychologists use ‘naturally occurring’ material instead
of, or in combination with, material that the researcher creates through
contact with respondents (for example, in research interviews) (Potter
and Wetherell 1987: 162; see also Potter 1997). Examples of naturally
occurring material include transcriptions of everyday conversations,
scientific texts and media texts. Advantages are that the researcher does
not influence the material and the type of material collected opens up for
an analysis of variation across social contexts. For instance, an indivi-
dual can give one version of the world in an interview and another in a
conversation with friends or in something he or she writes (Potter and
Wetherell 1987: 162). A practical problem is that natural conversations
often take a long time to transcribe. And for ethical reasons, the researcher
has to gain permission to follow and use the conversation (Potter and
Wetherell 1987: 163; Potter 1997).

One possibility is to study intertextual chains (see Chapter 3) where
different types of text are collected: for example, a report on water
pollution from the Department of the Environment, a press statement
regarding the report, news coverage of the report as well as interviews
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with newspaper readers and TV viewers about news broadcasts and
newspaper articles. The production and transformation of discourse
across these domains can then be charted.25

4 . P r o d u c t i o n  o f  M a t e r i a l  T h r o u g h  I n t e r v i e w s  

In this section we compare discursive psychology first with the survey
method and then with other qualitative approaches. 

D i s c u r s i v e  P s y c h o l o g y  Ve r s u s  S u r v e y  M e t h o d o l o g y

Within discursive psychology semi-structured and unstructured inter-
views are the dominant methods of producing material as opposed to
questionnaires or structured interviews.26 Participants can potentially
influence the agenda and produce longer accounts, and the researcher
can analyse the discursive patterns that are created when the participants
use specific discursive resources in their argumentation. In unstructured
interviews the respondent controls the direction of the interview, while
in semi-structured interviews the researcher makes sure that all the
themes on the interview schedule are covered albeit not necessarily in the
same order or with the same formulations. 

The survey method’s questionnaires are not suited to discourse analy-
sis since they contain isolated questions and statements on which the
respondent has to take a stance. This makes it difficult to gain access to
the discourses on which the respondents draw in their answers.
Consequently, it becomes very difficult to make an analysis of people’s
discursive practice including the relations between the different dis-
courses. Furthermore, the questions are formulated within a specific dis-
course and this can influence the answers (O’Shea 1984; Phillips 1998).
Alan O’Shea (1984: 35) gives an example of a question from a ques-
tionnaire, ‘Who would be the right person to protect the British tax-
payer?’ According to O’Shea the term ‘British taxpayer’ – rather than the
term ‘British citizen’ – constructs a subject position for the individual
that belongs to the discourse of Thatcherism. And this influences the
answers. O’Shea concludes that opinion polls do not enable the
researcher to investigate questions about the relations between different
discourses – in this case, for example, the question of whether the dis-
course of Thatcherism dominates in the discursive struggle for hegemony. 

Another problem is that questionnaires presuppose that people’s atti-
tudes are stable mental dispositions. As mentioned earlier, this view
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towards attitudes is challenged by the variation which has been found in
people’s answers in interviews and questionnaires in opinion polls.
Several studies show that small changes in the formulation of the ques-
tions lead to major differences in the answers (Potter and Wetherell
1987: 40). Potter and Wetherell note how self-contradictory answers
within survey research often are regarded as threats to the reliability of
the study rather than as signs of variation in the use of language. In
opposition to this, variation and self-contradictory answers are taken for
granted in discursive psychology and such variations are seen as signs of
the use of several discourses. 

Evaluated in terms of the premises of discursive psychology, survey
research is not suited to the investigation of meaning systems and iden-
tities as opinion polls treat individual opinions as if they were isolated,
stable and static cognitive entities – like ‘raisins in a fruit cake’ (Potter
1996a: 135). In contrast to survey research, the focus in discursive psycho-
logy is on the dynamic (discursive) practices through which representa-
tions are created and changed in different social contexts:

The montage [of incoherently related themes] needs to be studied as it unfolds
in discourse rather than assembled from responses to questionnaires which
resemble series of static photographs in comparison. (Wetherell, Stiven and
Potter 1987: 60)

Exploring how discourses containing particular vocabularies are used in
social interaction, discursive psychology diverges sharply from the
method of ‘content analysis’, which identifies certain words, codes them
on the basis of different categories and counts them.27 Wetherell and
Potter note that the fact that people use the word ‘nation’ three times
does not necessarily tell us anything about people’s racism (1992: 93).
They emphasise that quantitative methods should not be excluded for
theoretical reasons, but that the ways in which they have been used until
now are not in line with the perspective of discourse analysis.

D i s c u r s i v e  P s y c h o l o g y  Ve r s u s  O t h e r  Q u a l i t a t i v e  M e t h o d s

Discursive psychology makes use of many of the same methods as other
qualitative methodologies. As with other qualitative methods, discursive
psychology rejects the positivist epistemology that underpins much opin-
ion poll research and some sociological schools.28

In positivist epistemology, it is important that interviews produce clear
and consistent answers that enable the researcher to draw conclusions
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about underlying opinions or prior actions (e.g. consumption practices).
Interviews based on a positivist epistemology are usually structured.
Standard questions are asked without deviating from the pre-prepared
formulations and order. Researchers within this tradition try to minimise
the effects of the social interaction between interviewer and respondent.
For instance, they insist that the interviewer should stick to the ques-
tions. If the interviewer deviates from the formulations in the interview
schedule, this threatens the reliability of the study. The formulations are
evaluated on the basis of whether the questions will produce the type of
information that is needed. Threats to the collection of the desired infor-
mation include unclear formulations, ‘leading’ questions and double
questions (where two questions are asked at the same time). If the ques-
tions are not posed properly, it is less probable that the respondent will
understand them as they were meant and will consequently answer
‘incorrectly’. Incorrect answers undermine the validity of the research
since the questions do not measure what they were intended to measure. 

In qualitative methodologies that reject positivist epistemology, the
interview is regarded as a form of social interaction which both
researcher and respondent contribute to shape. The interviewer is much
more active and intervenes more than in the structured interviews.
Accordingly, in the analysis, both interviewer and respondent(s) are
regarded as equal.29 The interview is seen as a way of investigating
the meanings that all participants create in social interaction.30 Here,
language is both a tool for analysis and an object of analysis (Jensen and
Jankowski 1991: 32).

Although qualitative methods treat the interview as a form of social
interaction created by both parties, there are still some researchers who
consider ‘leading’ questions to be a problem.31 But much qualitative
research – including all forms of discourse analysis – do not see ‘leading’
questions as a problem, but rather as inherent to the interview as inter-
action. However, it is crucial that the researcher takes into account how
the questions are formulated when analysing the interview. Furthermore,
in the planning of the interview, it is necessary to consider both aspects
relating to content (the thematic dimension) and aspects relating to inter-
action (the dynamic dimension) (Kvale 1996). According to Steiner
Kvale (1996), a good interview question should contribute thematically
to the creation of knowledge and dynamically to the creation of a good
interaction. The researcher should think up good, open questions,
follow-up questions and structuring questions.32

The biggest difference between discursive psychology and many other
qualitative perspectives is that discursive psychology has another view of
the relations between language, meaning and people’s psychological

D I S C U R S I V E  P S Y C H O L O G Y 123

3035-04.qxd  9/6/02 6:02 PM  Page 123



states. Acording to discursive psychology, meaning is embedded in
language and it is therefore necessary to investigate language in order to
analyse meanings. Other approaches such as phenomenological psycho-
logy see the respondents’ language as a reflection of a deeper psychologi-
cal reality.33

5 . Tr a n s c r i p t i o n

In studies based on discursive psychology the same considerations
about transcription apply as in critical discourse analysis presented in
Chapter 3. What we will particularly stress here are the implications of
discursive psychology’s treatment of the interview as social interaction.
It is important to choose a transcription system that enables the
researcher to analyse the interview as social interaction. Potter and
Wetherell (e.g. Potter and Wetherell 1987; Wetherell and Potter 1992)
use a simpler version than the system (Jefferson’s system) which is fre-
quently used in critical discourse analysis. If an interview is regarded as
social interaction, both questions and answers should be transcribed and
analysed. A good transcription, state Wetherell and Potter, can show
how a respondent’s answer is, in part, a result of the interviewer’s evalu-
ation of the respondent (Wetherell and Potter 1992).

6 . C o d i n g

How then, does the researcher handle the enormous amount of material
that has been produced through, for example, interviews? As with other
qualitative methods of analysis, there is no clear-cut procedure or recipe
as in the natural sciences or in social scientific approaches that imitate
the natural sciences. But, for discursive psychology as for other qualita-
tive methods, coding is usually the first step.34

The way to start is to read and reread the transcriptions in order to
identify themes. It is a form of coding where text fragments are placed in
categories. The aim is not only to identify themes that derive from the
theoretical frame but also to be open for new themes that can be found
during the interviews or during the reading of them. The interview
excerpts can be copied onto different subject files and when an under-
standing of a theme develops, it is possible to go back to the material and
look for more examples. In the process some themes are rejected and
new ones are created (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 167).

124 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D

3035-04.qxd  9/6/02 6:02 PM  Page 124



A technique which can be used to get the analysis going is to look for
crisis points: signs indicating that something has gone wrong in the
interaction. These signs can reflect conflicts between different dis-
courses. A sign could be that one of the participants tries to save a
situation by e.g. repeating a statement, or it could be ‘disfluency’ where
the participant hesitates or repeats utterances, silence or sudden change
in style (Fairclough 1992a). Another technique is to look at pronouns.
A shift in pronouns (for example, from ‘I’ to ‘we’) can indicate a shift
from a subject position within one discourse to a subject position
within another.

7 . A n a l y s i s

The different types of discursive psychology have different ways of
approaching discourse analysis. The choice of analytical techniques
depends on the theoretical frame and method. Later on in the chapter
on p. 126–132, we give a short sketch of two examples of discourse
psychological analysis. 

8 . D e t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  v a l i d i t y

A common critique of qualitative research from the perspective
of quantitative research is that qualitative research is less stringent
and hence less valid. This is not necessarily true. Of course it is not
certain that the criteria used to validate qualitative research can always
determine whether the research is valid. But this also applies to vali-
dation techniques within the natural sciences (Potter and Wetherell
1987). 

One way in which the validity of a discourse analysis can be deter-
mined is by focusing on coherence. Analytical claims are supposed to
form a coherent discourse; the presence of aspects of the analysis that are
not in line with the discourse analytical account reduces the likelihood
that readers will accept the analysis (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 170).
Another way of determining validity is to evaluate the fruitfulness of the
analysis (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 171–172). This method has been
applied traditionally across scientific paradigms. In evaluating the fruit-
fulness of the analysis, the focus is on the explanatory potential of the
analytical framework including its ability to provide new explanations
(1987: 171).35
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9 . T h e  R e s e a r c h  R e p o r t

The report is not only the presentation of the research results; it is also
part of the validation (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 172). The researcher
has to present analysis and conclusions in a form that enables the reader
to judge the researcher’s interpretations (Potter and Wetherell, 1987:
172). Here, transparency is crucial. The report should contain represen-
tative examples from the empirical material plus detailed accounts of the
interpretation that connects analytical claims with specific text extracts.
This is how the analytical steps from discursive data to researcher’s con-
clusions are documented. Readers should be given the possibility of eval-
uating every step of the process and form their own impression. A large
part of the report consists of extracts of the transcription and detailed
interpretations which identify patterns in the material. When researchers
make their own interpretations, problems often become apparent. A
discursive pattern which they thought was obvious may crumble, and it
becomes necessary to return to coding or indeed, to the transcriptions
(Potter and Wetherell 1987: 173–174).

1 0 . A p p l y i n g  R e s e a r c h  R e s u l t s

The communication of discourse analytical insights to people outside
the research field is an important challenge. The researcher needs to
choose whether the target group for the research results should be the
scientific community, the people the investigation concerned (for example,
the people that were interviewed), the group to which these people
belonged (for example, a particular subculture) and/or people in general.
One possibility is to choose the mass media as a medium. Another
possibility is to create a dialogue with the people that were studied
(Potter and Wetherell 1987: 175) (see the discusion of dialogical research
Chapter 6 pages 198–200). Here the concept of ‘critical language aware-
ness’ that Fairclough has taken part in developing can be applied (see
Chapter 3).

E X A M P L E S

In the following sections we present examples of empirical uses of two
discourse analytical approaches in order to give an impression of the
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implications of the distinctive features of each approach for the type of
discourse analysis carried out. In doing this, we hope to provide some
ideas for how to apply theory and method in other research projects. The
first example is from Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) study of discourse in
New Zealand. In the study they combine a poststructuralist focus on
how particular discourses construct objects and subjects in particular
ways with an ethnomethodological focus on how people’s statements in
interactions function as social actions.36 The other example is from Sue
Widdicombe and Rob Wooffitt’s (1995) discourse analysis of the discur-
sive construction of cultural identities. As mentioned earlier, they draw
to a greater extent on ethnomethodology and conversation analysis than
do Wetherell and Potter. Consequently, their analysis focuses on people’s
speech and does not encompass broader social and discursive patterns or
political perspectives on the ideological effects of the discourses. The
study concentrates on how people’s verbalisation of identities is directed
towards the context of the interaction.

We t h e r e l l  a n d  P o t t e r : ‘ C u l t u r e ’
a s  a  D i s c u r s i v e  C o n s t r u c t i o n

Wetherell and Potter’s study deals with Pa-keha-s (white New
Zealanders’) use of particular discourses or interpretative repertoires in
which ‘culture’, ‘race’ and ‘nation’ are constructed in particular ways.
Potter and Wetherell understand categorisation – how people categorise
themselves in relation to a group and how they categorise others – as a
discursive practice. The goals of the analysis are critical in the sense that
the authors aim to show the social significance and the social consequences
of particular interpretative repertoires. Their conclusion is that apparent
‘egalitarian’ and ‘liberal’ discourses contribute to the strengthening of
racism and discrimination. For instance they show that particular ways
of understanding culture – that is particular discursive constructions of
culture – contribute to the legitimation of discrimination of the Ma-oris
in New Zealand. 

Potter and Wetherell do not believe that racism is merely a question of
language, they say that the focus should also be on institutional practices
and social structures that are only partly discursive. But they argue that
discourse is an important form of social action which has an impact on
the ways in which the Ma-oris are treated in many different social con-
texts and therefore is not ‘just talk’. Some of the texts they analyse are
as follows (words in brackets are the interviewer’s responses).
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E x a m p l e  1  We t h e r e l l  a n d  P o t t e r  ( 1 9 9 2 : 1 2 0 )

Knight: The Ma-oris seem more advanced than the Aboriginals.

E x a m p l e  2  We t h e r e l l  a n d  P o t t e r  ( 1 9 9 2 : 1 2 0 )

Davison: The Maa-ori on the whole isn’t a leader, uh, I think that the
Ma-ori that is leading in this way probably has a lot of Pa-keha- blood.
Cause there are no pure-bred Ma-oris in New Zealand and that probably,
you know, that’s the reason why.

E x a m p l e  3  We t h e r e l l  a n d  P o t t e r  ( 1 9 9 2 : 9 1  a n d  1 2 9 )

Shell: I’m quite, I’m certainly in favour of a bit of Ma-oritanga it is some-
thing uniquely New Zealand, and I guess I’m very conservation minded
(yes) and in the same way as I don’t like seeing a species go out of exis-
tence I don’t like seeing (yes) a culture and a language (yes) and every-
thing else fade out. 

E x a m p l e  4  We t h e r e l l  a n d  P o t t e r  ( 1 9 9 2 : 1 2 9 )

Williamson: I think it’s important they hang on to their culture (yeah)
because if I try to think about it, the Pa-keha- New Zealander hasn’t got
a culture (yeah). I, as far as I know he hasn’t got one (yeah) unless it’s
rugby, racing and beer, that would be his lot! (yes) But the Ma-oris have
definitely got something, you know, some definite things that they do
and (yeah). No, I say hang onto their culture.

E x a m p l e  5  We t h e r e l l  a n d  P o t t e r  ( 1 9 9 2 : 1 3 2 )

Broadman: Uh you know the rootless young Polynesian is perhaps a
little more obvious than the rootless young European although there’s
quite a few of those, and for the same reasons surprisingly, is still very
visible in the streets (mmmhm). Um, and part of the recent upsurge in
Ma-oritanga has been to encourage many of them to go back and find
their roots, and that’s exactly what they needed (yes).

The first two examples are accounts that refer to ‘race’ but they are not
totally racist. They do not talk directly about superiority and inferiority
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but they both draw on a race repertoire (Wetherell and Potter 1992:
120). Although the accounts praise the Ma-oris, they are based on racist
premises because ‘race’ as a category treats people as biological objects:
group membership is a question of biological roots (Wetherell and Potter
1992: 122). In the race repertoire, group characteristics determine indi-
vidual characteristics. Racial groups are seen as organised in hierarchies.
In example 1, Ma-oris are placed higher in the hierarchy than other
‘races’ such as aboriginals. In example 2 ‘pure-bred’ is inferior to those
with ‘mixed’ blood and they are not as good as the whites (Wetherell and
Potter 1992: 122). The social and ideological consequences of this dis-
course are clear: from the perspective of this discourse, social change is
impossible (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 122).

While there were many examples of race-based explanations like
these, Potter and Wetherell found that there has been a general discur-
sive shift from the race discourse of the 1970s to today’s culture dis-
course or culture repertoire (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 128). The focus
is no longer on biological differences but on cultural differences.
Wetherell and Potter identified two interpretative repertoires that cate-
gorise ‘culture’ in different ways: culture as heritage (cultural heritage/
valuable tradition) and culture as therapy. 

‘Culture as heritage’ (Examples 3 and 4) is a discursive construction of
culture as something traditional and unchangeable in contrast to a con-
ception of culture as a dynamic process. The Ma-oris are constructed as
museum custodians that have a duty to maintain their culture for their
own sake (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 129). Wetherell and Potter think
that this interpretative repertoire has an ideological effect because it sep-
arates culture and politics so that problems involving the oppression of
minorities do not become an issue. Social and political problems are
understood as cultural problems. The more recent social practices of the
Ma-oris are not identified as cultural strategies but rather as degenerated
forms of activity that pollute the clean culture of the Ma-oris. Culture is
equated with traditional culture, and contact with modern society is seen
as dangerous for those whose roots are in an ‘ancient’ culture; if they
adapt to modern society, they can ‘lose their culture’ and this leads to
‘cultural conflict’ and ‘culture shock’ (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 130).

In the other interpretative repertoire, ‘culture as therapy’ (Example 5),
it is assumed that, if only the Ma-oris felt good about themselves, the
social problems would disappear (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 131).
Having roots in a traditional culture is healthy, it creates pride and a
sense of self-confidence that is based on recognition of cultural differ-
ences. This discourse constructs the Ma-oris’ protests and ‘anti-social’
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behaviour as a result of psychological problems from which the Ma-oris
suffer when they lose their culture rather than as a result of social prob-
lems such as their position at the bottom of society (as members of the
underclass in capitalist society). If Ma-oris lose their cultural identity,
they do not automatically become Pa-keha- – a white New Zealander-or
civilised; rather, they become ‘rootless’ (Wetherell and Potter: 131).
According to Wetherell and Potter, it is this way of using the discourse
about culture that is ideological. 

Which identities then does the culture discourse construct for white
New Zealanders? It constructs them as progressive, liberal, egalitarian
people who are interested in, and open to, other cultures. While culture
is constructed as a duty for Ma-oris, it is a playground for Pa-keha-

(Wetherell and Potter 1992: 134). They can learn the Ma-ori language
and traditions in the same way as they learn to play a musical instrument
(Wetherell and Potter 1992: 134). This leads to the maintenance of the
status quo. While the Ma-oris have culture, the whites have civilisation,
the opinions of the modern world – in other words, common-sense
(Wetherell and Potter 1992: 135). In this discourse, the Ma-oris become
exotic and the white majority becomes ‘the normal mode’. It is the Ma-oris
that represent ‘difference’; the broader Pa-keha- society surrounds the
Ma-ori culture and determines its limits (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 136).

An important factor to mention in relation to this study is that the
same person can very well draw on both forms of culture discourse at
different points in an interview. Wetherell and Potter found, for exam-
ple, that respondents frequently drew on the culture as heritage reper-
toire when talking about Ma-ori language, while they talked in terms of
the ‘culture as therapy’ repertoire when discussing the problems of crime
and academic failure amongst young Ma-oris (Wetherell and Potter 1992:
91). And people can also draw on a race discourse in addition to a
culture discourse. The point is that people draw on different discourses
in different contexts. Discourses function as resources that are used in
argumentation, and in different arguments people draw on different dis-
courses and hence express different identities.

W i d d i c o m b e  a n d  Wo o f f i t t : S u b c u l t u r a l  I d e n t i t i e s

Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995) focus on how people draw on a parti-
cular identity as a resource in the account of a given action. In common
with other social constructionists, Widdicombe and Wooffitt do not view
identities as fixed and determined by the individual’s inner essence but
rather as products of social interaction which are open to change. Identities
are, they say, oriented towards action, and analysis aims to identify the
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precise ways in which identities are constructed and negotiated in talk.
Below we present an extract from an interview with a punk (MR) who
describes a violent clash between punks and the police after a concert
(FR is the interviewer):

MR: and the police were all outside there (ehr) at the concert there wasn’t a bit of trouble
part from inside one or two wee scraps you know?
MR: But that happens every one – every gig
FR:There’s a scrap?
MR: that’s all, somebody doesn’t like somebody else
FR: mm
MR: doesn’t matter what it is is always happening y’ know you cannot stop that
MR: we go outside and there they are
MR: fucking eight hundred old bill
MR: just waiting for the chance
MR: riot shields, truncheons and you’re not doing nothing, you’re only trying to get down to the
tube and go home so what do they do? You’re walking by and they’re pushing you with trun-
cheons and they start hatting the odd punk here and there
MR: and what happens? The punks rebe-rebel, they don’t want to get hit in the face with a
truncheon. Nobody does. So what do you do – push your copper back and then what hap-
pens? Ten or twelve of them are beating the pure hell out of some poor bastard who’s only
tried to keep somebody off his back
MR: now that started a riot.37

Much of MR’s account is designed to construct the punks’ actions as
completely ordinary – everybody would have reacted in the same way in
that situation. The first reference to the punks’ actions is a minimal
account of what they did after the concert: ‘And we go outside’. This
implies that their actions were not out of the ordinary. The other refer-
ence to their actions also gives this impression: ‘doing nothing’, just
‘going home’. By using the pronoun ‘you’, instead of ‘I’ or ‘we’, it is implied
that their action was not specific to a particular group but general (some-
thing everybody would do in that kind of situation). The use of ‘extreme
case formulations’ (‘every gig’, ‘always somebody’, ‘always happening’)
gives the impression that these things are general, they are not exclusive
to punk concerts. In the statement ‘There’s always somebody that doesn’t
like somebody else’ violence is presented as a product of interpersonal
conflict independent of group membership. ‘It’s always happening’
emphasises that conflicts are a natural part of human existence and that
they are not specific to certain groups.38 MR does not express an iden-
tity as a punk but as an ordinary person. Throughout the text it is
stressed that punks are ordinary people who only did what everybody
else would have done.

In the account of the violence, MR does not say that it was the punks
that participated. The punks are constructed as passive victims of vio-
lence and when they do engage in violence it is in self-defence. The focus
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is on how the punks’ behaviour is ordinary while the police’s behaviour
is aggressive and extraordinary. MR builds a series of contrasts between
the punks’ and the police’s behaviour: the police are waiting with ‘riot
shields, truncheons’ while the punks are ‘only trying to get down to the
tube and go home’. The punks are described as ‘walking by’ while the
police are described as ‘pushing you with truncheons’. All of this indi-
cates that the respondent takes account of the negative assumptions
about punks that are widespread in the media. His descriptions are con-
structed in order to minimise the possibility that the listener forms the
impression that the punks were responsible for the violence. He constructs
his description in this way by underlining the routine character of the
punks’ actions: he emphasises that their actions were something that
everybody does, not just punks.

F I N A L  R E M A R K S

In conclusion, we will discuss some criticisms which have been mounted
against discursive psychology. We start with the two central strands of
discursive psychology represented and illustrated respectively by
Wetherell and Potter’s, and Widdicombe and Wooffitt’s studies.
Following this, we mention Serge Moscovici’s attempt to develop and
expand the social constructionist perspective by incorporating a partly
cognitivist perspective.

Through systematic use of conversation analysis techniques,
Widdicombe and Wooffitt demonstrate how people draw on discursive
resources – including social identities – to construct particular stories.
However, discourse analysts in this school are not interested in investi-
gating how particular discourses that circulate in society construct
subjects and objects in ways that have social or ideological consequences.
They do not try to identify the content of the discourses, the relations
between different discourses and their social consequences. The result is
that they do not shed light upon the role of discursive practice in the
maintenance of a particular social order that is characterised by particu-
lar power relations and excludes alternative forms of social organisation.
We will return to this problem in Chapter 5 in discussion across the three
approaches: Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, critical discourse
analysis and discursive psychology.

The other type of discursive psychology on which we have focused
(using Wetherell and Potter as an example) shares Widdicombe and
Wooffitt’s interest in rhetorical strategies, and neither do Potter and
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Wetherell do close linguistic analysis. Wetherell and Potter (1992) say
that they are interested in the content of the interviews and not in their
linguistic structure. In some cases this is a problem. Potter and Wetherell
identify certain interpretative repertoires in a series of interviews and
argue that these repertoires contribute to the maintenance of a particu-
lar social order. Nevertheless, they do not give sufficient documentation
of the existence of these repertoires. Such empirical support could, for
instance, be produced through linguistic analysis (see also Chapter 5).

From a cognitivist point of view, method is one of the main problems
of discursive psychology. Cognitivist critics do not consider the methods
stringent enough to produce valid results on the grounds that they do not
include techniques that are based on positivist epistemology including
random samples, ‘inter-coder reliability tests’ and quantitative data
analysis (Potter 1996a: 167). The argument is that, without these tech-
niques, all sorts of subjective interpretations have free rein and there are
no criteria for distinguishing the good from the bad and the valid from
the invalid. 

Cognitive psychologists also refuse – not surprisingly – to accept that
it is better to treat and study psychological phenomena as social, discur-
sive activities rather than as internal processes and states. Whether or not
one subscribes to the cognitivist or the social constructionist position
depends to a large extent on one’s understanding of the self – that is, on
whether one understands the self as integrated and autonomous and thus
distinct from the social, or as relational and distributed and therefore
social through and through. With the adoption of a relational view of the
self, the research focus is moved from isolated individuals and groups of
individuals to processes of meaning production in social interaction.
Discursive psychologists argue that the variations in both understandings
and identities that are routinely found in people’s speech in empirical
studies are in line with the social constructionist view of the self. In con-
trast, cognitivists argue that communication in social interaction
involves and presupposes more than just linguistic operations. For
instance Moscovici (1994) claims that communication is partly based on
representations of the world (‘social representations’) that are not
directly communicated – that is, they are types of presuppositions that
make the communication possible but are not expressed linguistically.
They shape social actions without being part of the actions themselves
(Potter 1996a).

Moscovici is the founder of an approach – social representation
theory – that can be seen as a fusion or hybrid of cognitivism and social
constructionism as he combines elements from both perspectives. This
means that both communication processes in social interaction and
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cognitive processes are the focus of analysis. Social representation theory
is one of the few attempts to combine the perspectives.39 In the next
chapter, we continue investigation of how discourse analysis can be com-
bined with other theoretical perspectives.

N OT E S

1 Central studies within discursive psychology include the following: Billig
(1992), Edwards and Potter (1992), Potter and Wetherell (1987), Shotter and
Gergen (1989), Wetherell and Potter (1992) and Widdicombe and Wooffitt
(1995).

2 For examples of this use of Wittgenstein’s philosophy, see Edwards and
Potter (1992), Shotter (1993) and Billig (1997). 

3 For a clear description of perceptualism, see Edwards and Potter (1992:
Chapter 1). 

4 For a critical overview of this field of research, see Potter (1996a). Within
communication planning, opinion research is used in KAP studies
(‘Knowledge, Attitudes, Practices’) or KAB studies (‘Knowledge, Attitudes,
Behaviour’). 

5 For a detailed account of these problems, see Potter (1996a). 

6 See, for example, Middleton and Edwards (1990) for how ‘remembering’
can be understood and investigated as a social activity.

7 Tajfel (1981) contains many key texts about social identity theory. See also
Abrams and Hogg (1990) for an overview and Wetherell (1996b) for a critical
reading.

8 For a comparison between essentialist and non-essentialist perspectives on
identity, see Woodward (1997: 11f.).

9 See also Potter (1996b: 87). 

10 See, for example, Hollway (1984, 1989) and Parker (1992).

11 See, for example, Antaki (1994), Antaki and Widdicombe (1998),
Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995). For a brief introduction to ethnomethodo-
logy and to conversation analysis see, respectively, Watson (1997) and Heritage
(1997, 2000). For an overview of ethnomethodology see Heritage (1984) and
for descriptions of conversation analysis see for example, Atkinson and
Heritage (1984), Sacks (1992), Ten Have (1999) and Wooffatt (2001).
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12 For instance Potter and Wetherell (1987), Wetherell and Potter (1992),
Phillips (2000a, 2000b) and Potter and Reicher (1987).

13 For a critique of poststructuralist discourse analysis from a conversation
analytical position, see Schegloff (1997).

14 Note that this critique is directed at the field of conversation analysis
rather than at its use in the purely interactionist perspective within discursive
psychology. Our view is that the critique also applies to the interactionist per-
spective within discursive psychology. See, for example, our discussion of
Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995) later in the chapter.

15 Billig’s texts (1999a, 1999b) form part of a critical dialogue with the
conversation analyst Emanuel Schegloff. Billig (1999a) presents a critical
commentary on Schegloff’s critique of poststructuralist discourse analysis
(Schegloff, 1997). See Schegloff (1999a, 1999b) for his rejoinders to Billig.

16 See Chapter 6 for a broader discussion of different social constructionist
positions in relation to critical research.

17 For an overview of social constructionist approaches to the self, see
Wetherell and Maybin (1996). Central approaches are presented in Gergen
(e.g. 1991, 1994a, 1994b), Harré (e.g. 1983) and Harré and Gillett (1994).

18 Brundson (1991) and Walkerdine (1990, 1993) have, for example, inves-
tigated the social construction of gender. 

19 As we mentioned in Chapter 2, Laclau and Mouffe also subscribe to this
view on identity, which can be identified as poststructuralist.

20 Fundamentally, the self is seen as ontologically unstable and fragmented,
but these characteristics have been intensified in the late modern period. 

21 For a good overview of research on identity politics, see Woodward (1997,
especially Chapters 1 and 6).

22 See Potter (1996b) for an in-depth account of these processes.

23 Although all strands of discursive psychology focus on the action orienta-
tion of talk, there are, as already noted, differences relating to the extent to
which, and ways in which, ethnomethodology and conversation analysis are
employed as methods, the poststructuralist approach making least use of
these methods. The differences are illustrated later in the chapter.

24 See also Henriques et al. (1984) and Butler (1990) for more examples of the
joint application of Foucauldian discourse theory and psychodynamic theory.

25 See Phillips (1993, 1996, 1998) for an example of an analysis of discursive
production and transformation across political speeches at, respectively, the
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British Conservative Party Conference and Labour Party Conference, news
coverage of the speeches and interviews with grassroot members of both parties. 

26 Group interviews including focus groups are particularly suited to dis-
course analysis because group processes play a central role in the dynamics of
social interaction. For overviews of the focus group as a reseach method, see
Lunt and Livingstone (1996). 

27 For examples of texts on content analysis, see Berelson (1971), Berger (1991),
Fiske (1982), Holsti (1969), Krippendorff (1980) and Rosengren (1981).

28 Mishler (1986) gives a good critique of the positivist-inspired interview
approach.

29 For more about interviews in qualitative research, see Kvale (1996) and
Mishler (1986).

30 See Condor (1997: 116–117) however, for a critique of the semistructured
interview as conducted in discursive psychology on the grounds that
researchers do not engage in a dialogical exchange of knowledge with infor-
mants but, rather, ask questions which the informants dutifully answer. In
additon Condov argues, those answers tend to be analysed in isolation from
the questions and thus are cut off from the dialogical context in which they
were produced.

31 See for example, Fielding (1993: 141) and Smith (1995: 13). Kvale (1996)
suggests that this view on leading questions is based on the naïve empirical
assumption that the researcher neutrally can observe an external world (if she
asks neutral questions). He provocatively claims that leading questions prob-
ably are not used enough in qualitative research interviews.

32 For a more detailed account and examples, see Kvale (1996: Chapter 7).

33 For more about the phenomenological perspective, see Kvale (1996:
especially Chapters 3, 11 and 12), Smith (1995) and Taylor and Bogdan (1984).

34 It is important to distinguish between this form of coding and the form of
coding that is done in research (both quantitative and qualitative) based on
positivist epistemology. In positivist research it is important that the coding is
as standardised as possible. Big differences in different coders’ ways of coding
challenge the reliability. ‘Inter-coderreliability tests’ are carried out to check
if the different coders’ codings look enough like each other. In discourse
analysis these tests are criticised for not recognising that the coding process is
not only a question of the use of a set of pre-constructed categories, but also
that the coder draws on his or her own discursive impressions of the interview
as social interaction in order to understand the interview.

35 See Potter and Wetherell (1987: 170f.) for more ways of evaluating the
validity of an analysis, and see also Chapter 5 in this book for a brief discus-
sion of validity.
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36 In the part of their investigation we refer to, Potter and Wetherell primarily
use poststructuralist strategies for analysis.

37 Widdicombe and Wooffitt’s (1995: 126) transcription reproduces the
Glaswegian dialect while we decided not to because it can disturb the reader’s
understanding and is not directly relevant for the analysis.

38 Pomerantz (1986) has identified the use of ‘extreme case formulations’ in
the situations where there is a possibility that the listener will not accept a
story or assertion. 

39 For an overview of the debate between discursive psychology and social
representation theories, see de Rosa (1994). For theoretical assumptions in
the theory about social representations, see Moscovici (1984, 1988). For
accounts of empirical investigations, see Breakwell and Canter (1993) and
Jodelet (1991). And for points of critique against social representation theory
from a discourse psychological point of view, see Potter and Wetherell (1987)
and Potter (1996a). 
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5 Across the Approaches

The three previous chapters were organised around the presentation of
three distinct approaches to discourse analysis. In this chapter, our prin-
ciple of organisation is different as we now concentrate on issues con-
cerning the construction of empirical research projects. Central questions
include how to build a theoretical framework for discourse analysis, how
to get the analysis going, how to integrate perspectives other than
discourse analytical ones in the research, and how to validate the results.
As we propose the combination of different approaches in specific pro-
jects, taking advantage of their respective strengths, these questions will be
discussed across different discourse analytical and non- discourse analytical
approaches.

In the first part of the chapter, we propose ways in which elements
from the three approaches presented in the previous three chapters can
be combined with one another in order to construct a theoretical
framework for research. Our proposal gives priority to Fairclough’s
concept of ‘order of discourse’, on which we elaborate by discussing,
first, the relationship between structure, practice and change, and then
the distinction between ‘discourse’ and ‘order of discourse’. We also
discuss how to delimit discourses in specific projects, and what to look
for in the analysis of empirical texts. Thus, having zoomed in on text
analysis, we suggest four strategies for implementing textual analysis
and gaining an overall understanding of the empirical material.
Following that, we broaden our perspective again to cover the integra-
tion of different discourse analytical and non-discourse analytical
approaches in a multiperspectival framework for social research. Here,
we first discuss problems and issues related to the combination of
approaches and then we present an empirical example to illustrate the
construction of such a framework and its application in analysis of
empirical material. Finally, we discuss the question of validity in dis-
course analysis, and point out some criteria that can help to ensure the
quality of the research results.
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D I S C O U R S E  A S  S T R U C T U R E  A N D  P R A C T I C E

Structuralism has often been criticised for being unable to account for
change. Stereotypical structuralists may map the structure at a given time
and again at another point in time and find out that the structure has
changed in the meantime, but they do not have any tools to explain that
change. This is because their object of study in the sphere of language is
restricted to langue, the underlying structure, whereas parole, the prac-
tice of langue, is neglected. If practice is not investigated, it is hard to
explain where the structure comes from and what can change it.

Discourse analysis, although indebted to structuralism, has striven not
to inherit this problem. Poststructuralism takes account of change by
virtue of its premise that the structure is never fixed as meanings can only
be pinned down partially and temporarily; the structure is continuously
dependent on how it is crystallised in practice. In this way, poststruc-
turalism tries to fuse the two levels, langue and parole, structure and
practice, into a single process, whereby the structure, rather than being
an underlying entity, exists only in the discursive practices that repro-
duce or transform it.

Among our approaches, Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory is the
most thoroughly poststructuralist, but the other approaches also have
a dualist view of discursive practice. They all recognise that in every
discursive practice, it is necessary to draw on earlier productions of
meaning in order to be understood, but that some elements may also
be put together in a new way, bringing about a change in the discur-
sive structures.

Fairclough’s key concepts for analysis of these processes are ‘inter-
textuality’ and ‘interdiscursivity’. By looking at how specific texts draw
on earlier meaning formations and how they mix different discourses, he
investigates how discourses are reproduced and – his top priority – how
they are changed. Among other things, he investigates how different
discourses are articulated together in one particular text and whether the
same discourses are articulated together across a series of texts or
whether different discourses are combined in new articulations.
Interdiscursivity is both a sign and a driving force of social and cultural
change. By analysing intertextuality and interdiscursivity, it is possible to
gain insight into the role of discourse in processes of social change. When
studying processes of change from the perspective of critical discourse
analysis, it is important to bear in mind that discursive practices always
function in a dialectical interplay with other dimensions of social practices,
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and that the other dimensions can set structural limitations to the ways
in which the discourses can be used and changed.

Among the chosen approaches, it is Fairclough’s critical discourse
analysis that is the most explicitly interested in studying change. In his
analysis of the university job advertisements that we summarised in
Chapter 3, we pointed to his focus on how a consumer discourse gained
a foothold at the universities and went on to transform the traditional
discourse. But the other approaches can also be used to study the trans-
formation, as well as the reproduction, of discourses, since they share the
view of discursive practice as potentially able to destabilise the prevail-
ing discursive structures. The concept of ‘articulation’ in Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse theory has, by and large, the same theoretical effect
as Fairclough’s concept of intertextuality. An articulation is a combina-
tion of elements that gives them a new identity, Laclau and Mouffe pro-
pose. Articulation, then, conceptualises change. But it conceptualises
reproduction as well. Every discursive practice is an articulation since no
practice is an exact repetition of earlier structures. Every apparent repro-
duction involves an element of change, however minimal. Like
Fairclough’s concepts of intertextuality and interdiscursivity, ‘articula-
tion’ encapsulates the point that discursive practice both draws on, and
destabilises, earlier patterns.

Discursive psychology emphasises the unstable relations between
discourses. Discursive psychologists analyse how people selectively draw
on different discursive resources in different social contexts. Again, the
focus is the way in which prevailing structures both provide a basis for,
and are challenged and transformed in, language use.

At the theoretical level, then, all approaches dissolve structuralism’s
sharp division between structure and practice, viewing the two levels as
unified in one process. But it can be argued that, in empirical study, an
analytical distinction has to be made between structure and practice, and
that most of the approaches actually do make this analytical distinction.
A single study analyses a limited number of discursive utterances, and in
order to say something meaningful about them, for example, whether
they contribute to reproduction or to change, it is necessary to set them
against some kind of background. It is essential to have an idea of what
it is, the practice reproduces or changes – that is, one needs to have an
understanding of the kind of structure in relation to which it should be
analysed.

Fairclough is the most explicit in this respect. He proposes that the
researcher should analyse two dimensions: the communicative event and
the order of discourse; the practice should be analysed in the light of the
structure to which it relates. Laclau and Mouffe operate with a similar
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distinction, namely between articulation and discourse. Here, the discourse
is the more abstract fixation of meaning, and articulation is the specific
action that draws on or transforms the discourse.

Discursive psychologists assume a similar duality. They analyse how
people draw on specific discursive resources in social interaction, thus
presupposing that certain discourses prevail in the background. But
some discursive psychologists can be criticised for not operating expli-
citly with a level comparable to the order of discourse. The order of dis-
course exists only by implication in their analyses. It seems as if some
discursive psychologists approach the opposite extreme in order to
avoid seeing discourses as reified and impersonal phenomena where
people’s agency vanishes – that is, in order to avoid Foucault’s and
Laclau and Mouffe’s forms of analysis. Thus they tend to neglect that
discourses and orders of discourse impose limits on people’s talk in
social interaction.

But how is it possible to investigate the order of discourse as the back-
ground for the analysis of language use? Here, it can be fruitful to draw
on existing studies to gain an idea of the patterns that prevail in the
social domain under analysis. The results of one’s own analysis may then
contribute to a more general understanding of the order of discourse,
although only an extremely large study would enable the researcher to
map an entire order of discourse.

D I S C O U R S E  A N D  O R D E R  O F  D I S C O U R S E

A discourse analytical framework for empirical research can be constructed
in a number of different ways, depending on the research questions as
well as on the researcher’s theoretical perspective. Here, we will develop
the idea, already introduced in earlier chapters, of using the concept of
the ‘order of discourse’ as a main pillar of such an analytical framework.
In all three approaches, discourse is defined, in general terms, as the
fixation of meaning within a particular domain. But in addition to this,
there is a need for a conceptualisation of the different discourses that
compete in the same domain, and this can be provided by the concept of
order of discourse formulated within critical discourse analysis. An order
of discourse is defined as a complex configuration of discourses and gen-
res within the same social field or institution (see Chapter 3). Thus the
order of discourse can be taken to denote different discourses that partly
cover the same terrain, a terrain which each discourse competes to fill
with meaning in its own way.
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Whether the theory applied in discourse analytical research distinguishes
sharply between the discursive and non-discursive dimensions of social
practice (as critical discourse analysis does) or does not (as in Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse theory and discursive psychology), it is important to
take account of the material and institutional anchoring of the order of
discourse as, according to all of the approaches, text and talk are embed-
ded in the wider social practice.

A common way of delimiting research is to focus on a single order of
discourse. By concentrating on the different, competing discourses
within the same domain, it is possible to investigate where a particular
discourse is dominant, where there is a struggle between different dis-
courses, and which common-sense assumptions are shared by all the
prevailing discourses. As we discussed at the end of Chapter 2, the relation-
ship between contingency and permanence within a particular domain
can be explored by studying an order of discourse: areas where all dis-
courses share the same common-sense assumptions are less open to
change and more likely to remain stable, whereas areas where different
discourses struggle to fix meaning in competing ways are unstable and
more open to change.

Framing the study in terms of an order of discourse, moreover, enables
an analysis of the distribution of discourses in a certain domain.
Moreover, the distribution of access to various discourses within the
order of discourses is also an important focal point. Everyone does not
have equal access to all discourses. For instance, television news reports
often incorporate comments from non-journalists, but some commenta-
tors are accorded ‘expert’ status and make statements with authority that
clearly embody truth-claims. Others are positioned as ‘ordinary people’,
their comments framed as ‘opinions’, not truths.

Many discursive psychologists tend to ignore that there can be power
imbalances between different discourses and that people can have differ-
ential access to discourses. We believe that an analysis of the order of
discourse is useful in that, by identifying the relationship between the
discourses within a certain domain, it can explicate why people draw on
some discourses rather than others in specific situations.

Although it is often appropriate for researchers to focus on a single
order of discourse in individual research projects, they should not forget
the relationship between different orders of discourse. Fairclough points
out that change occurs especially when discourses are transported inter-
discursively between orders of discourse, as in his example where the
universities incorporate discourses from the order of discourse of the
market. Therefore, if one’s research is limited to a single order of dis-
course, it is important to be on the lookout for discourses that emanate
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from other orders of discourse. One can focus, in particular, on which
actors implement the ‘foreign’ discourses, which discourses the new
discourses displace and what the consequences are.

D e l i m i t i n g  D i s c o u r s e s

The question still remains as to how to delimit a discourse and an order
of discourse. How does the researcher decide where one discourse stops
and another begins? The approaches have given somewhat different
definitions of the term ‘discourse’, but as a common denominator,
discourses can be seen as fixations of meaning that have unstable relations
to one another. A discourse is a particular way of representing the world
(or parts of the world). On the basis of this definition, it can be said that
the limits of the discourse are where the elements are articulated in a way
that is no longer compatible with the terms of the discourse. But this does
not solve the problem. One may ask, for example, if it makes sense to talk
about a ‘medical discourse’. It probably does if it is contrasted with an
‘alternative treatment discourse’, but when one takes a closer look at the
‘medical discourse’, one notices many disagreements and struggles about
the ascription of meaning (in research publications, treatment practices
and so on). And if one takes an even closer look, the material may well
dissolve into a myriad of even smaller discourses (cf. Burr 1995: 175). If
one only analyses texts (and not the consumption of them) the problem is
multiplied, because all the approaches agree that the receivers of texts are
active in the consumption process; what is unambiguous for one reader
might be considered by another as contradictory.

This is a practical problem in empirical research, as the analyst needs
to start out from some kind of idea of how to identify the boundary
between one discourse and another. But it is also a theoretical problem
to which none of the approaches provides a clear answer. Sometimes it
seems as if anything at any level can be a discourse. For instance, in a
particular analysis, Fairclough identifies not only a ‘military discourse’
but also a ‘discourse of military attack’ which is again divided into an
‘official discourse of military attack’ and a ‘fictive discourse of military
attack’ (Fairclough 1995b: 95). Notwithstanding this, all the approaches
present the concept ‘discourse’ more or less as if it refers to entities that
can actually be found in reality.

We suggest that we treat discourse to a greater extent as an analytical
concept, that is, as an entity that the researcher projects onto the reality
in order to create a framework for study. This means that the question
of delimitation is determined strategically in relation to the research
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aims. Thus the research aims determine the ‘distance’ the researcher
assumes in relation to the material and hence to what can be treated as
a single discourse. For instance, if the researcher is interested in investi-
gating the clash between established medicine and alternative treatment
discursively, it may make sense to treat them each as discourses – that is,
as homogeneous fixations of meaning. However, if the researcher is inter-
ested only in the field of established medicine, it may make more sense
to divide the discourse of established medicine into different discourses
such as the ‘discourse of medical practitioners’ and the ‘discourse of
medical theorists’.

Treating the delimitation of discourses as an analytical exercise
entails understanding discourses as objects that the researcher con-
structs rather than as objects that exist in a delimited form in reality,
ready to be identified and mapped. But this does not mean that anything
at all can be called a discourse. Researchers have to establish in their
reports that the delimitation they have made is reasonable. Delimitation
can begin with the aid of secondary literature that identifies particular
discourses, but obviously the work continues in the analysis of the
material. In analysis it may transpire that the discourses articulated are
quite different than originally envisaged. We will return on p. 147–8 to
the question of how to provide empirical support for the delimitation of
discourses.

An order of discourse, consisting in a range of different discourses, is
established at the same time and in the same way as discourses. If the
research focus is the relationship between established medicine and alter-
native treatment, the ‘treatment of illnesses’ could be chosen as the order
of discourse within which the discourses of ‘medicine’ and ‘alternative
treatment’ operate. And if, for example, the interest is rather in how
medical truths are produced within medical science, ‘medical science’ can
be used as the order of discourse in which different discourses struggle
to monopolise the production of truth.

T h e  C o n t e n t  o f  D i s c o u r s e s

We have now presented a particular way of conceptualising discourses
and orders of discourse with a view to their operationalisation in empiri-
cal analysis: the order of discourse is the common platform of different
discourses, and the discourses are the patterns of meaning within the
order of discourse. Using this framework, the researcher can delineate
the different discourses, focusing on the following:
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• the aspects of the world to which the discourses ascribe meaning; 
• the particular ways in which each of the discourses ascribes meaning;
• the points on which there is an open struggle between different

representations; and
• any understandings naturalised in all of the discourses as common-sense.

Within this framework, emphasis can be placed on discursive change
over time (as in Fairclough’s work), or – as in approaches to discursive
psychology – on how people use discursive resources rhetorically in
social interaction.

The content of the discourses depends, of course, on the nature of the
discourses under study. But basically the aim is to find out how the
world (or aspects of it) is ascribed meaning discursively and what social
consequences this has. The starting point is that the discourses, by rep-
resenting reality in one particular way rather than in other possible ways,
constitute subjects and objects in particular ways, create boundaries
between the true and the false, and make certain types of action relevant
and others unthinkable. It is in this sense that discourse is constitutive of
the social. Although Fairclough argues that discourses work together
with other non-discursive dynamics in the constitution of the social,
whereas the other approaches do not distinguish between the discursive
and the non-discursive, all the approaches agree that discursive accounts
of reality are important and have social consequences.

Those discursive psychologists who are most influenced by conversa-
tion analysis are not particularly interested in analysing how certain dis-
courses circulating in society construct subjects and objects in particular
ways and thus work to constitute particular forms of social organisation.
Discourses are treated as resources that are freely available for use by
people in constructing identities rather than as socially sedimented con-
straints on the construction of identity. Differences among social groups
with respect to access to discourses are also underplayed. In order to take
account of the discursive constraints on identity formation in one’s
analysis, it is necessary to combine this approach with other approaches
that take more account of the discursive constitution of the social and
its effects – such as Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory or critical
discourse analysis.

If, as we have suggested, one takes one’s starting point in an order of
discourse rather than in a single discourse, the interplay between the dis-
courses in the order of discourse becomes an important focal point in the
analysis. This is an advantage as it is in this interplay that the social con-
sequences become most apparent: when two or more discourses in the
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same area present different understandings of the world, the researcher
can begin to ask what consequences it would have if one understanding
were to be accepted instead of the other.

Throughout this book, a central point has been the constitution of
subjects and identities as one aspect of the constitution of reality in dis-
courses. Fairclough points this out as an aspect that should be investi-
gated (Fairclough 1992b: Chapter 7), but, by comparison with the other
approaches, we think that critical discourse analysis has the least devel-
oped understanding of self and identity. The conception of subjects and
identities adhered to in discursive psychology and Laclau and Mouffe’s
discourse theory are very alike, both building on poststructuralist theory.
The difference between the two approaches in this respect lies to a large
extent in their analytical focus and this is an important difference: dis-
cursive psychology makes a particular contribution at the empirical level
to the understanding of the subject as an agent in dynamic discursive
processes in social interaction; and discourse theory is theoretically strong
when it comes to analysis of group formation and collective identity.

If the chosen analytical framework is Fairclough’s theory, it is maybe
an advantage to include the other approaches in relation to the question
of the constitution of opinions, the self and groups. They can provide
useful tools for casting light on the links between broader cultural and
social developments on the one hand and the opinions and actions of
individuals and groups on the other.

A n a l y t i c a l  To o l s

The content of discourses can be investigated using many different tools
and in the previous three chapters we have presented some of the tools
provided by the three approaches. Fairclough is an adherent of systematic
linguistic analysis, and, using his toolbox, it will always be possible to
find a way of beginning the analysis, and many features can be identified
in the texts that would go unnoticed in an ordinary reading. Furthermore,
through systematic linguistic analysis, researchers can provide solid back-
ing for the claims that they make concerning the texts, and can document
how they have reached the results of the analysis. The latter, in particular,
is important: in the presentation of the analysis, the researcher should
ensure that the reader can follow the steps that have been taken in order
to reach the result, thus giving the reader the opportunity to make his or
her own evaluations. Backing and documentation can also be provided by
methods other than the linguistic – for instance, discursive psychology
draws on conversation analysis and rhetoric in textual analysis.
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Among the presented approaches, Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory provides the fewest tools for analysis. Therefore, in some cases it
may be advisable to start off with Fairclough’s linguistics or the rhetori-
cal method of discursive psychology or to combine one (or both) of them
with discourse theory. The disadvantage of Fairclough’s method is that,
with the level of detail he demands, there is often only time for analysis
of a small number of texts. Consequently, the method demands that the
researcher strategically selects the texts for analysis. To be able to make
a strategic selection, likely discourses and orders of discourse need to be
identified through an initial survey of relevant texts, including existing
research on the topic.

But not everybody conceives of discourse analysis as involving very
detailed treatment of only very few texts. Some discourse analysts work
with larger numbers of texts, but, unfortunately, they rarely give an
account of what tools they have used in the analysis. To gain an impres-
sion of the form such a study can take and to gain ideas for one’s own
research project, it is necessary to read examples of other studies, such
as Laclau and Mouffe (1985: Chapter 4) and Foucault’s empirical works
(e.g. 1973, 1977, 1979).

In earlier chapters, we have given examples of how to analyse differ-
ent discursive contents applying the tools offered by the different
approaches. In conclusion, we will now look at how the tools can also
be used to provide empirical support for the discourses and orders of
discourse the researcher constructs. Earlier on page 143–4, we claimed
that a discourse is not something that the researcher finds in reality,
rather, it is constructed analytically with a point of departure in the
research questions. It is always necessary to justify one’s demarcation of
a particular discourse and its boundaries, and the same applies to the
orders of discourse one constructs.

In Chapter 4 we identified a problem in Potter and Wetherell’s discur-
sive psychology in relation to this issue. In our view, they do not provide
enough empirical support for the ‘interpretative repertoires’ (or dis-
courses) which they claim that people draw on. Fairclough’s tools could
be used to rectify this deficiency. According to Fairclough, content (for
example, how Ma-ori culture is constructed as therapy) cannot be
analysed without analysing the linguistic form (vocabulary, grammatical
structure, metaphors, etc.). The reason is that the content is always
organised in certain forms, the form also being part of the content
(Fairclough 1992b). To demonstrate the linguistic form that particular
repertoires take, the methods for textual analysis that Fairclough sug-
gests can be deployed. Although Wetherell and Potter’s discourse analysis
emphasises both what people do with their spoken and written language
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and their interpretative repertoires or discourses, they do not do a
detailed analysis of how the discourses are produced, reproduced and
transformed through particular linguistic features. By contrast,
Fairclough’s example of the university job advertisements, summarised
and discussed in Chapter 3, shows how discourses can be characterised
on the basis of their linguistic make-up.

In finding and documenting an order of discourse, the concept of
‘floating signifier’ developed in Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory is
a useful tool: the floating signifiers that different actors fill with different
content can be seen as indicators of orders of discourse. For instance, the
floating signifier ‘democracy’ can point to an order of discourse of politi-
cal discourses (here, politics is understood in a narrow sense), in which
different discourses try to define ‘democracy’ in their own particular way.
That a signifier is floating indicates that one discourse has not succeeded
in fixing its meaning and that other discourses are struggling to appropriate
it. The discourses in play and their relations with one another are what,
in sum, constitute the order of discourse.

A N A LY T I C A L  S T R AT E G I E S  

The three approaches which we have presented contain a mass of con-
cepts which either directly, or on being operationalised, can be used in
all stages of empirical research from the formulation of the research
questions to the production and analysis of the material.1 In relation to
the analysis of the material, it can be difficult to know where to begin
and which tools may be useful to apply. And the problem is not mini-
mised, if – as we recommend – different approaches are combined in an
attempt to make use of several of the approaches’ strong points in analysis.
In a specific analysis, it may be a problem where to begin and which
tools to select. In this section we will present four strategies which can
be used across all the approaches to provide an overall understanding of
the material and identify analytical focus points for further investigation. 

The nature of the analytical focus will hopefully have been prelimi-
narily determined in the initial formulation of research questions, but the
strategies may throughout the analysis help to operationalise and specify
these questions. In the initial phase of analysis, the strategies can be used
to get a first overall impression of an individual text or a corpus of texts,
and to establish hypotheses worth a more detailed investigation. In later
phases of the analysis, the strategies can help the researcher to ask more
specific and precise questions of the material – questions which, in turn,
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may be explored by using more specific discourse analytical tools from
any of the approaches. As an illustration of the strategies we use the texts
which were reproduced in Example 2.1 in Chapter 2 (the letter to a
magazine problems page and the agony aunt’s reply).

C o m p a r i s o n

The simplest way of building an impression of the nature of a text is
to compare it with other texts. The strategy of comparison is based
theoretically on the structuralist point that a statement always gains its
meaning through being different from something else which has been
said or could have been said. In applying this strategy, the researcher
asks the following questions: In what ways is the text under study
different from other texts and what are the consequences? Which under-
standing of the world is taken for granted and which understandings are
not recognised? 

Such questions can be addressed through comparison with other texts
on the same subject or texts on different subjects addressed to the same
audience. Comparison is a strategy which is well-suited to facilitating the
process by which analysts distance themselves from their material. The
process of distancing is important as one of the aims of discourse analysis
is to identify naturalised, taken-for-granted assumptions in the empirical
material and this can be difficult if one shares those assumptions oneself.
Comparison to radically different positions can help the researcher to
recognise the contingent, culturally-relative nature of aspects of the
texts under analysis.2 Thus the comparison of the text under analysis
with other existing possibilities is a first step towards arriving at a more
precise description of the particular ways in which the text produces
meaning.

Say, for example, the empirical focus is ‘advice columns in magazines’
and the topic of interest is the ways in which a women’s magazine advice
column creates identities and social relations for writers and readers.
One way of beginning to pinpoint the nature of the identities constructed
in advice columns is to compare the letter (Example 2.1) with letters in
which one would expect other identities to be expressed and created,
such as letters to the editor in which readers state their opinions rather
than ask for advice. Or it can be compared with other types of text
in which advice is sought – such as the transcripts of doctor/patient
consultations – in order to come closer to a description of the particular
ways in which the print medium of women’s magazines shapes the iden-
tities which ‘adviser’ and ‘client’ can adopt.
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S u b s t i t u t i o n

Substitution is a form of comparison in which the analyst herself creates
the text for comparison. Substitution involves substituting a word with
a different word, resulting in two versions of the text which can be com-
pared with one another; in this way, the meaning of the original word
can be pinned down (cf. van Leeuwen 1993). When ‘Unhappy’ in
Example 2.1 says that she has ‘dropped’ her life in the religious commu-
nity, how does the term ‘dropped’ affect the meaning of the statement?
She could instead have said that she had ‘left’ her religious community.
This would have implied a greater degree of voluntary decision making.
Alternatively, she could have said that she ‘had to leave’ the religious
community which would have implied a greater degree of force. Through
such comparisons, a picture can gradually be formed of how the text
establishes her identity in relation to the world around her including the
decisions she constructs as within her control and the ones that she con-
structs as outwith her control.

In common with the strategy of comparison, substitution draws on the
structuralist point that words acquire their meaning by being different
from other words. The choice of one particular word entails the deselec-
tion of a range of other words and it is through this process that texts
acquire their distinctive meanings. When one applies the strategy of sub-
stitution, one moves in the opposite direction: by inserting into the text
some of the deselected words, one gains an impression of how they alter
the meaning of the text, and thus – through the back-door, so to speak –
one gains an impression of how the words that are actually selected
create particular meanings in the text.

In the case of a long text, a single word can be substituted throughout
the text in order to see how it changes the meaning of the text as a whole.
But textual aspects other than single words can also be subject to substi-
tution. For instance, the genre or the intended recipient of the text can
be substituted in order to gain an understanding of the particular meanings
produced by these features.

E x a g g e r a t i o n  o f  D e t a i l

The exaggeration of detail involves blowing up a particular textual detail
out of proportion. The analyst may have identified a textual feature
which appears odd or significant, but, as it is just one isolated feature,
does not know what its significance is or how it relates to the text as a
whole. To explore the significance of the feature, one can over-exaggerate
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it, and then ask what conditions would be necessary in order for the
feature to make sense (cf. Knudsen 1989: 43) and into what overall inter-
pretation of the text the feature would fit. Often interesting features
occur at points in the text in which communication breaks down (see
Chapter 4 on crisis points) but other features can also be subjected to
exaggeration.

In the case of the problems page letters, both the reader and the adviser
make use of terms relating to psychological problems (therapy, inferiority
complexes). This detail can be enlarged to form a hypothesis that problems
pages in women’s magazines have a tendency to psychologise all prob-
lems. If one has a larger corpus of problems page material, then one can
begin to read the other texts in order to establish what elements, if any,
support this interpretation and what features are in conflict with it. And
it may well be that it is found that some of the problems are not con-
structed as psychological but as financial or social or as something com-
pletely different. If this is so, the original interpretation of the material
needs to be refined by addressing the following questions: Can the
hypothesis be adjusted to take account of these additional elements? Do
the elements that are not in line with the hypothesis have any common
features? Perhaps certain parts of the text are governed by one logic and
others by another. Such questions can be explored through use of the
fourth and final strategy: multivocality.

M u l t i v o c a l i t y

The strategy of multivocality consists of the delineation of different
voices or discursive logics in the text. The strategy is based on the dis-
course analytical premise concerning intertextuality – that is, the premise
that all utterances inevitably draw on, incorporate or challenge earlier
utterances (cf. Chapter 3). Intertextuality always involves the reproduc-
tion and transformation of different voices in new articulations, produc-
ing multivocal texts. Therefore, to merely note that a text is multivocal
is not so interesting in itself, rather the aim of the strategy is to use the
multivocality to generate new questions to pose to the text: What charac-
terises the different voices of the text? When does each voice speak?
What meanings do the different voices contribute to producing?

To return to our example of the texts from the problems page,
the strategy of multivocality can be used to build on the results of the
exaggeration of detail. The focus is on questions such as the following: When
are the advice-seeker’s questions incorporated into a discourse of psycho-
logical problems and when are other explanatory frameworks applied?
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How is the boundary established between the problems the ordinary
individual can cope with and the problems which demand psychological
expertise, and how is the advice-seeker constructed as a person who, in
certain contexts, is a free agent in charge of her own life and in others is
a victim of circumstances?

F r o m  S t r a t e g i e s  t o  F u r t h e r  A n a l y s i s

In the analysis of a single text or a corpus of texts, the researcher often
has to test a wide range of hypotheses before arriving at a final interpre-
tation of the material. At best, the testing of the first hypothesis gives
inconclusive results: some aspects fit but there are still textual features
which point in other directions and one is left with a feeling that the
hypothesis cannot capture the central features of the material. So one has
to try again.

The order in which we presented the four strategies was arbitrary.
Analysis can begin with any one of the strategies, the analyst can switch
back and forth from one to the other and it is not necessary to use them
all. The purpose of the strategies is both to develop an overall under-
standing of the material and to give more specific ideas for how to apply
the specific tools of the discourse analytical approach or approaches
used. When, for example, the strategy of multivocality (see p. 151–152)
leads to considerations about the reader’s positioning as agent or victim
within different explanatory frameworks, this line can be continued by
using one or more of the approaches to discourse analysis, applying their
specific tools in order to investigate this aspect of the text further. In
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, that we applied to the problems
page in Chapter 2, the focus would be on the construction of different
identities within different discourses, analysing the potentially antago-
nistic relations between the different identities as in the example from the
problems page. In critical discourse analysis, positioning can be explored
at the level of discursive practice in terms of the relations between dif-
ferent discourses that construct particular explanations of the world and
identities. At the level of text, critical discourse analysis can cast light on
the discursive nature of explanatory frameworks and identities through
analysis of transitivity in the text; a focus on transitivity provides insight
into how subjects are linked to (or detached from) objects or processes.
In discursive psychology, insight can be gained into positioning by analysis
of the ways in which people, through positioning themselves and being
positioned by others, construct, negotiate and challenge different accounts
which represent different understandings of the world, including different
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attributions of responsibility for actions and events. We illustrate the
three different forms of textual analysis when presenting the application
of a multiperspectival research framework based on all three approaches
in the next section of this chapter.

Analysis can, then, be seen as a circular process, involving interplay
between an overall understanding of the material and closer analysis of
selected aspects of the material using specific discourse analytical tools.
The strategies should help to establish the overall understanding and
point to the relevant tools, and the specific tools are used for further
investigation which might in turn lead to modifications of the overall
understanding.

It is important that one goes about the process of interpretation in a
way that enables the material to ‘resist’. In using the term ‘hypotheses’
for the preliminary interpretations, we have sought to signal that the
questions one asks of the empirical material have to be asked so precisely
that it is possible to find out if the interpretation does not hold. Thus we
distance ourselves both from an empiricism which claims that the empiri-
cal material itself supplies its own interpretation and does not recognise
that interpretation is always a re-construction of the material and from
a tendency to give such general, sweeping interpretations that one sus-
pects that the answer was decided in advance.

We can see analysis as a circular movement between an overall under-
standing and closer textual analysis, and this begs the question of when
to break out of the circle, and decide that the interpretation is final. We
will return to this problem at the end of this chapter.

M U LT I P E R S P E C T I VA L  R E S E A R C H  

Earlier in this chapter, we pointed out a range of strong points and weak-
nesses in the various discourse analytical approaches in general, and
identified areas where it may be useful to combine components of the
different approaches to discourse analysis. Such a combination repre-
sents a form of multiperspectival work in itself, since each approach
represents a distinct perspective that produces a particular understanding
of the phenomenon under study. Rather than drawing on different dis-
course analytical approaches, it is often more common for discourse ana-
lysts to use a single discourse analytical approach and to supplement it
with non-discourse analytical theories about the specific social phenome-
non under study – for example, theories about globalisation, nationalism,
organisations or the media. By combining different approaches – whether
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that may be different discourse analytical approaches or different
discourse analytical and non-discourse analytical approaches – to form a
multiperspectival framework, research can cast light on a phenomenon
from different angles and thus take more account of the complexity of
the phenomenon. But a central problem is how to combine approaches
based on different, and sometimes incompatible, ontological or episte-
mological premises. We argue that it is necessary to relate the different
approaches to one another, identifying the forms of (local) knowledge
each approach produces and translating non-discourse analytical
approaches into discourse analytical terms, in order to ensure that the
philosophical premises, theories and methods of the different approaches
are consistent.

First, we will discuss what we consider to be central issues related to
the construction of the type of multiperspectival framework that is based
both on different discourse analytical and on different non-discourse
analytical approaches. The main issues covered are the questions of per-
spectivism, compatibility and translation. Then we will present an empiri-
cal illustration, concentrating on how to build a discourse analytical
framework based on different discourse analytical approaches, how to
import into that framework different non-discourse analytical
approaches and how to apply the resulting multiperspectival framework
in textual analysis of empirical material. In relation to the construction
of a multiperspectival framework, the inclusion of each approach is jus-
tified on the grounds of the knowledge each approach can produce about
the social phenomenon under study. The combined application of the
approaches in textual analysis is designed both to demonstrate the parti-
cular form of knowledge each approach contributes and the explanatory
power of the multiperspectival framework as a whole as a social research
methodology.

C o m b i n i n g  D i f f e r e n t  A p p r o a c h e s : M a i n  I s s u e s

In doing discourse analytical research, it is important to adhere to the
social constructionist premise that the research object itself does not
determine the theoretical and methodological choices made. Research
does not reflect reality in this way. Rather, the philosophical and theore-
tical framework contributes to constructing the field of study in a certain
way, and the different approaches will therefore conceive the ‘same’ field
of study differently, emphasising some aspects and ignoring others. The
discourse analytical framework, then, ought to be based on dialogue
with the field of study, whereby the analyst recognises and accounts for
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how the framework has created the object and vice versa and makes
clear the contingent nature of the knowledge produced. In this process,
it is important to ensure that philosophical premises, theory and method
are integrated with one another – that is, that they together form a com-
plete package, to use the expression introduced in Chapter 1.

Our starting point is that a combination of different theories and
methods, forming a multiperspectival research framework, is well suited
as a methodology for social constructionist discourse analysis partly
because of constructionism’s inherent perspectivism. If knowledge can
only be obtained from particular perspectives, then different perspectives
produce different forms of context-bound, contingent knowledge rather
than universal knowledge based on a neutral, context-free founda-
tion. When combined, the different forms of knowledge produce not a
universal understanding but a broader, albeit contingent, understanding.
And another ground for multiperspectival research is that it suits critical
research as different perspectives demonstrate that the social world can
be understood and constructed in various ways, thus pointing out that
things could be different and opening up for the possibility for social
change. Multiperspectival work, combining discourse analysis and other
social theories, is correspondingly popular among discourse analysts, as
noted above.

While the use of non-discourse analytical approaches together with
discourse analysis is widespread, there is a strong tendency to ignore, or
at least underplay, the epistemological, theoretical and methodological
implications of incorporating non-discourse analytical theories into a
discourse analytical framework. One exception to this is the work of
Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999) who explore theoretically ways in
which non-discourse analytical social analysis and discourse analysis can
cross-fertilise one another and argue for the use within a critical dis-
course analytical framework of many different types of theory, provid-
ing the overall perspective is critical. In relation to specific empirical
studies, there are relatively few discourse analysts who tackle the ques-
tion of compatibility when reporting on their use of approaches based on
different philosophical premises.

We argue for a multiperspectival discourse analysis that takes account
of the problems involved in combining different discourse analytical
approaches and in importing non-discourse analytical approaches. Our
position is that it is important that discourse analysts uphold a key prin-
ciple of multiperspectival research, as mentioned in Chapter 1: that it is
not based on a mish-mash of disparate approaches without serious assess-
ment of their relations with each other (as in many types of eclecticism).
Rather, multiperspectivalism requires that one weighs the approaches up
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against each other with respect to philosophical premises, theoretical
claims, methodology and method, identifying what kind of contingent
knowledge each approach can supply and modifying approaches in the
light of these considerations. It is only by identifying their individual
premises and comparing them that we can pinpoint the nature of that
contingent knowledge, and what each approach can and cannot do. By
identifying what an approach can do, we make clear to ourselves what
we can use it for and also justify its inclusion; by identifying what it
cannot do, we justify its use together with another approach. It may often
enhance the research framework to import approaches which are based
on different, and even apparently incompatible philosophical premises
about the nature of language and social reality in order to form a
research framework but – and this is quite a big ‘but’ – it is necessary to
translate imported theories based on different premises into discourse
analytical terms. The extent and nature of translation work depends, of
course, on the premises of the researcher’s discourse analytical frame-
work – and, in particular, its view of the relationship between discourse
and social practice. If, for example, the framework used is based on
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, then a great deal of translation
work will often be necessary. According to discourse theory, all sociality
is discursively constructed, and theories that recognise other forms of
logic than discursive ones must be translated into discursive terms. For
instance, theories which identify an economic logic functioning indepen-
dently of the discursive logic have to be adjusted in order to fit into the
universe of discourse theory.

If the research framework used is that of Fairclough’s critical discourse
analysis, sociological theory can be drawn upon in the analysis of the
wider social practice of which the discursive practice is an integral part,
without the analyst having to ‘translate’ the theories into discursive
terms. This is because Fairclough sees discursive practice as just one
dimension of the social in a dialectical relationship with other dimen-
sions which function according to other logics. To understand these
other dimensions, it is necessary to draw on relevant theories that can
shed light on them.

We will now, by way of an empirical illustration, address the tasks of
how to build and apply a discourse analytical framework based on dif-
ferent approaches to discourse analysis, how to import sociological
theories into the discourse analytical research framework and how to
apply the framework in textual analysis. We will highlight the nature of
the contingent knowledge produced by each approach both to justify its
inclusion in the framework and to pinpoint its contribution to the socio-
logical understanding of the field of study. The aim in presenting this
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example is to provide ideas for how to carry out empirical research in
which one combines different discourse analytical approaches and imports
and translates non-discourse analytical theories.

T h e  E n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  P o l i t i c a l  A c t i o n  –
a n  E x a m p l e

The example is drawn from a study by Louise Phillips of the environ-
ment and political action in Denmark.3 The study is based on 33 semi-
structured interviews with individuals, couples and groups. The focus is
on their discourse relating to the environment and political action in the
light of societal developments in late modernity. These developments
include the proliferation of risks, changed relations between the global
and the local connected to the spread of mass mediated communication,
and the rise of new forms of politics based on individualisation and con-
sumer culture. A main motivation for the study is the view that there is
a need for more empirical research that systematically draws on social
theory in order to explore the links between the general societal develop-
ments and people’s talk in everyday life. In this example, we concentrate
on one of the central themes of the study: the ways in which environ-
mentalist consumer practices are represented discursively. The main
focus points are how people cope with living with the uncertainty associ-
ated with risks and how they negotiate responsibility for environmental
problems. These questions are addressed by analysis of how different
discourses ascribe different meanings to ‘consumption’ and different
identities to actors as personally responsible for the problems or as politi-
cally unengaged.

B u i l d i n g  t h e  D i s c o u r s e  A n a l y t i c a l  F r a m e w o r k

Drawing on all three approaches – Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory, critical discourse analysis and discursive psychology – the research
framework is based on the view of discourse as at least partly constitu-
tive of social practices and subjects. Discourses are understood, broadly
speaking, as limited ranges of possible statements promoting a limited
range of meanings so that discourses shape what it is possible to say in
particular situations. Discursive change – and thus social and cultural
change – takes place as elements of existing discourses are articulated
together to form new interdiscursive mixes. However, the framework
diverges from Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, whilst still drawing

A C R O S S  T H E  A P P R O A C H E S 157

3035-05.qxd  9/12/02 5:01 PM  Page 157



on both critical discourse analysis and discursive psychology, in focusing
empirically on situated language use in specific interactional contexts
rather than focusing, in more abstract terms, on the discourses that
circulate in society.

Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis is employed both as
the main model of discourse as social practice and as the main methodo-
logy for detailed discourse analysis. Discourse is analysed in terms of
three dimensions: discursive practice, text and social practice. For analy-
sis of the discursive practice dimension, Laclau and Mouffe’s approach
to discourses and identity is also applied. Like Fairclough, Phillips dis-
tinguishes between the wider social practice and discourse, drawing on
social theory in order to cast light on the wider societal developments of
which discourse is a part. But in contrast to Fairclough, this move is not
based on an ontological distinction between the discursive and the non-
discursive. The establishment of an ontological distinction, according to
Phillips, involves underplaying the role of discourse – the representation
of social practice in meaning – as a constitutive dimension of every social
practice. Instead, her framework is based on an analytical distinction
between discursive practices – the object of empirical analysis – and
broader societal developments – the background for analysis. In other
words, the question of the ontological status of discourse is bracketed
and discursive practice is treated as an analytically distinct dimension of
social practice. Social theories about politics, mediatisation, risks and
identity are imported into the discourse analytical framework in order to
cast light on the social practice and as cues for analysis. They are
imported only after undergoing a process of translation in order to fit the
discourse analytical framework.

The approach to critical discourse analysis is supplemented by an
approach to discursive psychology (Wetherell and Potter 1992) which
places rather more weight on how discourses are used as flexible
resources in creating and negotiating representations of the world and
identities in talk-in-interaction. Wetherell and Potter’s approach com-
bines a poststructuralist, discourse-theoretical focus on the ways in
which specific discourses constitute subjects and objects and an inter-
actionist focus on the ways in which people use discursive resources
actively to accomplish social actions in specific contexts of interaction. 

S o c i a l  T h e o r y : I m p o r t  a n d  Tr a n s l a t i o n

In incorporating sociological theories into a discourse analytical frame-
work, the theories should be transformed through being translated into
discourse analytical terms. The metaphor of translation, then, describes
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a process of transformation which takes place in the shift from one
analytical discourse – sociological theory – into another – discourse analy-
sis (see also Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999: 112ff.). We will now
sketch out some of the imported social theories and the translation work
to which they were subjected.

The social theories drawn on in the study deal with the proliferation
of risks and the mediatisation of culture and politics (e.g. Bauman 1991;
Beck 1992, 1996; Thompson 1995) and new forms of politics (e.g. Beck
1996; Giddens 1991). Here, we will confine ourselves to a brief sketch
of the contributions by Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens and Zygmunt
Bauman. Beck describes contemporary society as a risk society in which
industrial modernisation has created a range of risks which are unlimited
in time and space and which have sources and consequences for which
nobody can be held to account. As a result of these risks, people feel
themselves to be dependent on scientific knowledge and rationality
which the media play an important role in providing. But at the same
time, we have lost our faith in science, and scientific rationality is
increasingly challenged by social rationality that draws its arguments
from outside the realms of elite politics and science. The media represent
a key field of struggle between the knowledge-claims of the different
forms of rationality over the sources and effects of risks and their possi-
ble solutions. We are constantly bombarded by a huge number of prob-
lems on which we have to take a stand. Many of the problems take the
form of environmental risks such as ‘There could be pesticides in my tea’,
or ‘The over-felling of trees is causing global warming’. Through the rise
in mediated experience, Beck claims people have become more aware of,
and emotionally sensitive to, objects of which they only have mediated
experience (such as global ecological risks).

Awareness of global problems – including ecological risks – that the
individual gains through mass communication fosters a sense of personal
moral responsibility for solving these problems, according to Beck. The
increased focus on personal responsibility can be understood as part of
a general tendency towards individualisation whereby traditional social
constraints on individual agency, which previously were viewed as
inevitable and fixed, are treated as objects of choice and responsibility.
New forms of politics have arisen under conditions of individualisation
which have been described by Beck as subpolitics and by Giddens as life
politics. Subpolitics is an expression of one of the forms of reflexivity
that characterise risk society. In subpolitics, agents outside the estab-
lished political system participate in reflection and critique of existing
forms of social organisation, in particular about moral issues concerning
the environment, for example. The conflict in the media between
competing knowledge claims represents a form of critical reflexive
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debate in its own right and also furthers subpolitical activity by supply-
ing people with the necessary knowledge for informed critique of
experts’ arguments. Giddens’ similar concept of life politics is based on
people’s recognition of the interplay between the local and the global in
everyday life which dawns on the individual as globalising forces
impinge on the self, and as self-actualisation shapes global forces.
Political action based on life politics can involve consumption practices.

In contrast to the view that individualisation is leading to new forms
of politics based on solidarity, Bauman stresses the corrosive effects of
individualisation and commodification processes on forms of politics
based on a sense of solidarity. Consumerism, spread through the media,
fosters a self-centred individualism that disrupts the possibilities for solid
and stable identities. Consumerism provides people with an easy way of
meeting responsibilities. Consumer choice places weight on individual
responsibility for public problems. This entails, in Bauman’s terms, the
‘privatization of human problems and of the responsibility for their reso-
lution’ (1991: 261). According to Bauman, consumer behaviour – private
shopping concerns – does not represent an effective form of political
action; in the postmodern consumer society, he argues, people act only as
consumers, not as citizens, and the failure to solve social problems has not
led to political protest but to guilt, shame and embarrassment (1991: 261).

When non-discourse analytical theories are imported into a discourse
analytical framework, it is necessary to take account of the elements
which are not in line with discourse analysis ontologically or epistemo-
logically, and consider how much these elements pervade the rest of the
theories. Our view is that it is possible to import the theories without
incorporating all the elements, but the elements to be used have to be
translated so that they can be applied in discourse analysis.

Giddens’ theory of life politics is based on a cognitivist view of the
subject which does not fit a discourse analytical framework. When the
theory is imported into a discourse analytical project, it is necessary to
distance oneself from his view of the subject and consider how heavily it
has impregnated the rest of the theory. We believe that it is possible to
import his theory of life politics without taking on board its model of the
subject. But the theory has to be translated so that it can be applied in
concrete analyses of discourse. The theory can be operationalised by
investigating people’s discursive constructions of ‘politics’ and ‘con-
sumption’, rather than treating them as pre-given entities.

Beck’s theory is overly rationalistic and insufficiently culturalist. Beck
does not take sufficient account of the cultural dimension of processes
involving the definition and contestation of risks (for example,
Alexander 1996; Cottle 1998). According to Beck, it is the risks themselves
which determine how they are defined socially and treated in practice.
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This perspective stands in contrast to the cultural perspective to which
discourse analysis belongs, which claims that the definition of risks
depends on how risks are constructed in meaning. But while Beck sees
risk definition as primarily a question of the real nature of the risks, he
identifies the struggle between competing knowledge claims as a cultural
activity that involves a struggle between different understandings of the
environment and risk. The problem lies in his underemphasis on the role
of cultural activity in defining the risks themselves. Nevertheless, our
view is that Beck’s approach can still be used as a starting point for
empirical studies that focus on the cultural dimension. The struggle
between different claims that Beck identifies can be seen as a struggle
between competing discourses and can be analysed through discourse
analysis. Responsibility can be treated empirically as something which is
negotiated discursively in audience consumption of the media. The study
focuses on the ways in which the people interviewed deal with, and
participate in, discursive conflicts over knowledge and on the social and
political implications of their discursive practices.

The potentially negative effects of consumerism, as put forward by
Bauman, can be understood and explored in discourse analytical terms
as a question of whether people construct consumption discursively as a
viable form of political action and position themselves as active political
consumers who meet their responsibility for public problems through
consumption. Thus, in Bauman’s case, the theory does not need transla-
tion in order to fit into a discourse analytical framework.

In addition to social theory, Phillips’ study also draws on reception
studies which show that viewers have difficulty in connecting the politi-
cal agenda, which is presented on the news, with their own everyday life
(for example, Hagen 1994; Jensen 1990). News viewing thus contributes
to people’s sense of distance from the sphere of institutionalised politics.
But reception studies also have to be translated into discourse analytical
terms. Many reception studies are based on a different epistemology
from discourse analysis. Many reception analysts view interview state-
ments as true or false reports about people’s attitudes and activities – for
example, statements about their actual interpretations of a particular
programme. In contrast, the focus in discourse analysis is on the ways in
which people construct and negotiate particular discursive representa-
tions of their practices, attitudes and identities in the interview situation.

Pulling together these resources from various non-discourse analytical
approaches, Phillips can start building a research framework suited to
deal with her particular area of interest. First of all, the sociological
theories provide insight into the wider social practices of ecology and
politics in late modern society, that form the background of her study.
Secondly, the theories enable her to establish a preliminary idea of the
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relevant order of discourse, and, thirdly, provide cues about what
particular discourses might be at work. Beck, Giddens and Bauman all
point to the likelihood that one will find negotiations about environ-
mental problems and what to do about them in media and everyday talk.
Translating this into discourse analytical terms, Phillips outlines ‘the
environment and political action’ as the order of discourse she is inter-
ested in studying. Concerning the content of this order of discourse, the
different theorists have different suggestions, and these suggestions are
translated into hypotheses to be investigated further in Phillips’ empiri-
cal analysis. Translated into discourse analytical terms, Beck proposes a
clash between scientific and science-sceptical discourses, and he suggests
a specific kind of subject construction whereby responsibility is demo-
cratised and individual agents hold themselves morally responsible for
environmental problems. Giddens suggests a subject construction
whereby political action is linked to consumption in a world-view that
interweaves the local and the global. Bauman points to a different con-
struction of the subject where responsibility is privatised and awareness
of public problems does not lead to political protest but to guilt and
shame on the part of consumers. The reception studies offer yet another
possibility as the subject here is distanced from the sphere of politics.

Taken together, the theorists thus provide a partly contradictory
image of the field, indicating several discourses or elements of discourses
that might be at play. And that is a very useful starting point for the
empirical analysis, leading to questions such as the following: Can these
elements be recognised in the empirical material? Are the elements artic-
ulated together in specific discourses? Is one discourse hegemonic or are
there several competing discourses? During the course of analysis,
Phillips, for instance, finds both an ‘ecological discourse’ in which sub-
jects are constructed as morally responsible for environmental problems
and a ‘consumerist discourse’ in which the individual is distanced from
the environmental problems, and consumption is viewed as legitimate
regardless of the environmental effects. And thus new questions can be
asked: How are the two conflicting discourses distributed and negoti-
ated? Do they clash or are the differences dissolved in new hybrid forms?

In this way, non-discourse analytical theories are imported into the
project in order to gain a preliminary understanding of the order of dis-
course and cues as to what discourses to look for in the material. An
important point to remember in this respect is that the imported theories
may not fully cover the possibilities of the material: the discourses they
point to may be absent and other discourses may prevail. Thus the
empirical mapping of the different discourses and their interrelations
may lead to a reformulation of the initial picture of the order of dis-
course, and to a critical dialogue with the theories that were imported to
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establish the research framework in the first place. Empirical discourse
analytical research, then, may not just draw on sociological analysis but
also enrich our sociological understanding of the phenomenon under
study, by casting light on the discursive dimension of social practice.

To summarise, a multiperspectival framework has been constructed
through the combination of different discourse analytical approaches
and the import of theories of social practice into the discourse analytical
framework, after their translation into discourse analytical terms. Within
the multiperspectival framework, discourse analysis has been privileged
in the sense that social theories and reception analysis have been trans-
lated into discourse analytical terms and not the other way round. But,
at the same time, the form of knowledge which discourse analysis aims
to produce is circumscribed. No attempt is made to give a general
account of social practice in relation to individualisation, citizenship and
democracy or to address the question of the efficacy of political con-
sumption as a mode of political action; the scope of the study is restricted
to the discursive dimension, a dimension that is treated as analytically
(though not ontologically) distinct from other dimensions. Through the
interviews, the study explores people’s discursive construction of politi-
cal action in relation to news coverage of ecological risks and the
environment. We will now illustrate the application of the framework to
analysis of a single interview extract in order to give an impression of
how the tools of different discourse analytical approaches can be used in
conjunction with the cues for analysis provided by social theory.

Te x t u a l  A n a l y s i s  U s i n g  t h e  T h r e e  A p p r o a c h e s  t o
D i s c o u r s e  A n a l y s i s : A n  I l l u s t r a t i o n

In the following interview extract, the four respondents (flatmates) in a
group interview articulate different discourses that each construct differ-
ent understandings of environmental questions and different identities
for the speakers which point to and legitimate different courses of action:

Interviewer : Oh no so your consumption. Oh, your choices.
Laurits : Mm there’s no doubt about, I’m not in doubt that oh, the increased

focus on organic farm-goods, oh organic products has meant that
there’s been an increase in the number of organic farmers.

Tim : Yes, that’s (.) is completely (absolutely) definite (and)
Jonathan : Yes, I think so too, and you get, apart from that, you get, you get, I’d say

it’s one of the things you have to say to yourself and that you have to
believe because, if, if, if no-one believed in it, so the world would look (1)
look terrible, if no-one believed that (.) anything could be changed (.)
with anything. Everyone has to take the starting point that changes can
take place (have to) take the starting point in themselves.
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Tim : Yes, so I think exactly
Jonathan : And so others also do the same hopefully
Tim : That, that the example of ecology, it, it is simply the perfect example, in

my eyes. It has worked.You can see that. And that also persuades me
that (.) the next focus point that comes in the media that that if it’s
something I of course, conditional on my seeing that it has any
relevance, ohm, so it will come to work, and so I will also be able much
more quickly to do the small things, in everyday life, for example, like
buying organic things instead of something else. I don’t know, I don’t
have any example but.

Laurits : Take another example, like (.) oh, sorting rubbish. Where there are
many places now where you sort out rubbish.

Tim : Yes
Laurits : And there you can say then that the problem is located where it does

not help because it is thrown together at some point anyway. Oh so the
only thing we (.) still really have (1) as separate rubbish is glass
treatment and paper. Oh and that’s what you can (2) can get a little
irritated about, that more doesn’t happen, oh, in that area, when (.)
consumers now (.) at least some places, are being put to work. Ooh.
That oh it’s (1) in this case oh them who collect it together, who don’t
(.) follow up on it.

Jonathan : Do they mix it together again when they collect it together, or what is
it you’re saying?

Laurits : Yes, I mean that most of the rubbish which, I mean at home in (.) I
come from Skælskør, there they sort it into (1) green rubbish and (.) grey
rubbish and the kind of (.) thing which can be recycled.Things that, no
things that can (.)

Christian : Biodegradable waste
Jonathan : Organic?
Laurits : Biodegradable waste, and things that aren’t biodegradable.
Tim : Yes.
Laurits : Oh and I have read at least that it’s quite limited how much of what is

biodegradable that is broken down.You can say that
Interviewer : Could you (plural) think of going down there (.) to the yard down there

with your (.) biodegradable rubbish?
Laurits : (compost?)
Jonathan : Can you do that?
Interviewer : Yes, they have a compost container.
Jonathan : Compost machine? I didn’t even know that, no.
Tim : No
Interviewer : There’s also one in Gardner Street.
Tim : It has to be up here. It has to be when you stand and are just about to

throw something out, you mustn’t have to do something extra for it.
Laurits : We can see we (still) have (1) problems enough going down with our

glass things [giggle] and oh, I don’t think that (.) this household at least
would do anything (.) that is more than that.

Interviewer : Mm.
Laurits : That oh, yes the only thing I can, you do want to, but oh (.) you don’t

get it done 
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Tim : So if (1) I would like to, oh, I could well think of (.) you could (.) sort
your rubbish, if we could do it up from here, just like (.) you have had
it down there, my grandmother

Laurits : If it wasn’t any trouble, we could also do it, but the trouble is if you have
to go to three, go, three different places with your rubbish.

Tim : Yes, yes.Well, we completely agree with that. But well now (1) I know
that my (.) grandmother she lives in Vejle and they have had some trial
with it, that is, sorting of rubbish and it has actually worked. Oh, oh and
there is really a big difference (.) measurable tons oh of what ends up
in the rubbish tip and what ends up oh in the incinerator and different
places ohm. And it, it works by that, that there are two small bags, so
(1) and when you open the rubbish

Laurits : Mm
Tim : but anything other than that I don’t believe in. It won’t work.
Laurits : If it doesn’t cost any extra work, I also think it can be done but oh (2) I

wouldn’t oh (2) I would like to, but I (.) don’t do it, if it causes (.) oh
more difficulties in daily life.

In order to highlight the particular form of knowledge produced by
each of the different discourse analytical approaches, we will present
separate analyses according to the three approaches rather than pre-
senting a combined analysis as is the convention in accounts of dis-
course analytical research. In particular, it should be noted that in the
study from which the following analyses derive, Laclau and Mouffe’s
discourse theory is incorporated into an analysis of the level of discursive
practice in the terms of critical discourse analysis, whereas we present it
as an independent analysis. While the three approaches have different
emphases, there is a degree of overlap in relation to the types of analyses
they tend to produce. The analyses we present are not in depth or com-
prehensive but aim to give an idea of how each of the three approaches
can be employed in analysis. Also, it is important to note that this spe-
cific analysis is part of a larger analysis of a range of empirical material
and the specific discourses referred to in the example have been estab-
lished through the analysis of the larger material rather than just this spe-
cific extract. We will first apply Laclau and Mouffe’s approach, followed
by critical discourse analysis and then discursive psychology.

L a c l a u  a n d  M o u f f e ’ s  D i s c o u r s e  T h e o r y

Laclau and Mouffe, as noted in Chapter 2, do not supply concrete meth-
ods for analysis, but a range of analytical focus-points can be extrapo-
lated from their model. What discourses are articulated in the text? What
meanings are established and what meanings are excluded? What are the
nodal points of the discourses (that is, the central signs, around which
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the other signs are organised and derive their meaning and which
exclude other possible meanings)? Do different discourses define the
nodal points in different ways, so that there is a struggle to fix meanings
in terms of one discourse rather than another? And which meanings are
taken for granted across different discourses? What identities and groups
are discursively constructed?

In the first part of the interview, Laurits, Tim and Jonathan all talk
within the terms of an ecological discourse (lines 2–21). The ecological
discourse is a discourse which stresses the importance of protecting the
environment on the basis of a holistic understanding of the world.
Ecology is a nodal-point around which other signs such as rubbish-
sorting, biodegradable waste and organic products are organised. The
discourse ascribes to individuals a green identity, whereby they should be
actively engaged in environmental problems and recognise their role as
an integrated part of nature. The individual’s identity then is constructed
around the master-signifier ‘ecological agent’. According to this dis-
course, engagement in protecting the environment is a moral necessity
and lack of engagement is illegitimate:

Laurits: Mm there’s no doubt about, I’m not in doubt that oh, the increased focus on
organic farm-goods, oh organic products has meant that there’s been an increase
in the number of organic farmers.

Tim: Yes, that’s (.) is completely (absolutely) definite (and) […] persuades me that (.)
the next focus point that comes in the media that that if it’s something I of course,
conditional on my seeing that it has any relevance, ohm, so it will come to work,
and so I will also be able much more quickly to do the small things, in everyday
life, for example, like buying organic things instead of something else. I don’t know,
I don’t have any example but.

Ecological discourse, then, is articulated together with a consumer dis-
course: personal engagement is defined as consumption behaviour –
‘buying organic things’ (line 20) and ‘sorting rubbish’ (line 22). All three
speakers present media coverage of environmental issues as the catalyst
for both their own and other people’s adoption of environmentalist con-
sumption practices.

When Laurits identifies a technical problem with rubbish sorting (lines
25–32), the discussion changes focus from expressions by all three speak-
ers of their commitment to environmentalist consumer behaviour to an
account by Laurits of a problem with rubbish sorting which threatens its
effectiveness and reliability. Laurits claims that the sorted rubbish is mixed
together again at a later stage. The claim which Laurits makes about the
ineffectiveness of the sorting system is based on a cynical, sceptical dis-
course which characterises late modernity, whereby scientific and other
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authorities are questioned (this questioning of authority forms part of the
basis for subpolitics). Here, he adopts the identity of detached sceptic.

Following Laurits’ account of the technical problem with rubbish sort-
ing and the other speakers’ minimal responses to his account, Tim and
Laurits justify their lack of environmentalist action – their failure to take
their rubbish to be sorted – by drawing on a discourse of everyday con-
straints. For example, Laurits says: ‘If it wasn’t any trouble, we could
also do it, but the trouble is if you have to go to three, go, three differ-
ent places with your rubbish’ (lines 64–5). Within the discourse of every-
day constraints, the difficulties of everyday life represent a nodal point
which functions as sufficient grounds for not acting more to protect the
environment, and the individual is constructed as passively subject to
everyday constraints rather than a moral agent: Laurits: ‘If it doesn’t cost
any extra work, I also think it can be done but oh I wouldn’t oh I would
like to, but I don’t do it, if it causes oh more difficulties in daily life’ (lines
75–7). Tim and Laurits begin, then, by positioning themselves within an
ecological discourse and end by positioning themselves within a dis-
course of everyday constraints. They construct a self-identity out of frag-
ments of disparate discourses which are linked together in a
jointly-constructed narrative and thus articulated together to form an
interdiscursive mix or hybrid discourse. This is in line with a basic dis-
course analytical premise shared by all three approaches that people’s
identities are constructed across different, contradictory and often antag-
onistic, discourses. The hybrid discourse condenses fragments of an eco-
logical discourse (acting to protect the environment on the basis of a
recognition of the impact of micro actions on the whole) with elements
of a consumerist discourse (acting through individual consumption – in
this case, throwing out their rubbish instead of sorting it) and a discourse
of everyday constraints (presenting the constraints of the everyday world
as grounds for not acting more to protect the environment).

C r i t i c a l  D i s c o u r s e  A n a l y s i s

A similar account of the articulation of discourses will be produced by
analysis at the level of discursive practice in critical discourse analysis.
However, critical discourse analysis also casts light on the linguistic
construction of the discourses through analysis of the text dimension,
and, as noted earlier in this chapter, the focus on language also helps to
identify and demarcate the discourses. Moreover, critical discourse analysis
involves systematic analysis of social practice as an analytically distinct
dimension of discursive practice. In the following, we present a brief
analysis of the interview extract at the levels of text and social practice.
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The ecological discourse is constructed linguistically partly through
particular forms of transitivity. For example, the speakers ascribe them-
selves identities as personally responsible for solving environmental
problems through positioning themselves as agents in active processes,
such as in the following – ‘I will also be able much more quickly to do
the small things, in everyday life’ (lines 18–19). In addition, Jonathan
conceives moral responsibility as a general condition attributed to the
individual as part of a collective (a holistic view of the individual as an
integrated part of a whole). Thus he does not just attribute responsibil-
ity to himself but to a generalised ‘you’ that embraces both the speaker
and people in general – ‘It’s one of the things you have to say to your-
self’ (line 7). While he begins with a subjective modality – ‘I think so too’ –
signalling that his statement has roots in his own personal viewpoint, the
rest of his turn is in an objective modality. Objective modality here
works to reinforce the power of the statements, presenting them as facts
independent of the speaker rather than as merely subjective opinions. In
the accounts of the ineffectiveness of rubbish sorting in the terms of the
sceptical discourse, objective modality is also used, again working to
construct the statements as facts rather than views based on the speaker’s
own personal interests.

While everyday constraints work to justify lack of action, Tim and
Laurits also signal that their lack of action is not fully legitimate – a
position that belongs to the ecological discourse. Laurits does this, for
example, through hedges – giggling and pauses – and the use of ‘we’ and
‘this household’ as the agents of the lack of action: ‘We can see we (still)
have problems enough going down with our glass things [giggle] and oh,
I don’t think that (.) this household at least would do anything (.) that is
more than that’ (lines 55–7). In this way, he assigns agency to the col-
lective rather than to himself, so that inaction is accounted for by the
consensus to which they are all bound as flatmates, rather than by the
individual’s own failure to meet his responsibility. Similarly, Tim signals
ambivalence in relation to their inaction through a narrative about a
successful case of rubbish sorting about which he has privileged knowledge
(through his grandmother). By describing a situation where rubbish sort-
ing works and by indicating that it is different from their situation – it is
in another town and is a trial run – Tim suggests that the problem lies
with the situation rather than with themselves.

But the hybrid discourse is not fully hegemonic in the terms of both
Laclau and Mouffe and critical discourse analysis: it does not succeed in
pinning down meaning in only one way so that its representation of
the world is fully accepted as common-sense. Rather a conflict takes
place between this discourse and another discourse that puts forward an
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antagonistic explanatory framework – an ecological discourse which is
articulated by Jonathan. The discursive conflict is analysed below in terms
of discursive psychology. The focus here is on the ways in which the con-
flict takes place through a negotiation of meaning in which each speaker
participates through his discursive positioning of himself and others.

Before that, we will give an impression of how critical discourse analy-
sis can be applied to analyse the dimension of social practice by sum-
marising how it has been applied in Phillips’ study. Drawing on theories
of life politics and subpolitics and consumerism’s negative effects on
politics based on solidarity, the aim is to cast light on the social and politi-
cal consequences of the discourses. In relation to the theory of life poli-
tics, it can be concluded on the basis of the analysis of discursive practice
and of text, that there are different ways to relate to ecological problems:
sometimes action in relation to greater environmental problems is under-
stood as part of everyday practice while, at other times, it is held outside
through arguments about everyday limitations. The articulation of the
ecological discourse, consumer discourse, sceptical discourse and dis-
course of everyday constraints both jointly as a hybrid discourse and
individually in conflict with one another can be seen as an expression of
subpolitics whereby different discourses put forward different knowledge-
claims including claims relating to the attribution of responsibility. 

The hybrid discourse can be understood as a product of a process of nego-
tiation between an ecological discourse which attributes responsibility for
environmental problems to the individual, a consumer discourse whereby
one acts through consumption and a discourse of everyday constraints that
legitimates that one does not take responsibility for the problems. A sense of
responsibility deriving from mediated experience was expressed but it was
held in check by being articulated within the hybrid discourse which pro-
vided people with a way of justifying no engagement in life politics or sub-
politics beyond a limited amount of political consumption. This seems to
confirm Bauman’s pessimistic view that the ‘privatisation of human prob-
lems and of the responsibility for their resolution’ mitigates against political
action which challenges existing forms of social organisation.

D i s c u r s i v e  P s y c h o l o g y  

In common with Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory and critical
discourse analysis, Wetherell and Potter’s form of discursive psychology can
be used to identify the different discourses analysed above using Laclau and
Mouffe’s approach. In applying discursive psychology, researchers often
identify linguistic features such as pronouns and modalities as one does in

A C R O S S  T H E  A P P R O A C H E S 169

3035-05.qxd  9/12/02 5:01 PM  Page 169



critical discourse analysis. However, discursive psychologists tend to place
more weight on the ways in which speakers use discourses as flexible
resources (interpretative repertoires) in particular contexts of interaction,
and on the linguistic features that speakers apply as rhetorical strategies in
order to establish their accounts of the world as solid and objective and
competing accounts as false and subjective. As noted earlier, they also focus
more on the speakers’ flexible positioning within different discourses and
on the ways in which speakers’ positioning of themselves and others sup-
ports or challenges particular constructions of the world, producing either
a meaning consensus or a negotiation of meaning. Here we illustrate how
discursive psychology is used to explore the discursive production of
consensus and the negotiation of meaning identified in the other analyses.

Laurits’ account of the ineffectiveness of ecological action extends
over four turns (from line 25–44), punctuated only by a question from
Jonathan and minimal responses from Tim. Jonathan’s question – ‘Do
they mix it together again when they collect it together, or what is it
you’re saying?’ – divides Laurits’ general account of the problem (lines
25–32) and his account of a specific case – the sorting process and its
ineffectiveness in his home town (lines 35–8, 41, 43–44). Jonathan’s ques-
tion may have been interpreted by Laurits as a mild challenge, prompting
him to provide backing for his general claims in the form of a narrative
about a concrete case of which he had privileged knowledge based on his
roots in the place in question. While Tim, Laurits and Jonathan all begin
the discussion with propositions about the importance and value of ecology,
only Jonathan presents a belief in change as a moral necessity: ‘Everyone
has to take the starting point that changes can take place (have to) take
the starting point in themselves’ (lines 10–11). This implies that the belief
is a prerequisite for people’s acceptance of responsibility for the problems.
It also indicates a reflexive understanding of the uncertainty associated
with people’s actions. Tim expresses support for Jonathan’s view over
three turns (lines 12, 14–21). However, when Laurits then questions the
efficacy of rubbish sorting, and the discussion changes tack to focus first
on the ineffectiveness of action and then on the limits imposed by every-
day constraints on their action, Jonathan disappears from the conversa-
tion apart from one early intervention in the form of the question
mentioned above (lines 33–34) which can be interpreted as a mild chal-
lenge to Laurits, and apart from a few short interventions later (lines 40,
48, 50). During the whole of the final exchange – the exchange between
Laurits and Tim about the limits to their action (lines 53–77) – Jonathan
is silent. He does not belong to the consensus or community of meaning
constructed by Tim and Laurits, since he presents support for the envi-
ronmentalist system on the basis of a moral imperative which overrides
the lack of trust in, or doubt about, science and authority which belongs
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to the sceptical discourse identified in the analysis drawing on Laclau
and Mouffe’s discourse theory.

In terms of discursive psychology, the analysis demonstrates, then,
how expressions of personal responsibility are held in check and a failure
to engage in political action is legitimated through people’s flexible use
of discourses as conversational resources: Laurits’ and Tim’s positioning
within the hybrid discourse which legitimates a lack of engagement in
political action leads to the exclusion of Jonathan’s ecological discourse
in which a lack of engagement is illegitimate. Thus discursive psycho-
logy’s analysis of the rhetorical organisation of the interaction is in line
with critical discourse analysis’ view of the social consequences of the
discursive practice – a view that, as noted above, supports Bauman’s
understanding of the privatisation of responsibility.

Our aim in presenting this example of the use of multiperspectival
discourse analysis as a social research methodology has been to demon-
strate the mechanics of the framework – how it combines different dis-
course analytical approaches, how it draws on sociological theory by
importing and translating non-discourse analytical approaches and how
the different approaches together can be applied in analysis to produce
different forms of knowledge about the field of study. Discourse analy-
sis is privileged in the sense that it is the discourse analytical framework
used which determines the ways in which sociological theories are
imported and translated. And the research field is defined strictly as the
discursive dimension of the social changes relating to mediated experi-
ence of ecological risks and political action identified in sociological
theory. At the same time, we have sought to demonstrate the explana-
tory power of multiperspectival discourse analysis, showing that it does
not just draw on sociological analysis but may enrich that analysis, by
casting light on the discursive dimension of social practice.

VA L I D I T Y

From a number of different angles, this chapter has focused on the con-
struction of specific research projects. The last issue to be discussed here
is how to evaluate research, one’s own as well as that of others. Validity
is the question of what standards the research must meet in order to
count as qualified academic research. By measuring research in relation
to certain criteria, it can be evaluated as good or bad. These are common
procedures in all scientifc work, but the criteria accepted differ. The
discussion of criteria is part of a larger epistemological discussion of the
character and status of scientific knowledge. In positivistic epistemologies
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it is assumed that knowledge can reflect reality without bias, and criteria
are developed to ensure such a reflection. In discourse analysis, and in
social constructionism in general, this assumption is rejected, but there is
no agreement about which criteria to apply instead.

As our focal points in this brief discussion of validity we will use two
of the criteria adopted by Potter and Wetherell (1987), and presented in
Chapter 4: coherence and fruitfulness. Most social constructionists
would agree to these criteria, although they are not uncontested. One
objection to coherence as a validity measure is inherent in the argument
that paradoxes and contradictions serve to demonstrate that two per-
spectives may be incompatible but both still valid (e.g. Ashmore 1989;
Haraway 1991; Lyotard 1984). Here, the criterion of coherence would
flatten out the message of the research, that opposing truths should be
maintained as such. In some forms of dialogical research (see Chapter 6),
for instance, ironic validity (Lather 1993) is introduced as a measure of
the knowledge produced, whereby the aim is to represent the different,
and perhaps contradictory, voices of researchers and informants alike,
without privileging any single perspective.

Another problem with coherence as validity standard is the argument,
along discourse psychological lines, that coherence is not an internal
feature of a text: some readers might see an inconsistency where others see
a stringent argument. A validity criterion, that takes this objection into
account, is that the research should be plausible to the community of
scholars (e.g. Howarth 2000: 130). Here the emphasis is on the collec-
tive aspect of knowledge production, and what is regarded as the better
research product is seen as a consequence of the discursive processes to
establish truth within a specific domain. However, taken alone, this cri-
terion implies a potential conservatism, whereby knowledge is produced
only along already recognised lines in order to gain acceptance and,
hence, validity. Remembering Fairclough’s point about social reproduc-
tion and change, it can be argued that representations that reproduce a
given discursive practice also tend to reproduce the social order in which
it is embedded, and the power relationships prevailing there.

The tendency to conservatism might be counterbalanced by the crite-
rion of fruitfulness, emphasising the importance of the production of
new knowledge. This criterion focuses on the effects of knowledge
production; the way that research may foster new types of thinking and
action. But there are different suggestions about the context in which the
fruitfulness should apply. Potter and Wetherell’s understanding is that
fruitfulness refers to the ability of research to generate new scientific
explanations of the phenomenon under study, whereas Karen Tracy
(1995: 210) introduces the additional criterion of helpful problem framing,
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emphasising that research must be directly useful to the informants,
helping them to reflect on their actions.4

Even from this brief extract of validity criteria, it is immediately
apparent that the choice and combination of criteria hinge on one’s
perspective on scientific knowledge – what status one ascribes to
scientific knowledge and what one thinks it should be used for. This is
the discussion we turn to in the next chapter. Therefore, rather than
anticipating this and taking an overarching stand at this point, we will
limit our scope here to specific text analysis. Of course, the question of
validity in text analysis cannot be isolated from the question of valid-
ity in the overall research project; but the pragmatic question of when
to exit the circle arises if analysis, as we have suggested, is seen as a cir-
cular movement between an overall understanding of the empirical
material and specific textual analysis. When is an analysis completed?
When can the analyst break the interpretative circle and put a stop to the
analysis? If the object of analysis is a large corpus or lengthy texts, or
if one is carrying out a very detailed analysis of a single text, there is
always more that can be analysed or new perspectives that can be
explored. And how much of the analysis should be included in the
research report? There are no definitive answers, but we suggest the
following rules of thumb:

• The analysis should be solid. It is best if interpretation is based on a
range of different textual features rather than just one feature. 

• The analysis should be comprehensive. This does not mean that all
aspects of the text have to be analysed in all the ways one could –
which would be impossible in many cases – but that the questions
posed to the text should be answered fully and any textual features
that conflict with the analysis should be accounted for.

• As mentioned in Chapter 4, the analysis should be presented in a
transparent way, allowing the reader, as far as possible, to ‘test’ the
claims made. This can be achieved by documenting the interpreta-
tions made and by giving the reader access to the empirical material
or at least by reproducing longer extracts in the presentation of the
analysis.

In this section we have presented a number of validity criteria, some of
them compatible, and some opposing each other. In this situation of no
agreement, the single most important criterion is to explicate and follow
the criteria of validity to which one adheres. By defining the standards that
the research aims to meet, the research invites discussion and critique of the
knowledge produced on its own premises. Explication of the guiding set of
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rules and the procedures one has followed enables the reader to conduct
an immanent critique of the research – that is, an evaluation in terms of its
inner consistency. Does the researcher do what she says she does? Do the
philosophical premises, the theoretical claims and the methodology
employed form a complete package? If not, the validity of the research is
reduced, but perhaps new avenues for further research are opened.

But the discussion of a specific item of research may not end in immanent
critique. Even on explication, the validity criteria of the research project
may not be accepted by the reader. The limitation of the validity criterion
of explicating and following one’s own validity criteria is that it cannot
judge what is the best validity criterion among different alternatives. It can-
not answer the question of which one to go by if two research reports with
different sets of criteria produce different results. If research could only be
discussed in terms of inner consistency, each research report, or each school
of research, would become an island, closed in on itself, unable to partici-
pate in a broader discussion about knowledge and society. If the researcher
accepts the social constructionist premise that knowledge is always histori-
cally and culturally embedded, this also pertains to scientific knowledge,
including the researcher’s own results. This premise entails rejection of uni-
versal standards according to which all knowledge can be measured. But
how can we then establish a meaningful discussion across different validity
criteria, or more generally, across different worldviews? This is a central
issue in the following chapter.

N OT E S

1 This section is based on Jørgensen 2001. 

2 See Chapter 6 for a more detailed discussion of how to unmask naturalised,
common-sense assumptions.

3 For accounts of the study, see Phillips (2000a, 2000b).

4 For discussions of these and other validity criteria, see e.g. Denzin (1997:
7ff.), Potter and Wetherell (1987: 169ff.), Tracy (1995: 208ff.)
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6 Critical Social
Constructionist Research

What kind of knowledge does discourse analytical research produce?
What is the status of its results, and what can they be used for? These
questions, conventionally posed in all academic work, form part of a
wider discussion about the nature of social scientific knowledge. In this
chapter we will present aspects of this discussion in the form it has taken
within social constructionism. In Chapter 1 on pages 21–3 we briefly out-
lined the issue of the status of research knowledge, introducing the anti-
foundationalist premise adhered to in social constructionism that all
knowledge is discursively produced and therefore contingent, and that
there is no possibility of achieving absolute or universal knowledge since
there is no context-free, neutral base for truth-claims. If all knowledge is
historically and socially embedded, and if truth is a discursive effect rather
than a transparent account of reality, how, we asked, do we treat our own
knowledge? In Chapter 4, under the heading of reflexivity, we discussed
how researchers try to acknowledge their own role in the research process
and evaluate the results in relation to their consequences. These concerns
represent attempts to take into account that the researcher can never just
be ‘a fly on the wall’ who sees things as they really are, and that the
researcher’s knowledge production, as in the case of all other discourse,
is productive – it creates reality at the same time as representing it. 

But even if we were to follow such reflexive procedures conscien-
tiously, we would never be able to produce fully ‘transparent’ knowl-
edge, whereby our results would accurately depict reality one-to-one,
and whereby we could somehow achieve full control over the effects of
these results (cf. Rose 1997). It is precisely the possibility of absolute
knowledge that is rejected in the social constructionist premises.

Some critics of social constructionism argue, therefore, that social con-
structionism is unusable, both scientifically and politically. It is scientifi-
cally unusable because it cannot determine what is true: every result is just
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one among many other possible stories about reality. And it is politically
unusable because it cannot determine what is good and bad. When a
social constructionist identifies social conditions that should be changed,
this is just an expression of her own contingent view, critics argue (for
example, Soper 1990).

Our position is that this reading of social constructionism is too
pessimistic, and in this final part of the book, we will argue that discourse
analysis is indeed well suited to critical social research. We will do this
by presenting and discussing a range of different social constructionist
positions in the debate and by locating the three discourse analytical
approaches we have covered in the book within the wider social con-
structionist field. The focus will be on ways in which social construc-
tionist researchers can tackle their own knowledge production. What
status do the results have? How can research further social change? How
can taken-for-granted, naturalised aspects of our world be revealed?
How can researchers take their own role in knowledge production into
account when conducting their research?

The overall aim of the chapter is to contribute to the overarching
discussion of social research as critique. We will argue that social construc-
tionist research, including discourse analysis, inevitably is, and should be,
a critical enterprise. After an initial discussion about what discourse
analysis claims to produce knowledge about, we will go on to present a
classic understanding of critique: research as a critique of ideology. The
conceptualisation of research as a critique of ideology has been strongly
criticised within social constructionism, and the first point to address is
whether critique should actually be the aim of research at all. Since our
answer here is yes, we then go on to explore a minimal definition of
critique as the unmasking of dominant, taken-for-granted understandings
of reality. Our aim here is to theorise a position for the researcher from
which he or she can discover what is otherwise taken for granted. We
present three different strategies for the production of knowledge about
the taken-for-granted, and we discuss the status of such knowledge. The
discussion of relativism is inherent in the social constructionist premises,
and we explore different positions in the negotiation of relativism at
different phases of the research project. Here, an important point is that
the question of critique and the status of scientific knowledge is not just
about the declaration of epistemological principles in the introduction of
research reports. Rather, it is necessary to think through the conse-
quences of the epistemological principles for every stage of the research
process, including the choice of theory and method and the presentation
of the results in research reports; and conversely, it is important to con-
sider how the choices one makes contribute to positioning the researcher
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in relation to epistemology. Finally, we gather the different threads of the
argument in a presentation of our own position, arguing that following
scientific criteria enables the researcher to produce a particular and valu-
able form of knowledge, and that the degree of authority ascribed to
scientific knowledge in public debates should be the subject of ongoing
negotiation.

‘ B u t  W h a t  A b o u t  R e a l i t y ? ’

When discourse analysts present their results, they are sometimes met
with the question, ‘Yes, but is it just a discourse, or…?’ The question
implies a distinction between discourses and something else which is not
viewed as discursive, and, by the word ‘but’, it is also implied that this
other entity is more fundamental than discourses. Let us deal with this
question in two steps. First, what is outside discourses? And secondly, is
the relationship between the two spheres hierarchical? There are a range
of different dimensions which are supposedly not covered by discourse
analysis. These dimensions include experiences, feelings and the body,
the material world and people’s actions. The three approaches, as we
have discussed earlier, have different understandings of the relationship
between the discursive and the non-discursive. Discursive psychology,
for example, has made a point of treating as discursively constituted,
psychological categories that traditionally have been viewed as non-
discursive – such as attitudes, emotions and memory. Laclau and Mouffe’s
discourse theory generalises this position, seeing all reality as discursively
constituted and, thus, making legitimate the use, in principle, of dis-
course analytical tools to analyse all aspects of the world including the
body and the material world. But although categories such as the body
can, in principle, be taken into account in a discourse theoretical analy-
sis, this does not mean that discourse theory provides a satisfactory
theorisation of the body. None of our approaches do that. So, if the
focus of interest is the body, it is a good idea to read more sophisticated
theory on the body and attempt to translate it into the discourse analytical
perspective chosen.

Critical discourse analysis distinguishes more sharply between the dis-
cursive and the non-discursive. In relation to this approach, it therefore
makes more sense to ask if something is ‘just discourse’ or if the relevant
non-discursive practices have also been studied. But it does not make
sense in any of the approaches to ask if something is ‘just discourse’ if
one is implying that discourses are surface phenomena and that the core
of the social has to be analysed at a more fundamental level. That is, if
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what one is really asking is ‘Is it just a discourse, or is it also reality?’ All
the approaches view discourse as (at least partly) constitutive of the
social, but that the social is constituted does not mean that it is not real.
The constituted social world provides conditions of possibility for action
and produces effects in just as firm a way as the physical world. 

According to a caricature of social constructionism, reality is what we
say it is. If we say it is different, then it is different. If I say in the morning,
that I am a man, then that is what I am; if I then say in the afternoon
that I am a woman, then I am. This caricature is both right and wrong.
At the level of principle it is right; it is through ascribing meanings to
ourselves and the surrounding world that we can understand and act in
the world, and in that sense both ourselves and our world are the mean-
ings we ascribe to them. Meanings are contingent and therefore change-
able and, if they change, the subject and the surrounding world also
change, making available other possibilities for thinking and acting. But,
in a given situation, most meanings are relatively stable and individual
subjects have only limited possibilities for manipulating them. Changes
in meaning ascriptions are collective social processes. If a single individ-
ual declares that, during the afternoon, she has undergone a sex change,
it is not likely that this identity change will be accepted by those around
her or that our understanding of gender will suddenly change. The exist-
ing fixities of meaning are too stable for that.

Most discourse analysts (and probably most researchers in general)
would like to contribute, through their research, to changing the world
for the better. For discourse analysts, this ambition is often pursued
through demonstration of the negative consequences of particular fixa-
tions of meaning designed to open up for other ways of understanding
the world. They attempt, then, to destabilise prevailing systems of mean-
ing. But an important reason why meaning systems are so stable is that
many of our understandings of the world are naturalised; that is, we
view them not as understandings of the world but as the world.
Therefore, an important discourse analytical aim is to unmask and
delineate taken-for-granted, common-sense understandings, transforming
them into potential objects for discussion and criticism and, thus, open
to change.

This application of discourse analytical knowledge suffers from an
epistemological difficulty. How can researchers reveal common-sense
understandings in their own society, if they, being part of society them-
selves, share many of those understandings? The question of the possi-
bilities for identifying society’s naturalised understandings is a central
theme in the following, within the context of the overarching discussion
about what critical research is and can be. 

178 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D

3035-06.qxd  9/6/02 6:03 PM  Page 178



I D E O L O G Y  C R I T I Q U E

All the approaches to discourse analysis presented in this book under-
stand themselves to be critical in some way or another. On the basis of
research, they aim to criticise unjust social conditions and contribute to
improvement of those conditions. Critical research has a long history in
both the social sciences and the humanities, but the understanding of
what critique is, and, in particular, what its foundations are, varies
across the different traditions.

Ideology critique – widespread in the 1970s and with historical roots
in Marx and the Frankfurt School – represents one important type of cri-
tique. In this view, power relations in society are accompanied by a hege-
monic language that systematically masks reality. The aim of critique is
to undermine power by revealing the reality behind ideology. For example,
people may suggest that, in our society, there is sexual equality. At the
same time, social research may reveal that men earn more than women
and that women systematically spend more time on household tasks than
men. There is, then, an inconsistency between how things really are and
people’s understanding of how things are, and this inconsistency pro-
vides the grounds for critique. People do not see reality properly because
ideologies distort their world-view. For example, there may be an ideo-
logy that holds that the sexes, after many years of struggle, are now
equal, and this ideology may reinforce a male-dominated hierarchy in the
job market and, perhaps, a female-dominated home. Ideology, then,
furthers unequal relations of power but people cannot see it because they
suffer from false consciousness: what they see is ideology rather than
reality. In the critique of the dominant ideology, the researcher’s role
is to reveal ideology as distortion, so that people gain the possibility of
seeing behind ideology and changing reality.

Put briefly, the critique of the dominant ideology aims to unmask
power with truth. This understanding of critique has been subjected to
heavy criticism by social constructionist researchers. First of all, it has
been criticised for its adherence to a classical Marxist conception of
society, whereby the base determines the superstructure, or, in our terms,
discourses are constituted by non-discursive conditions, primarily the
economy. Second, it presumes that there is a truth about social condi-
tions behind the discourses and that the researcher has privileged access
to that truth. Thirdly, it assumes that this truth is free of power
(cf. Foucault 1980: 118; see also Barrett 1991; Billig and Simons 1994).

These premises conflict with social constructionism, where truth is
seen as intertwined with power and the truths which are produced
(including those of the researcher) are seen as historically and socially
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contingent. But does this mean that critical social constructionist
research is impossible? Does it mean that all truths are equally good (or
equally bad)? According to Michael Billig and Herbert Simons’ (1994)
diagnosis, a great deal of critical research is being produced, but critique
has gone overboard – anything and everything is criticised and every
truth is subjected to criticism and deconstruction. Critique has become
‘promiscuous’, as they put it, as it is no longer connected to a political
project, since we no longer have a firm belief in true, political principles
as did critical ideology theorists (1994: 6).

This discussion of the relationship between science and politics, and
hence of the possibilities for critical research, has been long and intense
within social constructionism. And it seems as if the field of discussion
suffers from a paradox, whereby research is seen both as more and as
less political than before. On the one hand, it is implicit in the social con-
structionist perspective that research is always political. Research can
never free itself from values as it is always situated in a specific cultural
and historical context. And the research which is produced about the
world is political by virtue of its performative character: that is, it acts
on the world by constituting it in certain ways rather than others. For
example, traditional anthropology with its division of the world into ‘us’
and ‘them’ has contributed to the legitimation of the dominance of the
West through colonialism and neo-colonialism (Fabian 1983). From a
social constructionist point of view, research cannot avoid being political.

On the other hand, the concern is voiced by theorists such as Billig and
Simons that social constructionist premises render research less political.
The argument is that if social constructionism no longer can deliver
absolute truths or normative ideals, then research ends up in a relativism
where people either criticise anything at all without having any political
strategy, or accept everything without taking a political stand because they
do not want to accord themselves a false authority by criticising the lives
and opinions of others. 

In the rest of the chapter, we discuss, on the basis of the question of
critique, a range of different suggestions as to what social constructionist
research can be used for. We cannot hope to exhaust the discussion and
we do not try to give detailed accounts of the work of the authors we
take up. Rather, we use the different authors to demarcate a range of key
positions in the debate – and a range of possible answers to the question
of critical research.

All the contributions to the discussion share a common concern with
what research can and should be used for. They all agree that science
cannot ascribe to its own knowledge the status of ‘truth’ in opposition

180 D I S C O U R S E  A N A LY S I S  A S  T H E O R Y  A N D  M E T H O D

3035-06.qxd  9/6/02 6:03 PM  Page 180



to the ‘false consciousness’ of others. But the answers to what critique is
and to how to view the relations between critique, science and society,
are different. They have very different consequences, not just for what
we do with the results when research is completed, but also for how
we go about the research process itself – in particular, how we build an
analytical framework, how we produce and analyse empirical material
and how we write up and present our research. Thus, although there are
no easy answers to the question of what status scientifically-produced
knowledge has and how it can be applied in a responsible way, it is
important to take a stand and tailor the research accordingly. 

A  M o d i f i e d  I d e o l o g y  C r i t i q u e

One response to the question of whether it is possible to do critical research
can be labelled a ‘modified ideology critique’. This approach retains the
basic principles of ideology critique that people’s worldviews are not
always in line with reality, and that research should make better world-
views available. At the same time, it modifies ideology critique by softening
the hierarchy between the researcher’s knowledge and other people’s
knowledge; access to truth is no longer viewed as a scientific privilege.

Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis is an example of this modified
version of ideology critique. According to critical discourse analysis, dis-
courses can be more or less ideological. The more ideological discourses
are those that give a distorted representation of reality (misrepresenta-
tion) and thus contribute to the maintenance of relations of domination
in society (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999: 32f.). In this, we hear
the echo of ideology critique: discourse analysis should reveal ideologi-
cal representations and attempt to replace them with more adequate
representations of reality.

However, critical discourse analysis modifies traditional ideology critique
in some respects, particularly in Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999). The
authors still maintain that certain representations are more true than
others; however, they argue that what is true should not be determined
by a scientific elite but by a public, democratic debate in which different
representations are compared with one another in relation to both their
content and their social consequences. It is the task of science to con-
tribute to public debate kinds of knowledge which people normally do
not produce or have at their disposal in everyday practices (1999: 33).
Thus scientific knowledge here is treated as a contribution to the public
debate rather than the final arbiter of truth.

C R I T I C A L  S O C I A L  C O N S T R U C T I O N I S T  R E S E A R C H 181

3035-06.qxd  9/6/02 6:03 PM  Page 181



But even with these modifications, critical discourse analysis articulates
the question of critique in a way from which many other social con-
structionists distance themselves. For example, as we have already dis-
cussed in earlier chapters and will see on p. 186, there is disagreement as
to the question of whether or not it is possible to distinguish between
more or less ideological discourses. Before discussing further the modi-
fied critique of ideology formulated by critical discourse analysis, we
map out a range of other positions in the debate. We begin by taking a
step backwards. Until now we have presented the discussion as a ques-
tion of how to produce critical knowledge. This question contains two
presuppositions – that research can produce knowledge and that it
should be critical. But not all social constructionists accept these two
assumptions.

T H E  C R I T I Q U E  O F  C R I T I Q U E  

Ideology critique used research to produce knowledge about the world
that was in opposition to, and better than, people’s understandings. Social
constructionism distanced itself from this on the basis of the premise that
knowledge is never a direct reflection of the world, a premise which
applies to scientific knowledge just as much as to other forms of knowl-
edge. There are two ways of taking the consequences of this premise. For
most social constructionists, the purpose of research is still to know
something about the world and to produce as good representations of
the world as possible, and the premise that knowledge is historically and
culturally specific can be tackled through various forms of reflexivity.
But for a minority of social constructionists, knowledge, in the sense of
representation, is impossible, and therefore it is not the task of research
to produce knowledge in that sense. We will begin by discussing this
latter position.

The anthropologist, Steven Tyler (1986) criticises the paradigm of rep-
resentation followed by modern science – that is, the belief that reality
can be reflected in scientific texts. By promising absolute truth, science
has exerted power over ordinary people’s lives and discounted their
everyday knowledge. Representation or mimesis is impossible, according
to Tyler, and therefore sciences such as anthropology should rid them-
selves of their scientific ideals and stop trying to tell us what the world
is. Instead, they should more mystically and poetically ‘evoke’ what can-
not be said, in order to make us think about who we are and what we
ought to do.1
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In this type of theory, the question of critique does not arise at all,
since the purpose of science is not to produce a description of the world
but to produce effects in the world. While also aiming to change the
world, critique implies that one representation of the world is replaced
by another, better representation – and it is this idea that Tyler considers
naïve and even destructive.

Tyler’s argument hinges on the possibility of writing non-representational
texts. His own text is not written in a traditional, scientific form, rather
it mixes arguments with more poetic narrative passages, and in thus it
evokes its message rather than stating it explicitly. But even with this
experimental form of presentation, we do not think that the text avoids
representing the world. In the following passage, it is quite clear that a
particular representation of the world is used as an argument for how to
write ethnographies about it: 

A post-modern ethnography is fragmentary because it cannot be otherwise. Life
in the field is itself fragmentary, not at all organized around familiar ethnological
categories such as kinship, economy, and religion […] (Tyler 1986: 131)

Here, Tyler describes what life is like in the field – that is, fragmented – and
how ethnography therefore should be – correspondingly fragmented.
Thus, Tyler bases his argument on a description of reality, a representa-
tion. And in this particular passage, he even argues that ethnography
should reflect the world (by being fragmented), in opposition to his claim
that representation is impossible.

Our point is that even if it is impossible, according to social construc-
tionist premises, to distinguish categorically between representation and
reality, and even if representation is never a direct reflection of reality, in
our texts we cannot avoid representing and thus giving some sort of
picture of reality. Another problem in Tyler’s theory is that he advocates the
withdrawal of anthropology from science and instead its embrace of a
kind of poetry or therapy. Although modern science might have followed
naïve ideals and had negative consequences, we do not see any reason to
reject all scientific rules and criteria. On the contrary, as we will argue,
the humanities and social sciences must be maintained as a space for the
production, discussion and evaluation of different representations of the
world on the basis of a set of shared criteria.

If scientific texts, as we have argued, inevitably represent the world,
this opens up the possibility of replacing one representation of the world
with another through critique. But not everyone agrees with this ideal.
The problem is that critique, in the main, involves an asymmetrical rela-
tionship between those who criticise and those who are criticised, as in
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ideology critique whereby the researcher is in possession of the truth
while all others have false consciousness. If we are to research according
to social constructionist premises, we cannot privilege scientific knowl-
edge in this way. This raises the question of what scientific knowledge is
and whether it can be said to be in any way better than other forms of
knowledge, a question to which we will return later. Some researchers
think that the asymmetrical relationship between researcher and
researched that critique tends to entail is so problematic that we should
be wary of making critique the goal we set for research.

Among those who problematise critique in this way is the anthro-
pologist of science, Bruno Latour (1999), who argues that critique is not
necessary as people already know what they should know; people do not
need researchers running around revealing their illusions. The social psy-
chologist, Kenneth Gergen, argues along similar lines. Although not dis-
missing the concept of critique altogether, he warns of the negative
consequences of research as critique (Gergen 1994b, 1998). Gergen
argues that critique implies what he calls a ‘binary ontology’ (1994b: 60).
According to Gergen, critique is always dependent on that which it criti-
cises. In criticising something, one reinforces it at the same time. The
debate becomes polarised between ‘for’ and ‘against’ so that arguments
which do not fit in one or other camp are excluded, and other debates
are also kept off the agenda. Moreover, Gergen argues, discussion is
often treated as a kind of war and critique as an attack on our inner
essence. Therefore, critique does not lead to dialogue but to alienation.
In another metaphor, when one criticises another person’s opinions, one
establishes a position as a wise parent who corrects a child, states Gergen
(1994b: 63). In so doing, critique silences the opposing party, blocking
democratic debate. This is particularly paradoxical in the case of critique
by social constructionists since social constructionism strives to avoid all
tendencies to totalisation (1994b: 67f.). The conclusion is, then, that
critique freezes debate, restricting and polarising the voices which can
participate in it.

Gergen’s ideal is a debate consisting of different competing contribu-
tions. His starting point is that knowledge production is a social process
in which decisions are taken collectively. This collectivity entails that, in
discussing a specific topic, every single individual has knowledge of
many different arguments. Gergen proposes, for example, that we do
not polarise the debate about a specific topic in terms of ‘for’ and
‘against’ a single aspect of the topic but instead follow up the different
arguments as a network of threads which gradually form a complex
picture (1994b: 71ff.).
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We fully agree with the social constructionist view put forward by
Gergen that knowledge production should be understood as a collective
process (cf. Calhoun 1995: Chapter 6), and his proposal that we take
account of this in specific debates can be a good way of maintaining the
complexity of the debated topic. However, while experiments of the kind
Gergen suggests can be a fine supplement to critique as a scientific prac-
tice, we do not think that they are an adequate substitute for critique.
Gergen’s suggestions can contribute to viewing the topic under debate
from many perspectives and to a better understanding of the arguments
of the others. But, in our view, his suggestion also implies that all argu-
ments are equally good and that, through understanding, we can resolve
conflicts of meaning.

Gergen’s scepticism about the concept of critique is based on the hier-
archy it constructs between the researcher and the surrounding world.
He formulates the relationship as one of patronising parent versus child
and tries to replace it with more symmetrical relations. The implication
of the parent/child metaphor is that the one party in the conversation is
totally denied legitimacy. We agree that the concept of critique implies
an asymetry but we do not think that this necessarily entails the denial
of legitimacy to the opposing party. Moreover, our view is that Gergen’s
equation of critique with binary ontology unfairly narrows down the
concept of critique. In another metaphor, critique as scientific practice
often involves ‘unmasking’ naturalised, taken-for-granted knowledge
which may be shared by competing contributions to a given debate. To
a large extent, we subscribe to this metaphor, and maintain critique as
the aim of social research. But have these formulations brought us back
to ideology critique’s search for the truth behind all illusions? Not nec-
essarily, and we will, in the following pages, explore some alternative
possibilities.

C R I T I Q U E  O F  T H E  TA K E N - F O R - G R A N T E D

The unmasking of taken-for-granted, naturalised knowledge is often an
explicitly formulated aim of social constructionist research (see, for
example, Marcus and Fischer 1986: Chapter 6; cf. Brown 1994: 24).
Here the critical project is a matter of denaturalisation of the taken-
for-granted understandings of reality. The starting point is that our repre-
sentations of the world are always contingent – they could have been
different – and, in taking something for granted, we forget that it could
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have been different. As the taken-for-granted delimits the field of
possibilities for thinking and acting, its unmasking can open up a politi-
cal field to other possibilities and, therefore, can represent a critical
research aim in its own right.

This is, for example, the case for Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory.2

In their theory of the hegemonic practices of discourse, Laclau and
Mouffe conceptualise how reality comes to appear to be natural and
non-contingent. They propose that discourses, by way of hegemonic
closures, fix meanings in particular ways and, thus, exclude all other mean-
ing potentials, and that, through myths about society and identity, the
discursive constructions appear as natural and delimited aspects of reality.
Laclau and Mouffe’s aim is to challenge hegemonic closures by going in
the opposite direction: through deconstruction, they strive to show that
the entities which we see as objective and natural are, in reality, contin-
gent combinations of elements which could always have been articulated
differently.

As mentioned in Chapter 2, Laclau equates ideology and objectivity
and, in some sense, the project of discourse theory is thereby a project of
ideology critique, although very different from traditional ideology
critique. While Laclau adheres to ideology critique’s definition of ideology
as a distortion of reality, he views this distortion as an unavoidable part
of every representation of the world. In order to be able to engage in
meaningful talk, we always have to reduce the meaning potentials of the
words we use, and we must assume that there are objects such as society
and subjects about which we can say something meaningful. And here
lies the ideological distortion as these operations imply objectification
that negates the contingency inherent in all ascription of meaning
(Laclau 1990: Chapter 2; 1996a).

Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory is therefore ideology critique in
the sense that it aims to expose contingency and deconstruct objectivity
but, in contrast to traditional ideology critique, it cannot offer any ideology-
free truth – the researcher is also condemned to distort reality through
the identification of objects and meaningful talk about them. 

Discourse theory’s formulation of the critical project provokes a number
of questions. Craig Calhoun, for example, criticises the type of theory that
sees power as all-pervasive and all utterances as ideological. By viewing
all constructions as equally ideological, this type of theory, Calhoun
contends, rules out the possibility of distinguishing between those con-
tributions which improve the world and those which do not and, as a
result, critique becomes unconstructively directed towards anything at
all (Calhoun 1995: 64). From Calhoun’s perspective, one can ask how
discourse theory determines what to criticise, and what the researcher
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has to offer instead. Does Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory deal only
in ‘negative criticism’ (Brown 1994: 23f.), whereby existing conditions
are criticised without the suggestion of a better alternative? Discourse
theory does, in fact, present a positive utopia which research can help to
realise – namely, the utopia of a ‘radical democracy’ (Laclau and Mouffe
1985, Chapter 4; Mouffe 1992). A democracy providing full freedom
and equality for everyone is impossible and political communities can
never include everyone as they always build on an opposition between
‘us’ and ‘them’. But it is possible to have full freedom and equality as a
horizon to strive towards and an attempt can be made to include more
and more areas in the political debate about equality (Mouffe 1992:
378f.). Democracy provides us with a framework by which we can com-
pare ourselves with one another and, in this way, identify injustices. If
men have the vote, for example, why can women not have it also, feminists
asked in the early 20th century. And the way towards a radical demo-
cracy lies in making it possible to ask more and more of that kind of
question. If others have the freedom to be heterosexual, why can we not
have the freedom to be homosexual? If others are accepted as white, why
can we not be accepted as black? All these questions have been posed by
new social movements and have contributed to opening up the domain
for questions which can be discussed politically in terms of freedom and
equality.

In a radical democracy, it is important that the political field never stiffens
into firmly demarcated groups and standard positions on the political
agenda. Every political question divides people into particular groups and
gives them particular identities; it fixes the myth of society in particular
ways. And since one way never exhausts all parts of our fragmented and
overdetermined identities, and never realises all possible group forma-
tions, it is important that existing groups can be deconstructed all the time
and new groups can be formed – and fresh questions can be placed on the
agenda. Groups that engage in political activity over a particular question
must therefore be understood not as groups of identical people who share
the same essence but as temporary alliances in which particular aspects of
the members’ identity are constituted and activated in relation to the
question at hand. Only if one keeps open the issues of which conflicts
should be on the political agenda and which groups are in conflict, is it
possible continuously to introduce new discussion topics in relation to
equality and freedom. Laclau and Mouffe’s critical project of unmasking
the taken-for-granted can, then, be said to be a political project in which
the deconstruction of objectivity keeps us aware of the ideological, con-
tingent nature of the objectivity we ascribe to the world and, more specifi-
cally, exposes new areas for political discussion.
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However, in response to Calhoun’s question as to how one determines
what should be criticised, discourse theory’s vision of radical democracy
provides only a modest answer. Discourse theory’s critical project con-
sists of the deconstruction of the taken-for-granted but the theory does
not give any guidelines as to which taken-for-granted understandings are
most in need of deconstruction and in terms of which political criterion.
In our view, not setting a priori normative standards does not necessarily
constitute an obstacle for critical research. However, if we operate along
the lines of the social constructionist premise on which discourse theory
itself is based, namely, that research does not just produce a representa-
tion of the world but also produces effects in the world, it is important
to make the research aims clear to oneself and others. 

This political dimension can be added to a discourse theoretical project
by combining it with other approaches to research that enable the
researcher to identify the aims and the political direction of the specific
research project. Action research, currently gaining in popularity, is one
such approach (see, for example Reason and Bradbury 2001; Tracy
1995; Willig 1999a). Action research relates much more intimately to the
field of study than traditional scientific approaches, as it is argued that
research should be carried out with people, rather than about them. This
means that the aims of the research should be formulated in a specific
context of social practice, together with the people in this context,
whereby informants and researcher cooperate in identifying specific
problems in the field that the research should help to solve. In many
forms of contemporary action research, people in the field are seen as
participants in the research process, contributing their knowledge of the
field to a common development of new knowledge together with the
researcher (for a related approach, see our discussion of dialogical
research on p. 198–200).

Another, more traditional, way to integrate a specific political dimen-
sion into the research project is to incorporate a theoretical perspective
that invests the concept of critique with a clearer political direction.
In the following sections, we will present some feminist perspectives
according to which the research, from begining to end, follows a political
trajectory.

I D E N T I F Y I N G  T H E  TA K E N - F O R - G R A N T E D

Let us first return to the question of the taken-for-granted and how it can
be identified. The taken-for-granted, as noted earlier, is, per definition, that
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which is not problematised – that which one does not even think can be
problematised. In order to identify the taken-for-granted, naturalised
ascriptions of meaning, researchers need to distance themselves from them
in some way or another. In this section we will present three different
responses to the epistemological question of how to theorise a subject posi-
tion for the researcher that enables her to identify the taken-for-granted.

The first response we call analytical redescription. Basil Bernstein
suggests that we think of theories as ‘languages of description’ and the
application of the theory as a translation of the empirical material
into its language (Bernstein 1996: Chapter 6). Through this process of
translation, some of the taken-for-granted aspects of the material are
denaturalised (cf. Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999). All the discourse
analytical approaches presented in this book provide the possibility of
redescribing the empirical material. Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of dis-
course and articulation and its concepts of floating signifiers, myths and
so on can, for instance, be seen as a form of language which can describe
the empirical material in a different way from the way in which it
describes itself. Likewise, the linguistic tools of critical discourse analy-
sis and the rhetorical tools of discursive psychology can be seen as dis-
tinct languages which can create a distance between the researcher and
the material.

As is the case with all translations, such a translation is neither neutral
nor innocent, involving a kind of violence on the empirical material
(Silverstone 1999: 14). And that is also the intention; the aim of dis-
course analysis is to extract other meanings from the material than those
which are at the foreground. But the conceptualisation of discourse
analysis as a form of translation also carries with it some limitations as
to how, and how much, we can twist our material, since we have to con-
fine ourselves to those interpretations which fit the discourse analytical
language we have chosen as our analytical framework. Conceptualising
the different approaches to discourse analysis (along with any other
scientific theory) as languages of description, then, on the one hand,
enables the researcher to establish a distance to the empirical material,
transforming it through redescription, and on the other, guarantee a certain
loyalty to the original empirical texts by limiting the interpretations that
can be made of them.

C r i t i q u e  f r o m  t h e  P e r i p h e r y

In order to move on to discuss other means of identifying the taken-
for-granted, we need to highlight an assumption common to most social
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constructionist research: the assumption that the taken-for-granted is
organised around a centre of power. It can be more or less explicit or
theorised. Laclau and Mouffe, for example, both discuss it explicitly and
theorise it solidly, so let us use discourse theory as our illustration.
According to discourse theory, discourses fix meaning by excluding all
other meaning potentials. Two discourses can collide in an antagonistic
relationship to one another when they try to define the same terrain in
conflicting ways. Antagonisms are dissolved through hegemony, whereby
the one discourse conquers the terrain and appears as the objective
reality; the objective being that which has become taken-for-granted,
that which we forget is contingent. The taken-for-granted emerges, then,
when alternatives are pushed out of our vision.

The taken-for-granted is not, of course, omnipresent – it is a key point
of social constructionism that there is nothing natural or given about the
taken-for-granted world. But the point at which a particular taken-
for-granted understanding begins and ends can be understood in two
ways. Either the taken-for-granted can be understood as emanating from
a centre and spanning a certain radius out to the periphery on which it
is not quite so taken for granted. Or one can understand the taken-
for-granted as an all-imposing structure containing gaps that provide
potential footholds for dissension. These two metaphors do not exclude
one another and we think, for example, that discourse theory can be
understood in both ways. Nevertheless, we separate them in order to be
able to distinguish between two different kinds of response to the ques-
tion of how to disclose the taken-for-granted. Both metaphors localise the
taken-for-granted. Thus they also localise points from which to identify
otherwise oblique, taken-for-granted understandings. We now turn to
feminist theory in order to illustrate some ways to establish such points.

The social constructionist premise of the cultural and historical speci-
ficity of knowledge entails that people who are positioned differently in
time and space also view the world differently and have varying taken-
for-granted understandings. It is this premise which feminists, among
others, have used to theorise the knowledge they themselves produce.
Feminist thinkers have been at the forefront in the development of theories
about situated knowledge; the adoption of a specific site for knowledge
production, among other possible ones, is the starting point for most
feminist research.

The basic premise underpinning feminist research is that women rep-
resent a special group – a group that has been overlooked and oppressed
both in society and in science. And, from the perspective of our analysis
of critique, this premise has two major consequences. First, feminist
research is normative, the aim being to make women and their lives and
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experiences visible and to fight against the oppressive structures. In relation
to the question of what should be criticised, feminism provides an exam-
ple of research with a much clearer political direction than, for instance,
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory: that which should be criticised is
that which oppresses women. Second, the feminist starting point has led
to fruitful discussions about how one can make visible and criticise
dominant, naturalised understandings by locating oneself in a particular
position, and how the anchoring of the knowledge produced by the
researcher can be theorised. One influential position in this discussion is
feminist standpoint theory, as formulated by the sociologist Dorothy
Smith.

Dorothy Smith (1987) contends that the ideals of modern Western
science relating to objectivity and abstraction both reflect and reinforce
the marginalisation of women in a patriarchal and capitalist society.
Therefore, she suggests a sociology which is based on the standpoint of
women. The argument is not that women can see reality differently
because they are biologically different from men, but that women as a
social group have separate experiences from men as a result of the gen-
dered distribution of labour. It is often women, Smith argues, that do all
the housework, make the food and look after the children (1987: 83).
And this work is often invisible. Whereas women are continuously con-
fronted with the immediate local world and the concrete experiences of
bodies and basic needs, it is much easier for men to transcend their local
surroundings and assume a distance from the immediate reality, just as
scientists distance themselves from their object of study. Thus, although
science presents itself as if it were gender-neutral, in reality it is based on,
and furthers, the worldviews and interests of men. 

Smith uses women’s experiences to construct a platform from which she
is able to observe the dominant, taken-for-granted understandings and criti-
cise them. She does not think that women’s experiences necessarily lead to
a feminist and critical perspective on the dominant relations of power since
both sexes have to understand themselves and the world around them
through the dominant discourse. A feminist understanding of the world has
to be actively constructed (1987: 107), but the conditions of possibility for
a feminist understanding lie in the marginalisation of women’s lives and
work. Women’s experiences fall outside patriarchal frameworks of under-
standing, and this ‘outside’ (62ff., 78ff.) provides the resource for the
feminist critique of the dominant, unquestioned understandings.

Smith recounts how she herself as an academic and single mother
experienced the splitting of her own consciousness into two: a scientific,
abstract consciousness as an academic and an experiential, locally-oriented
consciousness as a mother. Women are ‘strangers’ in the academic world,
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and here the possibility for a critical perspective emerges. Starting out
from experience, women can potentially see both the dominant structure
and what falls outside it, and by virtue of their bifurcated consciousness
they can, then, criticise the ruling power apparatus.

Let us now return to the two metaphors for conceptualising the
boundaries of the taken-for-granted: we argued that the taken-
for-granted can either be understood as a structure spreading from a centre
and identifiable at its periphery, or as a structure with gaps that can
expose and problematise the taken-for-granted. Smith’s theory is more in
line with the first metaphor: women’s experiences represent a site outside
the dominant discourse which can be used as a starting point for the
problematisation of naturalised understandings as oppressive to women.

A parallel theorisation can be used to denaturalise understandings
with respect to other oppressed groups. The working class, ethnic
minorities and homosexuals, for example, can also, on the basis of their
experiences, deliver standpoints from which the dominant understand-
ings can be identified and criticised (Smith 1987).

In sum, Smith provides a particular theorisation of the conditions of
possibility for critique. However, there are some problems with her per-
spective. Although she points out that women are different from one
another and have different experiences, she tends to present women as a
homogeneous group, positioned in the same way vis-à-vis the ruling
power-apparatus. Consequently, her standpoint theory risks making
invisible the differences among women. For example, in a society in
which ethnicity is a key category, there may be big differences among
women of different ethnic groups in relation to their experiences and
their positioning in society. Patricia Hill Collins’ work is relevant in rela-
tion to this (for example, 1986). Collins formulates a version of feminist
standpoint theory which adresses the issue of homogeneity. She intro-
duces the concept of the outsider within in order to link gender and race.
She suggests that black women historically can be seen as outsiders
within societies such as the US, where they come into whites’ homes as
maids, for example, but are never accepted as equals. This shared expe-
rience of always being both outside and inside can form a basis, accord-
ing to Collins, for black, feminist thinking, in which both a theory and a
political strategy can be developed, directed to furthering equality
betwen gender, classes and ethnic groups. Collins (1998) stresses that
women are different and that black women do not represent a homo-
geneous group either. Nevertheless she insists that certain groups under
certain circumstances can share so many of the same life conditions that
these common conditions can form the basis for a specific view of the
world, a specific standpoint.
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However, a problem associated with both versions of standpoint
theory is that they involve a privileging of the category of experience.
Calhoun warns against tying the critical perspective too tightly to
specific experiences, since, if experience fully determines what people can
see, then we lose the possibility of discussion with people who have dif-
ferent experiences (Calhoun 1995: 180f.). The danger is that we implant
a form of essentialism where, for instance, men are totally excluded from
feminist thinking on the grounds that they would never be able to see the
world from the standpoint of women. Calhoun may have a point here,
although we believe that Smith is less categorical on this point: men tend
towards more abstract and less context-specific experiences rather than
being excluded from concrete, context-specific experiences altogether
(cf. Smith 1987: 82).

Rather, the biggest problem we see with standpoint theory is that it
risks the reproduction of what it criticises. In terms of our metaphor
for the boundaries of the taken-for-granted, if one uses the dominant
discourse’s distinction between ‘them’ and ‘us’, centre and periphery,
to reveal the naturalised knowledge of the centre (by positioning one-
self on the side of ‘them’ – on the periphery), one quickly comes to
reproduce the naturalised distinction between ‘them’ and ‘us’ as a
taken-for-granted understanding which one shares with the centre.
On the one hand, Smith’s goal is to problematise and criticise the
oppression of women in society but, on the other hand, she takes as
her starting-point the lives and experiences of ‘women’. In this way,
and in spite of her assurances that neither men nor women represent
homogeneous groups, she reproduces the very same patriarchal divi-
sion of the world into ‘men’ and ‘women’ that she aims to criticise
(cf. Prins 1997: 76).3

Standpoint theory provides a strategy for distancing oneself from the
centre, in order to look at the centre from the periphery. Another strategy
to establish such a distance is to ‘move away’ from the centre in time or
space. Sexuality in a Western society can, for instance, be problematised
through reading anthropological studies of sexuality in other societies
where completely different views about sexuality, love, body and gender,
may be found. Similarly, one can adopt an historical approach such as
Foucault often did. By exploring the understandings of sexuality preva-
lent in the past and, through the distancing process inherent in this,
Foucault was able to present contemporary understandings of sexuality
as exotic constructions which could have been different (Foucault 1979,
1987, 1988). The historical perspective provides us with material
that helps to cast light on how categories such as sexuality have taken a
specific form.
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By drawing upon historical and anthropological material ‘foreign’ to
oneself and one’s own empirical material, one can try to establish a site
outside one’s culture from which one can identify what is taken for
granted within it. The ‘outsideness’ of this site must not, however, be
taken to be absolute as one cannot completely escape one’s own under-
standings. But while access to ‘foreign’ material is always mediated by
one’s existing understandings, our view is that consideration of com-
pletely different worldviews can, at least, make it possible to ask new
questions of our own understandings and the understandings identified
in the empirical material. 

C r i t i q u e  f r o m  G a p s  i n  t h e  S t r u c t u r e

Still exploring the question of how to uncover the dominant naturalised
understandings of reality, we will now present a final theorisation which
attempts to establish an alternative understanding of the world, seeing
the world through gaps in the structure rather than from its periphery.
Such an attempt is made, for example, by the feminist theorist, Donna
Haraway.4 Haraway does not base her research on the perspective of
‘women’ or the ‘working class’ or ‘black people’, as these categories are
already part of the structure she wants to criticise; instead she tries to
position herself between the existing categories and view the world from
there. Her universe is, therefore, populated by beings such as cyborgs,
monsters and gene-manipulated mice, which do not fit into the usual
divisions between human, animal, machine and so on. By taking the per-
spective of, and identifying herself with, such ‘inappropriate/d others’, as
she states using Trinh Minh-Has’ concept (Haraway 1992: 299), she is
able to explore how the categories we normally employ are contingent
articulations of elements strictly divided into, for example, ‘nature’ and
‘culture’. And this disruption to the construction of categories makes it
possible to imagine other (and better) worlds in which the elements are
articulated differently (1992: 313f.).

In the classic essay ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’ (1991), Haraway uses the
figure of the cyborg to explore, among other things, our ideas about
identity. The cyborg is a mix of organism and machine, nature and
culture, and it therefore collapses the categories we normally keep sepa-
rated. The Western tradition operates with a long list of such
dichotomies (self/other, man/woman, civilised/primitive and so on) that
contributes to the maintenance of a system of domination in which men
dominate women, the ‘civilised’ dominate the ‘primitive’ and so on
(1991: 177). Haraway employs the metaphor of cyborg to identify and
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criticise the dichotomies. Her point is that we are all cyborgs – a hybrid
of human and machine (1991: 150). Without all our technical aids, we
would not be what we are and could not do what we can. And more
generally, the idea is that our identities are always ‘polluted’ – they never
quite fit the categories we construct.

Haraway criticises the structure from its gaps – a viewpoint based on
that which falls between our categories. But this does not mean that she
has found a place from which she can see reality as it ‘really’ is, com-
pletely free of all structure. That would, in her view, be impossible. By
employing the cyborg, which also has a prehistory in the military indus-
try, she tries to appropriate a figure which is already circulating in our
material and linguistic practices in order to re-code it. She appropriates
the cyborg, using it to tell a different story, a story that creates a ‘politi-
cal myth’ (1991: 157) in order to give an account of how we create our-
selves and the world by combining heterogeneous elements. By criticising
Western dichotomies, she opens up the possibility that elements can be
combined in new and hopefully better ways in the future. In her account,
research, like our identities, can never be completely ‘pure’; it is destined
to navigate in a world that is already structured in many different ways.
But what it potentially can do is disrupt our understandings and
reassemble them in new ways. 

T H E  S TAT U S  O F  K N O W L E D G E

We have now presented three different theoretical understandings of how
researchers can identify the taken-for-granted, naturalised constructs
they seek to uncover. First, we suggested that theories are languages of
redescription entailing the translation of the empirical material, second,
we discussed standpoints on the periphery from which to gain an outside
perspective on the centre, and third, we pointed to gaps in the dominant
structure from where naturalised categories can be problematised. The
question of naturalised constructs and the possibility of unmasking them
was relevant because critique in social constructionism is often – at least
as a minimum – formulated as the denaturalisation of the taken-
for-granted. And all of these strategies aim to theorise a distance between
researcher and the taken-for-granted, wherein the taken-for-granted
becomes visible as an object of study. In other words, these alternatives,
used individually or in combination, provide an epistemological basis
from which knowledge can be produced. But implicit in the social con-
structionist premises lies the question of which status to ascribe this new
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knowledge. Most social constructionist researchers would agree that
research itself establishes new forms of taken-for-granted understand-
ings, and that scientific knowledge is a contingent construction of reality,
just as other representations are. How then can we guarantee that the
understanding of reality we present is better than the one we criticise?
How can we evaluate scientific knowledge? In sum, (how) can we invest
our claims with academic authority and political force without reference
to a fixed foundation for knowledge?

R e l a t i v i s m  a n d  R e f l e x i v i t y

Does the relativism inherent in the social constructionist premises make
it impossible to distinguish good descriptions of reality from the not so
good, and progressive political principles from reactionary ones? And, if
this is the case, is it something we should worry about? We will now
present a number of positions in the debate, starting in discursive psychology.
Here opinion is divided (cf. Chapter 4): one grouping views relativism as
a political obstacle whereas another grouping does not. Members of the
second grouping, Derek Edwards, Malcolm Ashmore and Jonathan
Potter (1995) argue that relativism is unavoidable but nothing to worry
about. Relativism, according to them, is not a scientific programme, but
a fundamental scepticism vis-à-vis any claim to knowledge about reality,
a scepticism which makes it possible to question everything. But this
does not mean that we cannot make claims and judgements about this
reality – indeed, we cannot avoid doing so. What it does mean is that all
claims are open to discussion, and herein lies the possibility for ongoing
democratic debate. In contrast, realistic arguments, trying as they do to
pin down what the world really is, freeze the discussion. 

Edwards et al.’s strategy is to embrace relativism, accepting it uncon-
ditionally as a condition for all knowledge production. Other discursive
psychologists such as Parker (1992) and Willig (1999b) warn against this
wholesale acceptance of relativism. They argue that critical research
becomes impossible if all statements about the world in principle are
equally good and, to avoid this danger, they choose a combination of
social constructionism and the ontology of critical realism in order to
take account of what they consider to be the non-discursive aspects of
the world. Critical discourse analysis has also, to some extent, chosen
this route. Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999) distinguish between differ-
ent forms of relativism, accepting a modest form of relativism endorsed
by critical realism, and rejecting what they see as more radical forms.
Drawing on the concepts of the critical realist, Roy Bhaskar, they accept
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epistemic relativism, according to which all discourses stem from a
particular position in social life, and dismiss judgemental relativism,
which holds that all discourses are equally good representations of reality.
They dismiss judgemental relativism with the argument that the strengths
and weaknesses of discourses are continuously being judged in every-
day practices when, for instance, people test how good a discourse is to
think with or to use as a framework for collective action (cf. Brown
1994: 27ff.).

It is a matter of interpretation whether Chouliaraki and Fairclough’s
position is actually different from the one espoused by Edwards,
Ashmore and Potter. One interpretation is that Chouliaraki and
Fairclough’s rejection of judgemental relativism rests on the argument
that, in every discursive situation, certain standards are implied as to
what is right and wrong, useful or not. All discourses can never be
equally good as one always argues within a discursive space in which
there is already a set of criteria for what is accepted as a true statement.
In this interpretation, the measurement criteria for which representations
are the best are contingent; embedded in specific discursive spaces – a
position close to Edwards et al.’s embrace of relativism. But if this were
the case, why make the distinction between epistemic and judgemental
relativism in the first place? In an alternative interpretation of
Chouliaraki and Fairclough’s position, this distinction makes more
sense. According to this interpretation, Chouliaraki and Fairclough
argue that some representations reflect reality more loyally than others
according to some external measure. Such an interpretation is out of line
with their definition of truth as a product of a democratic discussion but
fits well with their distinction between more or less ideological dis-
courses.5 According to this interpretation, Chouliaraki and Fairclough
circumscribe relativism, viewing all representations as socially con-
structed (a relativist position), but seeing some as more loyal to reality
than others (a non-relativist position). From a social constructionist
perspective, the question arises here as to who should pass judgement as
to which representations are better than others. If the choice of one
representation over others is not the product of struggle in a discursive
field, there must be someone – such as the researcher – who decides by
virtue of their privileged insight.6

We have now discussed the difference between an embrace and a cir-
cumscription of relativism at a metatheoretical, epistemological level and
here, as we have seen, the difference is not always clear. But the discus-
sion can also be conducted in relation to other stages of the research
process and here the difference between Fairclough’s critical discourse
analysis and Edwards et al.’s approach to discursive psychology is more
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obvious. The discussion about relativism is not just about epistemological
principles but also about how – and the extent to which – the researchers
take account of the principles in constructing their research designs.
Although Chouliaraki and Fairclough briefly mention the necessity of
reflexive consideration of the role of the researcher in knowledge pro-
duction (1999: 9, 29; cf. Chouliaraki 1995), the general tendency in criti-
cal discourse analysis is to apply conventional scientific methods in the
production of empirical material and present research results in tradi-
tional academic texts without reflexive questioning of these practices. In
contrast, the field of discursive psychology as a whole offers an extensive
discussion of the possibilities for reflexive research.7 As outlined in
Chapter 4, reflexivity is an attempt to take into account the researcher’s
own role in knowledge production in the light of the relativist premise,
inherent in social constructionism, that one’s own knowledge is socially
and culturally constructed. The aim is to redefine the classical relations
of authority between the researcher and the people under study, and to
avoid positioning oneself as a sovereign authority with privileged access
to truth.

One strategy is to enlist the informants as co-researchers, and many
discursive psychologists advocate dialogical research based on more dia-
logical methods for the production and analysis of empirical material
(e.g. Condor 1997; Sampson 1991). Instead of viewing empirical material
as something which exists ‘out there’ for a neutral researcher to observe
and collect, this approach stresses that empirical material is a social con-
struction, resulting from the interaction between researcher and
researched. In other words, researchers create their objects of analysis
and empirical material through ongoing dialogue with the field.
Dialogical research is viewed as a more democratic alternative to tradi-
tional forms of research since more space is given to the informants’
voices in the production of the material and in the writing-up of the
results: for example, by presenting their empirical material as a product
of a dialogue between researcher and researched, by reproducing longer
interview extracts, by carrying out the analysis in cooperation with the
informants, or by involving them as co-authors of the text. Although
many discursive psychologists and other critical social psychologists play
an active role in reflexivity debates and support the idea of dialogical
research (see, for example, Ibáñez and Íñiguez 1997), their application of
the principles in specific research projects tends to be limited, often
restricted to a recognition that their empirical material is the product of
a dialogue between the researcher and the researched. For example, they
mostly discuss the material exclusively in relation to the informants,
ignoring their own role as researchers in the construction of the material.
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In particular, they often analyse interview responses without analysing
the questions, thus overlooking the dialogical context to which the
responses belong (Condor 1997).8

With respect to dialogical research’s aim to challenge the authority of
the researcher, the question is whether this is possible and desirable.
Equality between researchers, informants and their respective forms of
knowledge should supposedly make research more democratic. But, in
our view, this equality can never be total: it is the researcher who decides
that a project should be carried out and defines what it should be about
and who should be involved as informants. And it is the researcher who
coordinates the whole process and who gains any academic prestige
which the project brings. As Susan Condor points out, there is a danger
that dialogical researchers merely mask the asymmetrical relationship
between researcher and informants, presenting themselves as neutral
spokespeople for the informants (Condor 1997: 133; cf. Chouliaraki
1995).

Even if one could make the relationship between researcher and
researched fully symmetrical, the question remains as to whether or not
this is a good idea. We see a fruitful potential in the development of dia-
logical research practices both in relation to the research design –
whereby researchers try, to a greater extent, to take into account their
own active role in knowledge production – and in relation to the con-
struction of the researcher’s role whereby researchers cast off part of
their authority in order to take more account of the voices and interests
of the informants. The discussion within dialogical research of what (and
whose) knowledge is accepted as legitimate provides a central contribution
to democratic debate, promoting awareness of who has the monopoly over
knowledge of what, who is silenced and what knowledge is not recog-
nised as knowledge. Furthermore, dialogical research may help to create
common platforms on which to exchange knowledge between different
discourses, such as scientific knowledge and everyday knowledge. But we
find in dialogical research a tendency towards the total rejection of one’s
authority as researcher and the equation of scientific and other forms of
knowledge. In contrast, we would emphasise the point that even if all
knowledge can, in principle, be equated on the grounds that all knowl-
edge is contingent, there are at a given point in a given society, different
types of knowledge, constructed according to different logics and
directed at different applications. We do not believe that these different
forms of knowledge can or should be reduced to one another or, more
specifically, that scientific knowledge and everyday knowledge can be
measured according to the same standards or have the same authority in
all cases. Despite its contingency, we believe that the legitimacy of
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science depends precisely on its being viewed as a distinctive form of
knowledge with its own criteria for knowledge production and resulting
authority.

Dialogical research is a reflexive answer to social constructionist rela-
tivism in the research phases of gathering, analysing and presenting
empirical material, attempting to dismantle the hierarchical relation
between researcher and informant. Experimental writing, to which we
now turn, focuses on the presentation of research, thus problematising
another hierarchical relationship, that between writer and reader. The
traditional scientific research presentation is criticised for presenting
scientific knowledge as neutral and objective and, therefore, for ascrib-
ing it undeserved authority. On the basis of this critique, some
researchers strive to show the construction of the text in the text, so that
the reader is constantly reminded that what she reads is not the truth, but
a contingent representation of reality. For example, Edwards and Potter
(1992) have interrupted the conventional flow of the text in their book
on discursive psychology with ‘reflexive’ boxes in which they discuss the
status of their knowledge and how they have arrived at it. One of the
boxes, for instance, takes the form of a dialogue between the two
authors in which they discuss what label they should give to the model
they have developed (1992: 155). In this way, they show that knowledge
does not just exist but rather is produced by choices made by specific
people in specific situations.9

Even though the aim of such presentations is to challenge the hierar-
chical relations of authority between author and reader, the texts may
have the paradoxical effect of appearing patronising, as they imply that
if the reader is not alerted, she would believe anything she reads. If this
is the effect, then the goal of a more equal relationship between author
and reader has obviously not been achieved.

In more extreme experiments, it almost appears as if the aim of the
text is to say as little as possible – or at least to undermine whatever one
has said so that the reader is not enticed to believe in it (e.g. Woolgar and
Ashmore 1988). Experimental texts of this type can consequently be
difficult to discuss because it remains unclear what message the authors
are willing to commit themselves to. Not taking a stand, then, in our
view leads to a problem, because the texts thereby close themselves off to
discussion and critique. Our ideal is that scientific texts function as a
contribution to an ongoing discussion and that the author, therefore,
should make clear what it is she wants to say and what criteria she accepts
as the basis for critique and discussion.10 This problem notwithstanding,
experimental writing can be an effective and constructive reflexive strat-
egy to redefine the relationship between knowledge production, author
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and reader and to express this textually. In the next section, we will
briefly return to this question.

The aim of our discussion of dialogical research and experimental
writing has been to illustrate how the question of relativism is not just
about stating the epistemological position followed (an embrace or
circumscription of relativism). At all stages of the research process, the
issue of relativism is negotiated, and choices are made which have conse-
quences for the degree of relativist positioning of the research. If one
chooses traditional methods for the production and analysis of material
whereby it is always the researcher who has the last word, and if one
writes up the results in a traditional scientific text where the researcher -
subject and the conditions for knowledge production are excluded, then
the knowledge produced is presented as ‘a view from nowhere’ (Nagel
1986). If, in contrast, one makes use of one or more reflexive strategies,
the research results are positioned instead as one form of knowledge
among other possible forms. In the first case, the disadvantage is that one
quickly appears as a truth-sayer who has privileged access to reality. In
the second case, the risk is that the reflexive strategies mask an author-
ity which the researcher is ascribed and ascribes to herself without
acknowledgement. 

R e l a t i v i s m  a n d  O b j e c t i v i t y  

As we have seen, adherence to the premises of social constructionism
involves a negotiation of relativism, both in the claims of principle made
in research and in the way the different phases of the research process are
conducted in practice. We will now return to the discussion of relativism
at the level of principle, exploring the status of knowledge produced in
relativist research. Often relativism is treated as the opposite of objectiv-
ity. Knowledge which is tied to a particular perspective – a view from
somewhere – cannot be objective, and if all knowledge is historically and
culturally sedimented, then objectivity is impossible. This opposition
underpins the ways of tackling relativism which we presented in the pre-
vious section. When Edwards et al. embrace relativism, they imply the
impossibility of objectivity. And when Chouliaraki and Fairclough
attempt to circumscribe relativism, it is because they think that some
descriptions of the world are better and, at least, less misrepresentational
than others, and that a total relativism excludes the discussion of more
or less ideological knowledge.

Within feminist research the very opposition between relativism and
objectivity is problematised. Sandra Harding (1991, 1996), for example,
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argues that knowledge becomes more objective through being produced
within a particular historical and cultural context. Or to be more precise:
all knowledge is historically and culturally constituted but modern
science presents itself as if its knowledge has no context; it has natural-
ised itself as a pure reflection of the world. Harding introduces the con-
cepts of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ objectivity (1991: Chapter 6; 1996). Modern
science represents ‘weak objectivity’ because it does not take into
account its own cultural and historical conditions of possibility. Strong
objectivity is achieved through strong reflexivity which involves an explo-
ration of our own cultural and social locations as researchers (Harding
1991: 161ff.). By accounting in this way for where our own knowledge
‘comes from’, we can produce more objective and less distorted repre-
sentations of the world (cf. Bourdieu and Wacquant 1996).

Donna Haraway (1996) introduces the related concept of situated
knowledge as her answer to the question of how we, on the one hand,
accept that all knowledge is historically contingent, but, on the other
hand, want to produce convincing descriptions of the world (1996: 252).
Knowledge, according to Haraway, is always partial and it is always
produced by following a particular view of the world. And this view is
always made possible by ‘visualising technologies’ to see with – whether
these are spectacles, microscopes or theoretical constructions. By
examining how one’s view is situated and by describing the ‘technology’
which has made the view possible, one can show that one’s own repre-
sentation of the world comes from a particular location and that it itself
is also a construction.

Harding and Haraway both propose, then, that giving an account of
how and where one’s own representation of the world comes into being
makes the knowledge better. But they understand the concept of ‘better’
in slightly different ways. Harding is very optimistic with respect to the
possibilities for a reflexive strategy whereby researchers explore all their
assumptions critically and systematically (Harding 1991: 307). This
understanding of reflexivity implies that it is possible for the researcher’s
role and his or her cultural and historical location to become transparent
to the researcher, and this is, we think, too much to hope for, as it returns
us to a researcher position from which one can produce a transparent,
neutral description of reality (cf. Rose 1997).

Haraway is also sceptical on this point (Haraway 1997: 16, 37f.).
Although she argues that researchers should make the best attempt they
can to describe the conditions of possibility for their view of the world,
she stresses at the same time that research is always performative in that
it constitutes the world in particular ways and therefore privileges
certain possible worlds over others (1997: 37). She tries to demonstrate
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this by using an experimental mode of presentation in which she
switches between narrative accounts, detailed analyses and reflexive
comments. As noted earlier, she defines her cyborg-construction as a
‘political myth’ and stresses that she does not just represent the world
but articulates elements in particular ways (Haraway 1992: 313ff.).
Thus, she maintains a basic relativism without circumscribing it, as she
tries to make visible the status of her own knowledge as a contingent
construction. But, in her case, the embrace of relativism does not result
in the undermining of her own possibility to say something or in her
rejection of all criteria for evaluation of her knowledge-claims. In our
reading, she accepts both political and scientific criteria for knowledge
production: certain representations of the world are better than others,
and they can be evaluated in terms of the political aims that the
researcher sets for her research and in terms of scientific criteria such as
coherent argumentation and transparency in the presentation of the
process of knowledge production.

C R I T I Q U E  A S  A  P O S I T I O N E D  O P E N I N G
F O R  D I S C U S S I O N

We will now try to collect all the threads we have followed through our
discussion of the possibilities for critical research and weave some of
them together to form a proposal for how social constructionist
researchers can understand and tackle their own knowledge production.
Our position is that research ought to contain a critical perspective. Also,
in a very broad sense of the word, ‘critique’, we believe that it is impos-
sible to avoid being critical. As we have argued earlier, in producing
texts, we cannot avoid saying something about the world, representing
the world in meaning. As Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory claims,
texts always contain assumptions about how the world is, and thus the
production of objectivity (in discourse theoretical terms) is unavoidable.
Therefore, we agree with both Steven Tyler and Donna Haraway when
they emphasise the performativity of scientific texts; texts inevitably do
something to the world, rather than just describing it. But, in opposition
to Tyler, we do not agree that, in writing academic texts, one can, or
should, try to avoid describing or representing the world. Representing
the world, in one way or another, is unavoidable in any production of
meaning. And such a representation of the world is always put forward
at the expense of other representations that could have been made, and
in competition with other representations that have already been made.
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Thus, if critique is understood in a broad sense as the proposal of one
understanding of the world at the expense of other possible understandings,
we do not think that one can avoid being critical at all. 

But we will also propose a narrower understanding of critique. In
what sense can some views of reality be understood as better than
others? Some of the contributions which we have presented have
objected to the construction of asymmetry in scientific practice, whereby
science traditionally has privileged its own knowledge over all other forms
of knowledge. Tyler, for example, argues for a complete withdrawal from
science and its truth-claims. Kenneth Gergen and Bruno Latour argue that
critique always positions the researcher as in possession of superior knowl-
edge. And some discursive psychologists and feminist theorists advocate
the use of reflexive strategies which promote a higher degree of equality
between researcher, researched, and reader. In all of these cases, the ten-
dency is towards the undermining of scientific authority in favour of a
more equal relationship between different kinds of knowledge and the
knowledge of different kinds of people (cf. Jørgensen in press).

Our view is that such a levelling-out process both tends to mask
authority relations, which are unavoidable in scientific practice, and
overlooks the unique qualities and value of scientific knowledge. If it is
a general condition for knowledge production that certain representa-
tions of the world are promoted at the expense of others, then we would
rather that researchers acknowledge that they are saying something
about something and take responsibility for these claims, instead of pre-
tending that they are not putting forward any message of their own
about the world (as is the tendency in the case of Tyler, Latour and some
versions of reflexive research). Not to take responsibility in this way is
to deny themselves an authority they already have ascribed themselves as
producers of texts. Also, we distance ourselves from the related attempt
to equate scientific knowledge with all other forms of knowledge (which
is the tendency in the case of Gergen and parts of dialogical research);
our position is that scientific knowledge represents, rightly, a specific
form of knowledge that, by virtue of its ‘scientificity’, has qualities which
distinguishes it from other forms of knowledge.

At the same time, we agree that science should not position itself as the
truth in opposition to the ‘false consciousness’ of everybody else. We
propose the division of the discussion into two levels. At the level of prin-
ciple, it has to be accepted that the knowledge produced by ourselves as
researchers is no better than all other forms of knowledge in the sense
that the knowledge produced by science is subject to the same conditions
as all other knowledge – that is, it is historically and culturally specific
and therefore contingent (it could always be different). This implies that
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researchers should be open to listening to other people’s representations
of the world and to discussing with them; other representations cannot
be rejected on the grounds that researchers have privileged access to
truth. This symmetry at the level of principle is important to maintain as
it becomes difficult to have a democratic political discussion if an a priori
distinction is made between those people who have legitimate knowledge
and those who do not. Contingency at the level of principle, then, pro-
vides an opening for continued discussion (cf. Butler 1992) and, at the
same time, it is social constructionism’s central motor: it is on the basis
of the premise that all knowledge is historically and culturally contingent
that social constructionist researchers attempt to distance themselves
from the taken-for-granted and make it the object of critique and dis-
cussion. And the consequence at the level of principle is that researchers’
own taken-for-granted understandings can also become subject to
unmasking and scrutiny.

But neither life nor research takes place on this level of principle in
which everything is contingent (cf. Hall 1993). Utterances are always
articulated in specific contexts that set narrow boundaries for what is
understood as meaningful and as meaningless, true and false. And at this
grounded, concrete level, we have no choice but to put forward certain
representations of reality at the expense of others. As Haraway claims,
people always talk within an already regulated space, so that all talk –
including that of the researcher – is subject to the prevailing discursive
logics. The utterances one makes are always situated or positioned.
Although it is the goal of social constructionism to identify these spaces
and destabilise their regulative logics, social constructionist research is,
like all other discourse, subject to these logics, for good or for bad.

Our proposal is to use the concept of critique to combine these two
levels – the level of principle and the concrete, grounded level – and see
critique as a positioned opening for discussion (Jørgensen 2001). In our
view, critical research should take responsibility for providing a parti-
cular scientific description of reality on the basis of a particular epistemic
interest; that is, critical research should explicitly position itself and dis-
tance itself from alternative representations of reality on the grounds that
it strives to do something specific for specific reasons. At the same time,
critical research should make clear that the particular representation of
reality it provides is just one among other possible representations, thus
inviting further discussion.

In relation to the discussion about relativism, our position means
that we align ourselves closely to Haraway when she talks about her
research as a ‘political myth’. We do not try to circumscribe relativism,
and we do not see how it can be circumscribed within the terms of the
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social constructionist premises. But neither do we want to embrace it to
the extent of undermining all knowledge projects with an eternal ‘it
could all have been different’. That knowledge is political means that one
can neither present the absolute truth nor completely avoid saying some-
thing. What one says through one’s research can make a difference to the
world, and one should take responsibility for this. And this can be done
by considering the goals and possible consequences of one’s research in a
wider social context (for example, a form of ‘explanatory critique’, see
Chapter 3). 

We distinguish ourselves from Haraway, perhaps, by placing more
weight on the value of scientificity. Just because knowledge production
is political, does not mean that it cannot have scientific value. Haraway
would probably agree on this point, but in defining her project as a
‘political myth’ she emphasises the contingency; the fact that the repre-
sentation could have been different. This is also our emphasis on the
level of principle, but the understanding of scientific knowledge we are
advocating aims to keep the level of principle and the level of the con-
crete in perspective simultaneously, and thus a more adequate descrip-
tion of the status of scientific knowledge would be a truth that can be
discussed. Here ‘truth’ refers to the concrete, grounded level according to
which some stories are advocated as better than others, and ‘discuss’
refers to the level of principle according to which one should always be
open to alternative truth-claims.

What, then, constitutes the value of scientific knowledge and how can
we practise research as a truth that can be discussed? Science can be seen
as one discourse among many others; a discourse which is characterised
by the production of knowledge in particular ways on the basis of parti-
cular rules. The rules include the general principles that research steps
should be made as transparent as possible, that the argumentation
should be consistent, that the theory should form a coherent system, and
that empirical support should be given for the interpretations presented.
From a social constructionist perspective, these rules are viewed as con-
tingent, entailing that they can be criticised and changed over time.
Many of the theorists presented here, for instance, represent critiques of
traditional scientific practice and its rules and procedures, and they also
contribute to the discursive struggle over which rules to adhere to in
social constructionist research. Scientific knowledge is, like all other
knowledge, a contingent construction submitted to discursive regulation.
What differentiates scientific knowledge from most other forms of knowl-
edge is the attempt to adhere to one or another set of explicit rules. And
within a given set of rules – that is, at the concrete, grounded level – all
scientific descriptions of reality are not equally good. Specific research
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results can, and should, be evaluated as better or poorer scientific
representations of reality by evaluating whether the procedure and the
result live up to the rules it claims to follow (cf. Phillips 2001).

In specific research projects, then, we think that it is crucial to make
explicit the foundations for the knowledge produced. Positioning oneself
and one’s research involves giving an account of what it is one aims to
say something about, and what rules one is following in the research
process. This applies both to the more general rules about transparency
and coherence and the more specific rules set by individual theories. We
suggested earlier in the chapter that the different discourse analytical
approaches can be understood as different ‘languages of redescription’
into which one translates the empirical material. And it is important that
one makes clear which analytic language one is applying and, thereby,
which rules one is following in the process of ‘translation’. Theoretical
and methodological consistency is, in this way, a research constraint: the
researcher understands the world in a particular way rather than in other
possible ways. But this is a necessary constraint that is also productive.
The use of a specific theory in the production and analysis of material
enables researchers to distance themselves from their everyday under-
standing of the material, a process which is crucial to social construc-
tionist research.

Scientificity – understood as research that gives reasons for, and
follows, a set of explicit rules – is precisely what distinguishes scientific
knowledge from other forms of knowledge. This does not mean that the
production of other forms of knowledge is not governed by rules – it is,
in fact, such rules and regularities that discourse analysis aims to iden-
tify. And neither does it mean that other forms of knowledge do not,
from time to time, draw on and apply scientific procedures. For exam-
ple, in everyday conversation, people can dismiss others’ descriptions of
reality on the grounds that they lack consistency: ‘that’s not in line with
what you said before’. But the difference is that the researcher has an
obligation, as a member of a scientific community, to follow a certain set
of rules as systematically as possible, and this opens up the possibility of
producing knowledge which is not normally produced within other
forms of discursive practice. And this is what, in our opinion, gives
scientific research legitimacy as a contribution to wider democratic dis-
cussions about what society is and what it should be.

In the wider democratic discussions, different forms of knowledge
come together and here, again, the principle of contingency as a condi-
tion for all knowledge production becomes important. Different forms of
knowledge operate according to different discursive logics and, when
they come together in a wider democratic debate, it is not necessarily the
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scientific set of rules or discursive logic which functions – or ought to
function – as the common platform for discussion. Such a privileging of
science would authorise the scientific experts as the only group allowed
to make knowledge-claims. To decide the rules for the common discus-
sion is a crucial part of the struggle taking place in relation to public
debate. What are considered to be ‘scientific questions’ in public debate
must be seen as the product of an ongoing struggle between different
forms of knowledge rather than something to be decided once and for
all, and the research produced is itself part of this struggle.

We have presented our proposal for critical research as a balancing act
between the level of principle and the concrete, grounded level; a bal-
ancing act between, on the one hand, treating all knowledge, one’s own
included, as contingent and open to discussion and, on the other hand,
treating it as a contribution in specific contexts in which some accounts
of reality are better than others. The balance between the two cannot be
ultimately determined by these general considerations; rather, it must be
determined in relation to the specific research project in question, in
which one must decide how to position oneself as researcher and con-
sider the consequences of the position taken for the research design and
the presentation of the research. Thus how to present oneself and one’s
own knowledge in a specific situation is a specific and strategic choice.
One has to consider where to position oneself on a scale, ranging from
the position of researcher as equal participant in the debate, offering a
contribution on a par with all other forms of knowledge, to the position
of researcher as scientific expert, invested with the authority to provide
a better representation of reality on the grounds that this representation
is the product of scientific research on the topic under debate.

If one chooses to stress the contingency of research, different reflexive
strategies can be used, as in dialogical research, to build bridges between
different forms of knowledge. Such strategies can be very valuable from
the perspective of particular epistemic interests, provided one does not
imply that it is possible to neutralise one’s own authority completely. In
this book, we have chosen a more traditional, academic mode of presen-
tation. We have wanted to produce and convey knowledge about dis-
course analysis and we have laid claims to a certain authority in this,
signalling ‘this is something we know something about’. We have, for
instance, often positioned ourselves as knowledgeable about the field
and the reader as less knowledgeable. In other places, we have tried to
formulate ourselves so as to open up for important discussions and to
keep them open. For example, in this conclusion to the discussion about
critical research, we have applied a number of subjective modalities (‘we
believe’, ‘in our view’ and so on) in order to indicate that here we recognise
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that there are other positions with good arguments. In line with our view
of research as a truth that can be discussed, we have, in formulating the
text, switched between a ‘truth-position’, some places plainly stating
‘how things are’, and a ‘discussion position’, indicating contingency, in
places where we identify a need for further debate.11 Whether or not we
have placed the boundary between truth and discussion in the right
place, is up to the reader to decide. The conception of critique as a posi-
tioned opening for discussion always contains an invitation to the reader
to enter the discussion herself and carry it further.

In the above presentation of our position, we have written a lot about
what we think the researcher should ‘take into account’ and ‘take
responsibility for’ – as if researchers were faced with clear choices and
were in possession of an overview of the conditions of production and
the consequences of their research projects. We state, for example, that
researchers should position themselves explicitly, making clear the
nature of the research project’s epistemic interest and theoretical and
methodological framework. However, as we have also argued, it is
important to acknowledge that these reflexive practices are subject to
constraints set by the conditions of knowledge production. Researchers
are always part of a wider social context and thus cannot just position
themselves and their knowledge freely. As we have just noted, it is the
reader who, in some sense, has the last word in relation to the text –
without the readers and their varied use of texts, texts could just as well
remain unwritten. The individual researcher, then, cannot claim sover-
eign control over her knowledge. And, as we have stressed throughout
this chapter, the same applies at the other end of knowledge production:
the researcher’s knowledge is itself a product of social and cultural con-
ditions of which she is not in control and cannot fully understand.
Reflexive strategies can be used, as suggested by Sandra Harding, for
example, to cast light on the social and historical circumstances under
which one’s knowledge has been produced, but they will not provide
complete transparency. It is impossible to make all taken-for-granted
understandings explicit, and one cannot avoid introducing new taken-
for-granted understandings. 

Being positioned, then, is something which the researcher, to a certain
extent, just is, and the lack of transparency this entails has to be
accepted. But positioning is also something that the researcher does.
Standpoint theory understands knowledge as something that can be
achieved by virtue of a particular position provided by particular expe-
riences. We agree with this to a certain extent, but we believe that it is
also important to treat positioning as an active effort in which the
researcher strategically positions herself in a particular location in order
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to see the world from the perspective of particular aims and a particular
theoretical framework (cf. Haraway). And we believe that it is important
to give an account of the position in which one is standing and the tech-
nologies with which one is seeing the world, even if it is impossible to
transcend the contingent conditions of production and give a complete
account.

We will conclude by returning to the critique of ideology – the
approach to critique which has become so criticised within social con-
structionism because it assumes that the researcher can reveal people’s
ideologies with the help of truth. In fact, in important respects, our pro-
posal for a theoretical understanding of critical research follows in the
footsteps of the critique of ideology. We do not distinguish, as does cri-
tique of ideology, between more or less ideological representations of
reality as we do not consider some accounts of reality to be more objec-
tive accounts of the world than others. But we do retain the asymmetry
which is integral to the critique of ideology. Although, in principle, there
are always many other possibilities of representing the world, the writ-
ing of specific texts always implies a claim that reality is representable
and that the representation offered in the text is better than other possi-
ble interpretations.

Social constructionist research is, as we have seen, often concerned
with the unmasking of the taken-for-granted and, as such, it has the
ambition of ‘getting behind’ people’s everyday understandings. In this
respect, too, it resembles the critique of ideology. The epistemological
difference is that we do not see the goal as that of reaching the reality
behind the masks; any unmasking contains itself a new ‘masking’ – a
new contingent construction of reality. If scientific truth, as in the
critique of ideology, is conceptualised as oppositional to the false con-
sciousness of everyday life, a hierarchy is established that delegitimises
other forms of knowledge in public debate. At the same time, the
strength of science is to have the time and the theory to distance itself
from some of our shared, taken-for-granted understandings; thus science
at its best contributes to democratic debate by making visible areas
which have hitherto been outside discussion because the state of things
has been considered to be natural. The version of reality which one puts
forward in research is not better than any other at the level of principle,
and it can always be cast aside through discursive struggles both within
the scientific field and in the public sphere as a whole. But by represent-
ing a qualified (that is, scientific) and different account of reality from
those which are otherwise available, research knowledge can hopefully
contribute to the addition of new perspectives to public debate. 
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What right do we have to contribute with such new and critical
perspectives, one may ask. As social constructionists, we do not have the
right endowed by possession of a final truth. But we do have the right
that all people, in principle, have to intervene in democratic debate with
a truth that can be discussed, in order to further our visions for a better
society. 

N OT E S

1 See Deleuze and Guattari (1987: Chapter 1) for a conception of representa-
tion which is similar in many ways.

2 See also Butler (1993: Chapters 7 and 8) for a very similar understanding of
common-sense, critique and radical democracy.

3 See Harding (1991) for a standpoint theory which tries to take account of
these points of criticism. 

4 See Butler (1993: Chapter 8) for a queer-perspective which is based on
‘queer’ as a category which falls between the dominant categories, and see
Bhabha (1994: Introduction) for an attempt to think from the gaps in domi-
nant understandings of culture. 

5 See Potter (1996b: 224ff.) for a critical reading of critical discourse analy-
sis along these lines.

6 But see Chouliaraki (2002) for a reformulation of the relation between
discourse analysis and critical realism, which also affects the question of
relativism.

7 Reflexivity is also, in slightly different versions, a topic of discussion within
other disciplines, such as anthropology, feminism and science studies. We
briefly present one feminist understanding of reflexivity in the next section,
but in the present section we mainly focus on critical social psychology
including discursive psychology.

8 More radical attempts to engage in dialogical research have been carried out
in related fields of research, see, for example, poststructuralist feminist social
scientists such as Lather and Smithies (1997).

9 See Ashmore (1989), Lather and Smithies (1997) and Woolgar (1989) for
similar experiments with presentation forms. Lather and Smithies (1997), for
example, is a poststructuralist text written by feminist theorists on several
levels that privileges the knowledge of the informants over that of the
researchers and which constantly tries to make clear to the reader that there
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is never only one story and no story is fixed. Lather (2001) contains additional
reflections based on the writing of Lather and Smithies (1997). See also
Denzin (1997) for a discussion of different forms of experimental writing.

10 This criticism can also be directed at Steven Tyler’s ideas that the texts
should evoke rather than represent, as we already have mentioned.

11 See Harré and van Langenhove (1999) for a discussion of academic writing
from the perspective of the theory of positioning. 
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