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Editorial: Discourse AnalysisWith A Cause

by Teun A. van Dijk

The history of the humanities and social sciencegéneral and that of semiotics,
linguistics and discourse analysis in particulagasionally witness periods of specific
social and political engagement. The late 1960s aanerominent and much cited
example and there are good reasons to assumenthgeaeration later, at the beginning
of a decade of antemillennium soul-searching, a pewiod of critical research may
develop. This is particularly true for the studyd$course which, during its 25 odd
years of existence, has matured into an indeperatahtrather successful new cross-
discipline in many domains of the humanities anel sbcial sciences. Of course, this
“critical” or "political" phase in the developmemwtf discourse studies is neither
unexpected nor unprepared. Since its foundatiorthen mid-1960s, and in close
connection with French structuralism and the dgwalent of semiotics, several
scholars have been engaged in critical or socitiqall studies of text and talk.
However, the major paradigms in the many varietiesliscourse analysis were still
inspired by linguistic, semiotic, anthropologicasociological or psychological
approaches that focussed on the structures oegieatof discourse understanding and
interaction. Even when social contexts were exathiioe instance in work associated
with the other new discipline of these same 25 gjeswciolinguistics, truly critical or
political work was the exception. Discourse analysike other emerging disciplines,
was too busy developing its own goals, orientatinathods and theories to bother with
pressing socio-political issues. In that respegbyoved hardly more engaged than one
of its influential mother-disciplines, linguistiéself, although at the end of the 1970s
there were isolated attempts, principally in GrBatain and Australia, at "critical
linguistics".

During the 1980s, “critical linguistics" merged Witsimilar approaches in social
semiotics, pragmatics or what will here be calledical discourse analysis. More
systematically than before, this new orientaticacpt critical, socio-political and socio-
cultural issues on the agenda. One important factthris development is, of course, the
feminist approach in women's studies. In the amalgs language use, discourse and
women's communication, it became increasingly ilegite to ask questions about
inequality, power and dominance in group relati@msl about the ways these are
reproduced and legitimated by text and talk. Byiragksuch questions as "Whose
Language?", the study of language and discoursé lvegtond the sophisticated analysis
of sentence or text grammars, speech acts, comngrsiainteraction, text processing,
communicative events or sociolectal variations. @l the social microstructures of
situated text, understanding and interaction, spetstions address the macrostructures
of society including those of group relations, angations and institutions. Socio-
political "positions"”, of women, ethnic minoritieslasses or world regions, as well as
the ideologies that sustain their subordinatiorg #meir resistance, also required a
discourse analytical approach. The nuclear arme, racological disasters, the
continuing exploitation of the Third World and tpelitical developments in Eastern
Europe, have been among the issues that have gindiemanded attention also from
discourse analysis.



The time has come, therefore, to put these scdttedevelopments into a more
homogeneous perspective. One way to do this, aal,usuto create an international
journal. Such a journaDiscourse & Society now exists, and its success shows that it
provides a much needed independent forum for relsgaat hitherto remained rather
marginal in a large number of linguistic, pragmatitscourse analytical and social
science journals. Obviously, this is not enoughm&@0 articles a year do not suffice to
define a paradigm. For Critical Discourse Analy§ZDA) to become a prominent
approach in the humanities and social sciences hoeld expect dozens of books,
hundreds of articles and conference papers, andiatpsymposia or conference
sections, yearly.

It is even more important, however, to formulatplett goals, principles, methods and
theories that sustain such critical inquiry. Thattsfoundations for the new direction in
research should satisfy the usual criteria of srisbip should be obvious if we want to
please the "others" in our discipline. Howeverfical research is always also, if not
primarily, self critical about scholarly researéthdoes not merely change the prevalent
methods, challenge a theory, or disrupt a paradigather, it asks questions about the
very foundations and goals of science, and evets agth the sociopolitical positions
of scholars themselves. Again, feminist theory fation and practice have shown that
scholarship is inextricably linked with the positi@f women in general and female
scholars in particular. The same is true for Blagkd other minorities in their critical
analysis of racism and its manifestations in acaaermhird World scholars daily
experience what it means not only to carry outaesein shabby conditions, but also to
be marginalized if not ignored by "our" (north-wast) journals and "our" (north-
western) conferences. Politically no less releve® been the close encounter between
critical research on the international arms racepalution, refugees and war and peace
in the Middle East on the one hand, and everydaistence and political position-
taking on the other hand. In other words, the stofgiscourse is part of this social,
political and cultural world and the time has cote reflect systematically and
extensively about its position in this world. Imwarld and a period where not only the
fundamental problems have grown to a global sdalejn which also text, speech and
communication have reached a scale of influence povder that directly signal the
measure of dominance of those who "own" them, cbtitem or have access to them,
critical discourse analysis has a vast field ofcpca. Thus our special task is that of
what | shall callanalytical resistance. By analyzing the mechanisms of the discourses
of power that reproduce and legitimate the manynforof inequality we may be
expected to contribute our share to the struggfesesistance and change. Critical
discourse analysis, thus, aims at the formulatioeffective counter-discourse and the
persuasive development of counter-ideologies. Esdoot simply speakbout this
world, butin this world. It does not indulge in the fashionalgestmodernist rejection
of "old-fashioned" words such as "solidarity.” @@l Discourse Analysis (CDA) does
not believe that Ideologies have come to their €@mwlthe contrary, its task is to show
that, more than ever, but more covertly and sulaityl hence more effectively, they are
alive and kicking.

If we should have learned one thing from the 12860k, it is that within the socio-
political and cultural context of the 1990s, thé&etiveness of CDA does not merely
depend on the enthusiastic engagement or the igiealqrinciples of its practitioners.
Analytical resistance is pointless, for instancegheut solid theories, powerful methods
of research and persuasive applications that "wofBhe essential condition of



theoretical renewal is that it should be multidiiciary. Serious social and political
issues do not respect the traditional boundariesdsn different fields. During the last
25 years, increasingly sophisticated analyses»>afaed talk, thus, may have elevated
the new cross-discipline to a level of academigeetability, but its socio-political
effectiveness has remained slight. One of the saakthis lack of effectiveness is our
limited insight into the details of the very rolediscourse in society, polity and culture.
That power, ideology, or group inequality is criligiaeproduced and legitimated by
text and talk, may have become a trivial insigfdw exactly these processes operate,
however, we hardly know.

Theoretically, this means that we need to exantieadetails of theontextualization of
the many structures and strategies of discoursbave learned to analyze in the past
decades. Societal structures, however, do not irnatedyg influence text and speech,
nor does discourse, or communication directly affaech structures of society and
culture. We need at least the important interfaiceocial cognitions, that is, detailed
insight into the structures of knowledge and belggresentations of language users as
social group members. We need to make explicit witlat cognitive strategies
speakers translate such social cognitions intonthey structures of their discourses
and, conversely, how discourse structures in sSpecibntexts affect such social
cognitions. This will, at the same time, provides thecessary understanding of the
processes of the other dimension of the socio-tiogninterface, that is, how social
cognitions are being acquired, used and changetianfirst place. In other words,
social, political and cultural structures can operhirough discourse only through the
minds of language users, not as individual speakars as members of groups or
cultures. This means that the discourse analystldhweork in close collaboration with
the socially oriented social psychologists as gaad with sociologists and political
scientists, and conversely, that social sciensistaild not hesitate to integrate into their
work cognitive or linguistic research results. Thare vast fields of theoretical inquiry
at the boundaries of these disciplines that rematoally unexplored and that need to
be investigated if we want to contribute to a treffective critical discourse analysis.

To illustrate this general call to engage in caltidiscourse analysis, let me offer the
example of the kind of issues | have been engageihce 1980, the study ofcism
and its reproduction through various kinds of disse. First a general observation, or
rather question, that should be familiar to anyotashworking on serious social and
political issues: Why are so few scholars in dissewanalysis, linguistics, semiotics and
related disciplines actively interested in suchuadamental problem of "our" north-
western society? Indeed, a similar question wasdably women who several decades
ago took the initiative to again study the positmfnrwomen in society and the power
relations between men and women. Despite the codtipe of the sociology of
science, the answer boils down to the simple faat tost leading or influential
scholars were men. The same is true for the ladktefest in the many fundamental
issues related to the problem of racism; most pmentiand influential scholars in "our"
society are white. This means that, even if thexeh@ersonal sympathy for equal rights,
affirmative action, the struggle against Apartheidanti-racist action, very few of them
are deeply and personally concerned and motivatedgage themselves in that field of
research and action, often leaving it to their tmNeagues in the rather marginal Black
Studies or Ethnic Studies departments. A brief eeipn of the contents of 36
prominent journals in the social sciences and thendnities, including those on
discourse and communication, pragmatics, politscance, sociology and psychology



show for instance that the term "racism" occursnify 3 of the 5,783 titles of articles
published during the last five years. The term cdisination” occurs 24 times,
"prejudice” 8 times, and "racist" only 3 times. Mdhan half of these studies appear in
specialized journals of ethnic and racial studiese, papers may deal with racism with
other words in their titles, but we may safely dade that hardly more than 1% of all
articles in the social sciences deal with the funelatal social problem of racism. This
is also true for the many books and papers inigiesf of discourse analysis, linguistics,
semiotics or communication. Social psychology migrodeal with "stereotypes”, but
carefully avoids the (unscientific?) concept ofcism".

One of the most salient results of my present wabkut the reproduction of racism
through elite discourse and communication is tlzatism is systematically denied,
mitigated or otherwise marginalized as a problemmiany white scholars, even those
working on "ethnic relations.” In this frameworken, it is essential to investigate more
generally how white societies establish, maintagproduce and legitimate an often
highly subtle system of white group dominance, dgagj not only systematic
discrimination in everyday life, but also the acqgamying social cognitions (attitudes,
ideologies) of own group preference if not supétyor

It is a major task of critical discourse analysisskamine in detail the many forms and
strategies of white text and talk that contriba@estich processes of reproduction. From
everyday conversations with friends,-to textbodiksrature, movies, advertising, news
reports, a multitude of institutional (includinghstarly) reports and dialogues, among
many other forms of discourse and communication, wimess the defensive or
persuasive expression of underlying ethnic or tamgudices developed to sustain the
status quo of white dominance. Overall topics, atare structures, argumentation
strategies, lexical style, rhetoric, semantic moaesl conversational features may thus
all contribute to the expression and signallingwiite group membership, self-serving
face-work ("I am not a racist, but..."), and thestsynatic, though subtle derogation of
the "others". We thus witness how discourse expseaad confirms the racial or ethnic
status quo more overtly and crudely in spontanemds unmonitored "street-talk” or
conversations among friends or family members, dautainly more influential in the
more guarded and hence seemingly "tolerant” pubhkts of the political, corporate,
media, academic, legal, social or professionatliThere are few areas where the term
"silent majority” is less adequate than here.

The complexities of such a study of the discursre@roduction of racism are
considerable. It first requires the creation ofaplasticated "diagnostic” battery of
structures of text and talk that are preferrechim éxpression or legitimation of ethnic
prejudices or dominant group relations. Even pausepairs and hesitations in
conversation may be relevant to detecting undeglypmocesses of self-monitoring
speech on "delicate" topics. Narratives about petlsexperiences with "them” may
suddenly not only lose their Resolution categohgréby signalling how the
"unresolved problem" of "foreigners" in the neighbwood or city is cognitively
represented in mental models--but also essentibycome embedded in an
argumentation in which "lived" personal events ased as persuasive premises that
support a generally negative conclusion: "They" i belong here. Tolerance is
generally proclaimed, also by the most outspokemsts "We have nothing against
them but ..". Even representative of the Front ol in the French Assemblé
Nationale, as well as their friends in other Eusp@arliaments, may often be heard



claiming that they are of course not racist. Traugast discursive framework is being
set up to signal compliance with the "official" narwhile at the same time seeking the
strategic subterfuges that allow them to "speakirtind" about their fellow citizens of
colour.

These discursive structures and strategies shaaildelbn as the external, and hence
social, manifestations of the underlying repredeota and processes of social
cognitions shared by many or most white group membéese cognitions allow them
not only to master and explain the social worldetifnic and racial diversity around
them, but are also brought to bear in the practmegveryday racism. From the
apparently trivial, but in effect highly demeanirigregularities” experienced by
minorities in the everyday life of shops, publiarisport, work or school, to the more
structural and consequential practices of politd=dision-making about virtually all the
aspects of their social life, corporate or publidnig and firing, education, research,
media coverage, and other practices of the elteswitness the system of a dominant
consensus (with its many varieties and contradis)iahat can only be kept in place by
a powerful framework of corresponding social cognis. Discourse--and especially
elite discourse--is the key of this reproductiorogass, while combining social
cognitions with social practices at the level oé taveryday implementation of the
overall system of racism.

Racism is but one example among many. Criticaladisse analysis has a long agenda.
It is not a fashion, but a mission. It is a modeexfearch and not a passing paradigm.
By definition, it combines theory and practiceisltmultidisciplinary and does not fear
to explore everybody's backyard. Its practitiorlersw they sometimes get into trouble.
When "formal” linguistics, text analysis, semiotics psychology appeared to be
leading to rather easy grants and subsidies, th@emdor critical research suddenly
appear to be less available. Critical discourselyaisa is difficult, theoretically,
analytically and practically. At the same time,igtrich and challenging. It is real
scholarship. It may make a difference.
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