Discour se, |deology and Context

Teun A. van Dijk

1. Introduction

Within the broader framework of a long-term research project on ideology and
discourse, this paper focuses on the ideological nature of contextualization. The
usual approach to ideology is to study its effects on discourse forms and
meanings, and how discursive structures may in turn contribute to the formation
and transformation of ideologies. However, ideologies are also at play when
language users engage in the ongoing construction of context as subjective, as
well as group-sensitive, interpretations of the social situation.

Thus, when whites speak about blacks, meanings and style of such talk may
be influenced by racist or anti-racist ideologies. That is, ideologies may
influence the ways social attitudes are expressed in discourse structures. The
same ideology, however, may influence the way whites construct themselves
and blacks as participants in conversation, how they define the interaction, and
what knowledge, beliefs or aims are activated during conversation. These
typical context features may in turn show up at all levels of discourse, e.g. in
intonation, sentence syntax, lexical selection, topicalization or implicitness,
among many other properties of talk. For instance, a racist ideology about
blacks may negatively affect the contextual definition of a black interlocutor by
awhite spesker, and that negetive impresson may in turn influence mechanisms
of politeness that are expressed in specific face threatening intonation or
lexicalization. In other words, ideology may affect the production (or inter-
pretation) of discourse directly, asin the first case, or this may happen indirectly
through the prior formation of a biased representation of the socia situation, for
instance about other participants or the relations between participants, asin the
second case.

This paper will develop some theoretical instruments that may
disentangl e these complex ideological influences on discourse. It does so by
briefly summarizing my current conception of ideology, by formulating
some elements
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of anew theory of context, and by integrating these two approaches in a theory
of the ways ideology is involved in the sociocognitive processes of discourse
production and comprehension. These ideas will finally be applied in a
‘contextual analysis’ of fragments of a parliamentary debate in the UK on
immigration. Given the vast literature on all these topics (ideology, political
discourse, mental models, etc) the references are kept to a minimum.

2. ldeology

The theory of ideology that serves as the framework for the present paper is
multidisciplinary. It defines ideologies as a special form of social cognition
shared by socia groups. Ideologies thus form the basis of the socia represen-
tations and practices of group members, including their discourse, which at the
same time serves as the means of ideological production, reproduction and
challenge (for details, see Van Dijk, 1998).

The theoretical intricacies of this framework are considerable. So far we
have more questions than answers. For instance, we have few explicit ideas
about the internal structures of the menta representations of ideologies. And
without such representations we are unable to detail the ways ideologies influence
the underlying mental processes involved in discourse and other socia prac-
tices. As for the social dimension of the theory of ideology, we still ignore—
among many other things—which socia collectivities, and under what con-
ditions, develop ideologies. Thus, examining the ways ideologies influence
contextualization is one of the many puzzles that we face in such a complex
theory that needsto bridge the gaps between discourse, cognition and society.

Ideologies as social beliefs

Rather trivially, ideologies consist of a specific kind of ‘ideas.” In somewhat
more technical jargon (in social psychology and political science), we would
call them belief systems or socia representations of some kind (Aebischer,
Deconchy & Lipiansky, 1992; Augoustinos, 1998; Farr & Moscovici, 1984;
Fraser & Gasket]. 1990).

This means that they are not persond bdliefs, but beliefs shared by groups,
as is dso the case for grammars, socioculturaly shared knowledge, group
dtitudes or norms and values. Indeed, we assume that ideologies form the basis
of the belief systems or social representations of specific groups (see also
Scarbrough, 1990). For instance, a the basis of group knowledge and attitudes
about sexual harassment, glass ceilings and abortion, we may find a feminist
or anti-feminist ideology. And a neo-liberal ideology forms the basis of socially
shared beliefs of specific groups (for instance corporate managers) about the
freedom of the market or the intervention of the state.
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The social basis of ideologies: groups
The first problem, already signalled above, isthat it is not easy to formulate the
independent social conditions of “groupness” without falling into the trap of
circularity. Feminism may be the ideology of feminists, but if feminists are only
defined by their ideology, we do not seem to have advanced very much in the
social definition of ideology (Ryan, 1992; Smith, 1990). Thus, we must assume
that other social factors of group membership, group organization, leadership,
group practices and rituals, as well as institutions may have to be accounted for
in the social component of atheory of ideology, as we know from the theory of
social movementsin general (Larana, Johnston & Gusfield, 1994).

In the remainder of this paper these societal dimensions of ideologies will
only be considered where relevant for atheory of contextualization.

The organization of |deologies
The second problem, also mentioned above, is the crucial question of the
internal structure of ideologies. It is inconsistent with most insights of con-
temporary cognitive science to assume that ideologies should be unstructured
“lists” of ideas. Whatever the neuro-biologica basis of memory or the specific
cognitive theory espoused in their description, we must assume that ideologies,
just like other mental representations, are somehow structured (Bechtel &
Graham, 1999). Such structureis assumed in order to be able to account for a
large number of cognitive properties of ideological production, comprehension,
thinking, discourse or other forms of interaction. For instance, we may assume
that some ideologica beliefs are more important than others, thus suggesting a
hierarchical organization of ideologies. Similarly, ideologies have to be learned
and changed by individuals as group members, and since persons may be
members of several groups, and thus have to learn various ideologies during
their life, it is plausible that they have some very basic categories or a schema
that alows them to acquire and change their ideologies in an efficient way. And
most importantly, in our everyday lives as group members, ideologies need to
be readily accessible, retrievable and applicable in the formation or change of
group based attitudes or the opinions of individual group members, and these
processes can only take place when ideologies are somehow organized.
Contemporary cognitive science has provided several formats for the
structure of at least one form of social representation: knowledge. “Thus, scripts,
frames, scenarios, associative networks, and various kinds of schemata have
been proposed to render the organized nature of belief systems (see, eg.,
Schank & Abelson, 1977). For my purpose, however, these proposals do not
appear to be very adequate: a feminist ideology simply cannot be compared
with arestaurant script, for instance. We know, from much empirical research,
also on discourse, that ideologies often appear in polarized thought, opinions,
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action or discourse. This suggests that somewhere in the representation of
ideology, we probably find basic categories that represent this opposition
between Us and Them.

Theoretica strategies for the elaboration of formats for the structure of
ideologies should be based, in my opinion, on both cognitive and social
arguments, and especially at the interface of cognition and society. Thus,
cognitively, ideologies are aform of self-schema of (the members of) groups,
that is, arepresentation of themselves as a group, especialy also in relation to
other groups. Processes of socia identification ultimately take place on the
shared social representations we call ideologies. The social inspiration for a
theory of ideological structure therefore must be sought in the basic properties
of (social) groupness, of which the following ones have particular relevance:

1. Membership devices (gender, ethnicity, appearance, origin, etc.): Who are we?
2. Actions: What do we do?

3. Aims. Why do we do this?

4. Norms and Vaues: What is good or bad’?

5. Position: What is our position in society, and how we relate to other groups?
6. Resources. What is ours’? What do we want to have/keep at al costs?

We shall for the moment assume that these are some of the fundamental
categories that define socia groupness, and that also form the basic self-schema
organizing ideologies. In other words, the same fundamental schema organizes
group thought and group life, as may be expected from ideol ogies.

Ideologies are not always negative

Note that my definition of ideology is not negative, as is the case in many
traditional, especially Marxist or anti-Marxist inspired concepts of ideologies
as “false consciousness” (for a historical survey, see Larrain, 1979). Ideologies
can be ‘good’ or ‘bad’” depending on the consequences of the social practices
based on them. Thus both racism and antiracism are ideologies, and so are
sexism and feminism. |deologies may thus serve to establish or maintain social
dominance, as well as to organize dissidence and opposition. Under specific
conditions, they may serve to found and organize the social thoughts and
practices of any socia group. Of course, this ‘neutral’ definition of the concept
of ideology does not at al prevent us from critically analyzing and opposing
bad ideologies, in the same way as a general theory of power does not prevent
us from criticizing and opposing power abuse and domination. In other words,
in my view ideologies are not by definition “dominant” ideologies (for further
discussion, see also Abercrombie, Hill, Turner, 1980).
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Knowledge(s)

If ideologies control the social representations of groups, they also control the
knowledge acquired and shared by a group. Thisistrue, however, only for aspecific
kind of knowledge, namely what we shall call group knowledge. These are
the socia beliefs which agroup holds to be true, according to its own evaluation or
verification (truth) criteria, asisthe case for scientists, members of a church or
members of a social movement. Of course, for other groups, such beliefs may be
mere opinions or false beliefs, and therefore not be called ‘knowledge’ at all.

The crucia, empirical and discursive, test to distinguish knowledge from
other beliefsis that knowledge shared by a group tends to be presupposed by its
members, and not asserted, in text and talk (except in pedagogical discourse, as
well asin discourse directed at non group members). It isthis group knowledge,
then, that may be ideological based.

Thus, what feminists know about sexual harassment are beliefs that are
based also on principles of feminist ideology, such as equality, autonomy and so
on. Others (especidly anti-feminists) may deem such knowledge as mere
opinions or exaggerated beliefs. The same s often true for scientific knowledge,
based on the specific criteria of scholarly verification and method, which may
be beliefs (still) unknown outside the scientific community. Obviously, the
power and prestige of each group will also carry over to the power and legiti-
macy of their beliefs and what beliefs count as knowledge in society at large.

This formulation suggests that we should also speak of beliefs that are
generally shared in society, across (ideological) group boundaries. That is, by
definition this kind of cultural knowledge is non-ideological: There is no
difference of opinion, no ideological struggle, no opposition in this case: These
are the basic beliefs Of a culture, on which al others, also the ideological beliefs
of groups, are based. To stress this general, cultural basis of these beliefs, we
may also call them Cultural Common Ground. This common ground is con-
stantly changing: What is specific group knowledge today (e.g. within the scien-
tific community), may be general knowledge, and hence common ground
tomorrow. And vice versa, what was generally thought to be true, may now
appear to be false or merely an opinion of specific groups (typically so for
Chrigtian religion, for instance). Common ground is the sociocognitive basis of
Our common sense, and is generally presupposed in public discourse, by
members of culturally competent members of al groups (except children and
members of other cultures). Note that the notion of (cultural) Common Ground
used here is more general than the notion of common ground as shared
knowledge between participants in conversation, which may also include
personal knowledge and group beliefs (Clark, 1996; see also Smith, 1982).

Thus, in the architecture of social cognition, we find that on the one hand
(Troup ideologies need to be based on common ground knowledge, whereas on
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the other hand specific group ‘knowledge’ (what group members hold to be
true) may in turn be based on ideology. Indeed, despite their fundamentally
opposed opinions about immigration, for instance, both racists and antiracists
share at least some genera knowledge about what immigrants, countries,
passports, and borders are. In other words, conceptions of ideology that view
ideologies as al pervasive in society are inconsistent with the basic conditions
of interaction, communication and beliefsin a culture.

Attitudes

Ideologies arc general and abstract. They are about general principles of the
group, basic convictions, axiomatic beliefs. For various domains in society,
however, groups have more specific belief systems, for which 1 use the tradi-
tiona socia psychological notion of “attitude”, though defined In a different
way (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). ‘Thus, whereas feminism, sexism, racism,
socialism, neoliberalism and ecologism are ideologies (among many others),
people may have specific attitudes about ‘issues’, such abortion, immigration,
the death penalty, euthanasia or drugs, among many others. The beliefs of such
attitudes hang together, so that we may also assume that attitudes have some
fixed, categorica structure that facilitates acquisition, change and application
in concrete cases. Clusters of such attitudes may be based on an ideology—for
instance people’s attitudes about immigration, ethnic integration, or the role of
foreigners in the labor or housing market, may be based on aracist (or anti-
racist) attitude.

Thus, attitudes are also forms of social representations; they are socialy
shared opinions; they are general but limited to specific social domains, and
they may be organized by underlying ideologies. Note that my use of the notion
is different from that in much traditional social psychology, where attitudes
(and especidly attitude change) was also used to refer to individual opinions of
persons (see a so the critique of Jaspars & Fraser, 1984).

3. Mental models

For social representations such as ideol ogies, knowledge and attitudes to have any
specific impact at al on concrete discourses and social practices, avery important
cognitiveinterface is still missing: mental models. Whereas socia representations
are traditionally located in social memory (or semantic memory) as shared by
groups, mental models constitute the personal, episodic memory of individual
people. Mental models are representations in episodic memory and may simply
be identified with people’s experiences. They are representations of the specific
actg/events people participate in, witness or hear/read about.

Discourses may be very abstract, for instance when they are about immig-
ration or abortion in general, asisthe casein policy or scientific discourse. In
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that case, we need no specific event models in order produce or understand
such discourse: Socia representations are the direct input into the semantic
module of discourse production. However, often discourses are specific, about
specific people, acts and settings, asis the case for most everyday conversation,
as well as for the news. Thisis typically the case in the news and in various
forms of everyday storytelling. The mental basis of such specific stories are the
models people construct in episodic memory. Such mental models probably
aso have a schematic structure, namely the schematic structure of events
(setting, participants, actions, etc.). The general beliefs of socid representations
may be “instantiated” in these mental models: Instead of thinking about
immigrantsin general, we are now thinking of Leilaor Mohammed.

Mental models do not merely represent ‘the facts’, but typically represent
the facts as people define them. Indeed, ‘defining the situation’ is what mental
models do. This also means that mental models typically feature persona
opinions. These opinions may be instantiations of socid attitudes, which in turn
may be controlled by ideologies.

This means that mental models may also be ideologically biased. Indeed
some people may have a biased mental model about some actions of Leila or
Mohammed, that is false beliefs that are partly controlled by underlying
attitudes and ideologies. ldeologically biased models form the input of
discourse production, and may thus give rise to biased topics, lexical items, or
metaphors, among many other (especially semantic) properties of discourse.

We see that the ideological influence on discourse is often indirect:
Ideologies influence socid attitudes, and these may be instantiated as individual
opinions of group members represented in their mental models about specific
people and events, which in turn control meaning production of text and talk
about such events. The same is true for ideological comprehension: Given a
discourse, people may form biased models, depending on their ideologies. This
is one of the reasons of the variable nature of discourse comprehension and
interpretation. That is, variation of opinions between different group members
does not mean that the group does not share attitudes or ideologies, but only
that individual group members.

4. Context models

People not only form mental models of the events they talk about, but also of
the events they participate in, including the communicative event of which their
ongoing discourse is an inherent part. That is, people subjectively represent the
social situation in which they now verbally participate: a chat with a family
member at home, a lesson at school, reading the newspaper on the train,
participating in a meeting, or in a service encounter in a shop, among many
others. These subjective, mental representations of the communicative event
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and the current socia situation as it constrains current discourse, will be called
context models, or simply ‘contexts’ (for detail, see Van Dijk, 1999).

We may conceive of context models as embodying the crucial notion of
relevance: They define what for the discourse participants is now relevant in the
social situation (Sperber & Wilson, 1986). Without a conception of the com-
municative event as represented by a context model, participants are unable to
adequately contribute to ongoing discourse. They would be unable to produce
and understand speech acts, would be unable to adapt topics, lexica items, style
and rhetoric to the current social event, and they would not even be able to tell
what the recipients already know, so that they do not even know what ‘content”
to express in the first place. Indeed, without context models, adequate, con-
textually sensitive discourse isimpossible.

In other words, contexts are not ‘out there’, but ‘in here’: They are mental
constructs of participants; they are individually variable interpretations of the
ongoing socia situation. Thus, they may be biased, feature personal opinions,
and for these reasons also embody the opinions of the participants as members
of groups. Indeed, afeminist and male chauvinist in conversation are likely to
have pretty different context models, as do a liberal and a conservative, a
professor and a student, and a doctor and a patient talking together. Indeed
biased or incomplete context models are the source of profound communicative
and interactiona conflicts.

In other words, just like mental models of events talked about, also context
models may be ideological biased. Thus, people not only may express biased
beliefs about immigrants, but may also exhibit such beliefs in their interaction
and discourse with immigrants, as much work on everyday racism has shown
(Essed, 1991). The crucial question of this paper is to spell out in somewhat
more detail how this happens, and what possible consequences this has for
discourse.

It should be emphasized from the outset that context models are not static
mental representations, but dynamic structures. They are ongoingly constructed
and reconstructed by each participant in an event, and they change with each
change in (the interpretation) of the situation, if only because of the ongoing
changes of discourse itself (one of the components of context). For instance, if
nothing else, the discourse will dynamically change the knowledge the
participants have about the knowledge of the other. But aso the ongoing action.
the participant roles, aims and other beliefs may change during interaction.
How exactly such ‘dynamic’ mental models should be conceived of, theoreti-
caly, as permanently changing and updated mental models in episodic memory
is a problem that is beyond the scope of this paper. However, we must assume
that unlike more permanent social representations (such as those for cultural
knowledge, social attitudes or ideologies), and unlike mental models of past
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persona experiences, these active menta models are in continuous interaction
with the processing going on in working memory. That is, during the com-
prehension or production of discourse, participants ongoingly learn things about
the world (as represented by the discourse) and at the same time about the
current interaction situation. Indeed, our point is that whatever language users
atend to in discourse is largely dependent on their model of the communicative
situation. It is this model that keeps track of what the language users finds
interesting or important, or otherwise relevant for their or his current aims. This
is aso the reason why our theory of context models should be seen as a specific
case of amore general theory of everyday experience. That is, from the moment
we wake up in the morning, until we fall asleep (or lose consciousness during
the day), we ongoingly construct and update mental models of the situations
and events we are participating in. These models control all our actions and
interpretations, and in many ways define what is usually called (higher level)
‘consciousness’: 1n these models we represent ourselves, other participants and
our relations to them, current time frames, location and direction, ongoing
social actions, and so on. Contexts as defined here are merely a specia case of
these ‘experience models’, namely those models in which we engage in
discourse.

Earlier approaches

Linguists and discourse analyst have usually paid more attention to the role of
context than psychologists, but also they hitherto failed to develop explicit
theories of text-context relationships. As is the case in psychology, most
sociolinguistic accounts tend to examine such relationships in terms of simple
co-variation or probability, instead of analyzing the precise nature and strategies
of contextual influence.

Following the early work of Dell Hymes and his SPEAKING model of
context (Hymes, 1962), ethnographic approaches have so far been most
interesting (Auer & Di Luzio, 1992; Duranti & Goodwin, 1992; Gumperz,
1982). The focus here is on the relevant structures of whole communicative
events, and not just on the structures of text or talk as part of such events, and
such events also include a setting, participants, goals, etc.

Influenced by British anthropology and linguistics (Malinowski, Firth),
systemic-functional linguistics (SFL) and social semiotics show how the
structures of discourse are to be defined in terms of the main dimensions of the
‘context of situation’, which they call “field” (ongoing activity, subject matter),
‘tenor’ (participant relations) and ‘mood’ (the role discourse plays in the
ongoing activity) (for details, see e.g., Halliday, 1978; Leckie-Tarry, 1995; and
the contributions in Ghadessy, 1999). The importance of this work is not so
much in the theory of context itself, but rather in the linguistic study of the
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assumed influences of context on ‘register’, that is, the textual counterparts of
the field, tenor, mood triple. The SFL concept of context is theoretically very
simple (it exists of three general, rather vaguely defined and heterogeneous
categories) and its basic features have not changed for decades, since SFL
borrowed it from others (such as Spencer & Gregory, 1964; for history and
comparisons, see e.g., Martin, 1992, 1999). For instance, such different
situation properties as ‘activity type’ and ‘subject matter’ are part of the same
‘field’ category. And including in the context a category like ‘mode’, which is
supposed to define the ‘symbolic role’ of discourse in the context, is like
including the very function context hasin the first place: defining the functions
of language use. Also because SFL is very much restricted to itself, and uses
little input both from the socia sciences and psychology, there is no systematic,
cumulative research into the properties of context. Most research is being done
on the more exclusive linguistic properties of language use.

We shall not further detail our critique of the SFL concept of context, but
only conclude that compared to other approaches, for instance in ethnography
and socia psychology, the notion (developed by linguists) is theoretically ad
hoc and therefore unsatisfactory. An important difference with my approach is
that dominant SFL, as an offspring of British empiricism is explicitly anti-
mentalist, so that not only contexts cannot be defined as (mental) constructs of
participants, but aso the important cognitive aspects of social situations, such
as knowledge and aims of participants, cannot be defined. Indeed, aso for this
reason, the most crucial components of communicative situations are missing
in the SFL approach. However, as suggested, the major SFL contribution is not
in the theory of context, but in the theory of the linguistic dimensions involved
in situationa variation, that is, in the theories of register (repertoires of language
use) and itstypological consequences for atheory of genre.

Probably the most extensive and theoretically most interesting work on
context has been carried out in the socia psychology of language (Brown &
Fraser, 1979; Giles & Coupland, 1991), following various approaches to the
social psychology of situations (Argyle, Furnham & Graham, 1981; Furnham
& Argyle, 1981; Forgas, 1979, 1985). Thus, Brown & Fraser (1979: 35) present
a dituation schema consisting of components such as Scene, consisting of
Setting (Bystanders, Locale, Time) and Purpose (goals, tasks, topic) and
Participants and their various properties and relationships. Wish & Kaplan
(2977), using multidimensional scaling, identifies five basic dimensions people
use in the interpretation of socia situations: co-operative—competitive.
intense—superficia, formal—informal, dominant—equal, and task-oriented—
non-task-oriented (see also Forgas, 1985; Giles & Coupland, 1991).

Unlike linguistic approaches however, this approach does not systematically
match assumed context/situation structures with language or discourse structu-
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res, and that is of course the very point of atheory of context. Also, although
these proposals come from psychology, they are not always related to mental
representations (like models) of social situations. That is, social situations by
themselves can of course not directly influence language use, but thisis only
possible through a cognitive interface, which spells out how the social situation
isinterpreted, or in fact constructed, by participants.

Structures of Context

Although these various approaches offer us various lists of possible categories
for the organization of context models as subjective representations of
communicative events or situations, without systematic research about text-
context relations we can only guess what such models might look like. Like all
episodic models they represent events, so — from a structural perspective —
they most likely feature such categories as Setting (Time, Location), Event/
Action, Participants, and so on. In this case, the event/action is discursive, and
the participants are participants of speech. But a more articulate theory of
context features more than just these categories. The point is that for each of
these categories we need to show that they are systematically relevant for
situated language use, that is, for discourse production and comprehension. For
instance, we need Time and Location categories in order to describe and explain
the structure of deictic expressions, and a category of Social Relations between
Participants in order to explain pronoun use and other politeness forms. And
once we have such alist of categories, established by theoretical speculation
(e.g., on the structures of social episodes in general) in relation to systematic
discourse analysis (properties that can only be described in situational terms),
we need to further organize these categories in a schema that can easily be
applied in everyday discursive interaction.

Because the main aim of this paper is not to develop a theory of the
structure of context models, but to present some ideas about the ideological
basis of context models, we shall only briefly mention some further contextual
categories here, and later see what their relevance is in the description of
discourse. We shall begin by a brief theoretical explanation of the relevance of
some categories, and then analyze a fragment of parliamentary debate in which
we apply some of these categories.

Domain. Thus, we assume that people need to be aware of the global social
domain in which they are speaking. Politicians in parliament know they are now
‘doing’ palitics and hence in the domain of Politics, and teachers are aware they
are in Education, as judges are aware they are in the area of Law. This general
domain (as subjectively represented - and therefore sometimes misguided)
will influence the contents of many of the lower level categories of the schema.
Indeed, people may thus also separate their participation (and hence their






