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Language as Saying, Doing, and Being

What is language for? Many people think language exists so that we can “say 
things” in the sense of communicating information. However, language serves 
a great many functions in our lives. Giving and getting information is by no 
means the only one. Language does, of course, allow us to inform each other. 
But it also allows us to do things and to be things, as well. In fact, saying 
things in language never goes without also doing things and being things.
 Language allows us to do things. It allows us to engage in actions and 
activities. We promise people things, we open committee meetings, we 
propose to our lovers, we argue over politics, and we “talk to God” (pray). 
These are among the myriad of things we do with language beyond giving and 
getting information.
 Language allows us to be things. It allows us to take on different socially 
signi�cant identities. We can speak as experts—as doctors, lawyers, anime 
a�cionados, or carpenters—or as “everyday people.” To take on any identity 
at a given time and place we have to “talk the talk,” not just “walk the walk.” 
When they are being gang members, street-gang members talk a different talk 
than do honor students when they are being students. Furthermore, one and 
the same person could be both things at different times and places.
 In language, there are important connections among saying (informing), 
doing (action), and being (identity). If I say anything to you, you cannot 
really understand it fully if you do not know what I am trying to do and who 
I am trying to be by saying it. To understand anything fully you need to know 
who is saying it and what the person saying it is trying to do.
 Let’s take a simple example. Imagine a stranger on the street walks up to 
you and says “Hi, how are you?” The stranger has said something, but you do 
not know what to make of it. Who is this person? What is the stranger doing? 
 Imagine you �nd out that the person is taking part in a game where 
strangers ask other people how they are in order to see what sorts of 
reactions they get. Or imagine that the person is a friend of your twin and 
thinks you are your sibling (I have a twin and this sort of thing has often 
happened to me). Or imagine the person is someone you met long ago and 
have long forgotten, but who, unbeknownst to you, thinks of you as a friend. 
In one case, a gamer is playing; in another case, a friend of your sibling’s is 
mistakenly being friendly; and, in yet another case, someone who mistakenly 
thinks he is a friend of yours is also being friendly. Once you sort things out, 
everything is clear (but not necessarily comfortable).
 My doctor, who also happens to be a friend, tells me, as she greets me in 
her of�ce: “You look tired.” Is she speaking to me as a friend (who) making 
small talk (what) or is she speaking to me as a doctor (who) making a profes-
sional judgment (what) about my health? It makes quite a big difference 
whether a friend (who) is playfully insulting (what) his friend in a bar or a 
hard-core biker (who) is threatening (what) a stranger. The words can be the 
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same, but they will mean very different things. Who we are and what we are 
doing when we say things matters.
 This book is concerned with a theory of how we use language to say 
things, do things, and be things. It is concerned, as well, with a method of 
how to study saying, doing, and being in language. When I talk about “being 
things,” I will use the word “identity” in a special way. I do not mean your 
core sense of self, who you take yourself “essentially” to be. I mean different 
ways of being in the world at different times and places for different purposes; 
for example, ways of being a “good student,” an “avid bird watcher,” a 
“mainstream politician,” a “tough cop,” a video-game “gamer,” a “Native 
American,” and so on and so forth through a nearly endless list.

Language and Practices

One of the best ways to see something that we have come to take too much 
for granted (like language) is to look at an example of it that makes it strange 
again. So consider Yu-Gi-Oh!, a popular-culture activity, but one whose use of 
language will seem strange to many.
 Here are some facts about Yu-Gi-Oh!: Yu-Gi-Oh! is a card game that can 
be played face-to-face or in video games. There are also Yu-Gi-Oh! television 
shows, movies, and books (in all of which characters act out moves in the 
card game). There are thousands of Yu-Gi-Oh! cards. Players choose a deck 
of 40 cards and “duel” each other. The moves in the game represent battles 
between the monsters on their cards. Each card has instructions about what 
moves can be made in the game when that card is used. Yu-Gi-Oh! is a form 
of Japanese “anime,” that is, animated (“cartoon”) characters and their stories 
shown in “mangas” (comic books), television shows, and movies. Japanese 
anime is now a worldwide phenomenon. If this all seems strange to you, that 
is all to the good.
 Below I print part of the text on one card:

When this card is Normal Summoned, Flip Summoned, or Special Summoned 
successfully, select and activate 1 of the following effects: Select 1 equipped Equip 
Spell Card and destroy it. Select 1 equipped Equip Spell Card and equip it to this 
card.

 What does this mean? Notice, �rst of all, that you, as a speaker of English, 
recognize each word in this text. But that does you very little good. You still 
do not really know what it means if you do not understand Yu-Gi-Oh!.
 So how would you �nd out what the text really means? Since we are all 
in!uenced a great deal by how school has taught us to think about language, 
we are liable to think that the answer to this question is this: Look up what 
the words mean in some sort of dictionary or guide. But this does not help 
anywhere as much as you might think. There are web sites where you can 
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look up what the words and phrases on Yu-Gi-Oh! cards mean, and this is the 
sort of thing you see if you go to such web sites:

Equip Spell Cards are Spell Cards that usually change the ATK and/or DEF of a 
Monster Card on the �eld, and/or grant that Monster Card special abilitie(s). They 
are universally referred to as Equip Cards, since Equip Cards can either be Equip 
Spell Cards, or Trap Cards that are treated as Equip Cards after activation. When 
you activate an Equip Spell Card, you choose a face-up monster on the �eld to 
equip the card to, and that Equip Spell Card’s card’s effect applies to that monster 
until the card is destroyed or otherwise removed from the �eld. When the equipped 
monster is removed from the �eld or !ipped face-down, all the Equip Spell Cards 
equipped to that monster are destroyed. A fair few Equip Spell Cards are represen-
tations of weapons or armour. (http://yugioh.wikia.com/wiki/Equip_Spell_Cards)

 Does this really help? If you do not understand the card, you do not under-
stand this much better. And think how much more of this I would have to 
give you to explicate the whole text on the Yu-Gi-Oh! card, short though it is.
 Why didn’t it help? Because, in general, if you do not understand some 
words, getting yet more of the same sorts of words does not help you know 
what the original words mean. In fact, it is hard to understand words just by 
getting de�nitions (other words) or other sorts of verbal explanations. Even if 
we understand a de�nition, it only tells us the range of meanings a word has, 
it does not really tell us how to use the word appropriately in real contexts of 
use.
 So if you had to learn what “Yu-Gi-Oh! language” actually meant, how 
would you go about it? You probably would not choose to read lots of texts 
like the one above from the web site. Even if you did, I assure you that you 
would still be lost if you had actually to play Yu-Gi-Oh!.
 The way you could best learn what the language on the card meant would 
be to learn to play the game of Yu-Gi-Oh!, not just read more text. How would 
you do this? You would watch and play games, let other players mentor you, 
play Yu-Gi-Oh! video games which coach you on how to play the game, watch 
Yu-Gi-Oh! television shows and movies which act out the game, and, then, too, 
read things.
 Why is this the best way to learn what the card means? Because, in this 
case, it is pretty clear that the language on the card gets its meaning from 
the game, from its rules and the ways players play the game. The language 
is used—together with other actions (remember language itself is a form of 
action)—to play (to enact) the game as an activity or practice in the world. 
 The language on Yu-Gi-Oh! cards does not get its meaning �rst and 
foremost from de�nitions or verbal explanations, that is, from other words. It 
gets its meaning from what it is used to do, in this case, play a game. This is 
language as doing. 
 However, Yu-Gi-Oh! is an activity—a way of doing things (in this case, 
playing a game)—because certain sorts of people take on certain sorts of 
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identities, in this case identities as gamers and enthusiasts of certain sorts 
(here, fans of anime and anime card games like Pokémon and Yu-Gi-Oh! and 
others). This is language as being.
 If there were no anime gamers/fans (being), then there would be no anime 
games and gaming (doing). If there were no anime gamers/fans and no anime 
games and gaming, then the words on the cards would be meaningless, there 
would be no saying (information). Saying follows, in language, from doing 
and being.
 Is this Yu-Gi-Oh! example just strange and untypical? In this book I want 
to argue that it is actually typical of how language works. Its very strangeness 
allows us to see what we take for granted in examples of language with which 
we are much more familiar and where we have forgotten the role of doing and 
being in language and remember only the role of saying and communicating.
 In the case of the language on the Yu-Gi-Oh! card, we said that the language 
on the card got its meaning, not from dictionaries or other words, but from a 
game and its rules and the things players do. In a sense all language gets its 
meaning from a game, though we don’t typically use the word “game.” We use 
the more arcane word “practice.”
 A game is composed of a set of rules that determines winners and 
losers. Other activities, like taking part in a committee meeting, a lecture, 
a political debate, or “small talk” among neighbors, are not games, but they 
are conducted according to certain “rules” or conventions. These “rules” 
or conventions do not determine winners and losers (usually), but they do 
determine who has acted “appropriately” or “normally” or not, and this in 
society can, indeed, be a type of winning and losing.
 These sorts of activities—things like committee meetings, lectures, political 
debates, and “small talk”—are often called “practices,” though we could just 
as well use the word “games” in an extended sense. This book will argue that 
all language—like Yu-Gi-Oh! language—gets its meaning from the games or 
practices within which it is used. These games or practices are always ways of 
saying, doing, and being. 

Language and “Politics”

If you break the rules of Yu-Gi-Oh! either you are playing the game incorrectly 
or you are attempting to change the rules. This can get you into trouble with 
the other players. If you follow the rules, you are playing appropriately and 
others will accept you as a Yu-Gi-Oh! player, though not necessarily as a good 
one. If you follow the rules—and use them well to your advantage—you may 
win the game often and others will consider you a good player.
 If you care about Yu-Gi-Oh! and want to be considered a player or even a 
good player, then having others judge you as a player or a good player is what 
I will call a “social good.” Social goods are anything some people in a society 
want and value. Being considered a Yu-Gi-Oh! player or a good Yu-Gi-Oh! 
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player is a social good for some people. In that case, how they play the game 
and how others accept their game play is important and consequential for 
them.
 Above I said that just as Yu-Gi-Oh! language is used to enact the game of 
Yu-Gi-Oh!, so, too, other forms of language are used to enact other “games” 
or practices. Consider, for example, the practice (“game”) of being a “good 
student” in elementary school. In different classrooms and schools this game 
is played somewhat differently. And this game changes over time. What made 
someone a “good student” in the seventeenth century in the United States—
how “good students” talked and behaved—is different than what makes 
someone a “good student” today.
 However, in each case there are conventions (rules) about how “good 
students” talk and behave (“good students” here being the ones teachers and 
school personnel say are “good students,” that is why the phrase is in quotes). 
Many children want to be accepted in this identity, just as some people want 
to be accepted as good Yu-Gi-Oh! players. Many parents want their children to 
be accepted as “good students” as well. So being accepted as a “good student” 
is, for these people, a social good.
 In this sense, even though practices like being a “good student” are not really 
games—their “rules” or conventions are usually much less formal—there are, 
in these practices, in a sense, “winners” and “losers.” The winners are people 
who want to be accepted as a “good student” and gain such acceptance. The 
“losers” are people who want such acceptance, but do not get it. 
 There are, as we have said, different practices—different “games”—about 
how good students talk and act in different classrooms and schools. There 
are also people, like in the case of Yu-Gi-Oh!, who want to interpret the 
“rules” differently or change them altogether. For example, should it be a 
“rule” that “good students” always closely follow the teacher’s instructions or 
should “good students” sometimes innovate and even challenge teachers? Is 
a student who asks a teacher how she knows something she has claimed to 
know being a “good student” or a “problem student”?
 You may not want to be accepted as a Yu-Gi-Oh! player and maybe you 
resisted being a “good student” in school. Then these are not social goods for 
you. But some things are social goods for you. Perhaps, being accepted as an 
“acceptable” (“normal,” “good,” “adequate”) citizen, man or woman, worker, 
friend, activist, football fan, educated person, Native American, religious 
person, Christian, Jewish person, or Islamic person, or what have you, is a 
social good for you.
 The “games” or practices where you want to “win” (be accepted within 
them as “acceptable” or “good”) are cases where social goods are at stake for 
you. In these cases, how you use language (and more generally how you say, 
do, and be) and how people respond to you are deeply consequential to you 
and for you. If you get accepted—“win” the game—you gain a social good. 
If you do not get fully accepted—“lose” the game—you lose a social good.
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 People �ght over the rules of Yu-Gi-Oh! in terms of what they really mean 
and how exactly they should be applied. People try sometimes to change the 
rules or agree to play by somewhat different rules. So, too, with practices in 
society. People �ght over what the “rules” for being a “good student” ought to 
be. They sometimes seek to change them or to agree to a new set of “rules.” 
They �ght over these things because important social goods are at stake. 
 Let’s take a dramatic case to make the point clear. Marriage is a practice. 
There are formal and informal laws and conventions (rules) about how 
married people talk and act and how others talk and act in regard to marriage 
as an institution. Today, people �ght over whether it is appropriate to talk 
about gay people being married to each other, whether they can rightly say 
they are married, and whether such marriages should be recognized in law or 
in church. 
 For many gay people, a failure to use the language of marriage for their 
union with each other is to deny them a social good. They �ght to interpret 
the rules—or change the rules—of marriage in ways that will allow them this 
social good. For many gay people, a different term, like “legal union,” even if 
it gives all the same legal protections as marriage, is still unacceptable.
 All forms of language—like Yu-Gi-Oh! language or the language we use 
around the practice of marriage—get their meaning from the games or 
practices they are used to enact. These games or practices determine who 
is “acceptable” or “good”—who is a “winner” or “loser”—in the game or 
practice. “Winning” in these practices is often, for many people, a social 
good. Thus, in using language, social goods are always at stake, at least for 
some people. If no one cared about a game or practice anymore—no one saw 
being accepted as “acceptable” or “good” in the game or practice as important 
anymore—the game or practice would no longer have any social goods to 
offer and would cease to exist.
 Thus, in using language, social goods are always at stake. When we speak 
or write, we always risk being seen as a “winner” or “loser” in a given game 
or practice. Furthermore, we can speak or write so as to accept others as 
“winners” or “losers” in the game or practice in which we are engaged. In 
speaking and writing, then, we can both gain or lose and give or deny social 
goods. Gay people who say they are married to their partners are bidding 
for a social good. How we act out the “game” of the marriage practice in our 
society can give or deny them this social good. And how people talk about 
marriage or anything else is never just a decision about saying (informing), it 
is a decision about doing and being, as well.
 Social goods are the stuff of politics. Politics is not just about contending 
political parties. At a much deeper level it is about how to distribute social 
goods in a society: who gets what in terms of money, status, power, and 
acceptance on a variety of different terms, all social goods. Since, when we 
use language, social goods and their distribution are always at stake, language 
is always “political” in a deep sense. 
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Two Forms of Discourse Analysis: Descriptive and “Critical” 

Discourse analysis is the study of language-in-use. There are many different 
approaches to discourse analysis (see Readings section at the end of this 
chapter). Some of them look only at the “content” of the language being 
used, the themes or issues being discussed in a conversation or a newspaper 
article, for example. Other approaches pay more attention to the structure of 
language (“grammar”) and how this structure functions to make meaning in 
speci�c contexts. These approaches are rooted in the discipline of linguistics. 
This book is about one such approach.
 Different linguistic approaches to discourse analysis use different theories 
of grammar and take different views about how to talk about meaning. The 
approach in this book looks at meaning as an integration of ways of saying 
(informing), doing (action), and being (identity), and grammar as a set of 
tools to bring about this integration. To take an example, consider the two 
sentences below:

1. Hornworms sure vary a lot in how well they grow.
2. Hornworm growth exhibits a signi�cant amount of variation.

 Sentence 1 is in a style of language (called the “vernacular”) we use when 
we want to talk as an “everyday person,” not as a specialist of any kind. This 
is the identity (being) it expresses. It is a way to express an opinion based on 
one’s own observations (of hornworms in this case). This is an action (doing). 
The sentence can be used to do other actions as well, such as show surprise 
or entice someone to grow hornworms. The sentence is about hornworms, 
which are cute green caterpillars with little yellow horns. This is a part of 
what the sentence says (informing).
 Sentence 2 is in a specialist style of language, one we would associate with 
biology and biologists. It expresses one’s identity (being) as being such a specialist. 
It is not just expressing an opinion based on one’s observations of hornworms, it 
is making a claim based on statistical tests of “signi�cance” that are “owned” and 
“operated” by the discipline of biology, not any one person, including the speaker 
or writer. This is an action (doing). The sentence is not about hornworms, 
but “hornworm growth,” an abstract trait of hornworms (much less cute than 
hornworms). This is part of what the sentence says (informing).
 The grammar (structure) of the two sentences is very different. In sentence 
1, the subject of the sentence—which names the “topic” of the sentence—is 
the noun “hornworms.” But in sentence 2, the subject is the noun phrase 
“hornworm growth.” “Hornworm growth” is a noun phrase that expresses a 
whole sentence’s worth of information (“Hornworms grow”) and is a much 
more complex structure than the simple noun “hornworms.” It is a way to 
talk about an abstract trait of hornworms, and not the hornworms themselves. 
It is also part of what makes this language “specialist” and not “everyday.”
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 The phrase “signi�cant amount of variation” in sentence 2 uses an abstract 
noun (“variation”) rather than the verb “vary” in sentence 1 and combines 
this noun with “signi�cant amount.” So a process (varying) has been turned 
into an abstract thing (“variation”) that can be quanti�ed using statistics 
(“signi�cant amount”). This, too, is, again, now a way to talk about abstract 
things rather than more concrete things and processes in the world. It is also, 
again, part of what makes this language “specialist” and ties it to tools (like 
statistical tests of signi�cance) in a discipline and not just to an individual’s 
observations in the world.
 So the grammar of the two sentences offers us different ways to say 
things that amount to different ways of doing (actions) and being (identity). 
Looking closely at the structure of language as it is being used can help us 
uncover different ways of saying things, doing things, and being things in the 
world.
 But why would we want to do this? Some approaches to discourse analysis, 
which we can call “descriptive,” answer this question by saying that their goal 
is to describe how language works in order to understand it, just as the goal of 
the physicist is to describe how the physical world works in order to under-
stand it. In both cases—the discourse analyst and the physicist—their hope 
may also be to gain deep explanations of how language or the world works 
and why they work that way. Though their work may have practical applica-
tions in the world, these discourse analysts and physicists are not motivated 
by those applications. 
 Some other approaches to discourse analysis, which we can call “critical” 
as in “critical discourse analysis,” answer this question differently. Their goal 
is not just to describe how language works or even to offer deep explanations, 
though they do want to do this. They also want to speak to and, perhaps, 
intervene in, social or political issues, problems, and controversies in the 
world. They want to apply their work to the world in some fashion.
 People who take a descriptive approach often think that a critical approach 
is “unscienti�c” because the critical discourse analyst is swayed by his or her 
interest or passion for intervening in some problem in the world. People who 
take a critical approach often think that a purely descriptive approach is an 
evasion of social and political responsibility.
 My view—the view in this book—is that all discourse analysis needs to be 
critical, not because discourse analysts are or need to be political, but because 
language itself is, as we have discussed above, political. I have argued that 
any use of language gains its meaning from the “game” or practice of which 
it is a part and which it is enacting. I have argued, as well, that such “games” 
or practices inherently involve potential social goods and the distribution of 
social goods, which I have de�ned as central to the realm of “politics.” Thus, 
any full description of any use of language would have to deal with “politics.”
 Beyond this general point, language is a key way we humans make and 
break our world, our institutions, and our relationships through how we 
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deal with social goods. Thus, discourse analysis can illuminate problems and 
controversies in the world. It can illuminate issues about the distribution of 
social goods, who gets helped, and who gets harmed.
 So, as an example, consider again sentences 1 and 2 and the variant in 
sentence 3 below. Note that it is odd—a bit funny—to say something like 
sentence 3:

3. Hornworm growth sure exhibits a signi�cant amount of variation.

 Why is this odd? It mixes “everyday language” (“sure”) with specialist 
language. “Sure” in sentence 1 is a way to express one’s attitude and emotion 
about what one has observed about hornworms. The speaker is impressed 
and a bit surprised. Perhaps, the speaker is even showing enthusiasm for 
the hornworms he or she has raised. But the “voice” of science—the “voice” 
behind sentence 2 and most of sentence 3—is not supposed to show attitude 
and emotion. It is supposed to be dispassionate, the voice of “reason.” That is 
one of the “rules” of the game of science.
 Describing these “rules”—explaining why sentence 3 is odd—is part of the 
job of any discourse analyst dealing with language like that in sentences 1–3. 
But, then, we can also ask, in speci�c cases, is this claim to being “dispas-
sionate” being used for authentic scienti�c progress or as an evasion for one’s 
own personal responsibility?
 Later in this book, in fact, we will see a case where such specialist language 
does, indeed, appear to be a way to hide and evade the ethical and emotional 
dilemmas of what was done in an experiment. Since this is part of the saying, 
doing, being going on in speci�c language-in-use, it is our responsibility 
as discourse analysts to study it, even though we are then having to make 
judgments with consequences in the world. In this sense, all discourse 
analysis is critical discourse analysis, since all language is political and all 
language is part of the way we build and sustain our world, cultures, and 
institutions. So, then, too, all discourse analysis is “practical” or “applied,” 
since it uncovers the workings—for good or ill—of this world building.

About this Book: Theory and Method

Now it is time to turn to some “truth in lending” disclaimers. This book is an 
introduction to one approach to discourse analysis. There are many different 
approaches to discourse analysis, none of them, including this one, uniquely 
“right.” Different approaches �t different issues and questions better or worse 
than others. And, too, different approaches sometimes reach similar conclu-
sions though they use different tools and terminologies connected to different 
“micro-communities” of researchers.
 Furthermore, the approach to discourse analysis taken in this book is not 
“mine.” No set of research tools and no theory belongs to a single person, no 



 Introduction 11

matter how much academic style and our own egos sometimes tempt us to 
write that way. I have freely begged, borrowed, and patched together. If there is 
any quality in my work, it is primarily in the “taste” with which I have raided 
others’ stores and in the way I have adapted and mixed together the ingredients 
and, thereby, made the soup. Some will, of course, not recognize the ingredient 
they have contributed, or, at least, not want to admit they do after they taste my 
soup. If there are occasional inventions, their only chance for a full life is that 
someone else will borrow them and mix them into new soup.
 This book is partly about a method of research. However, I hasten to point 
out that the whole issue of research “methods” is, as far as I am concerned, 
badly confused. First of all, any method always goes with a theory. Method 
and theory cannot be separated, despite the fact that methods are often taught 
as if they could stand alone. Any method of research is a way to investigate 
some particular domain. In this case, the domain is language-in-use. There 
can be no sensible method to study a domain unless one also has a theory 
of what that domain is. Thus, this book offers, as it must, a theory about the 
nature of language-in-use. In fact, you have already heard part of this theory: 
language-in-use is about saying-doing-being and gains its meaning from the 
“game” or practice it is part of and enacts.
 People with different theories about a domain will use different methods 
for their research. The reason this is so is because a research method is made 
up of various “tools of inquiry” and strategies for applying them. Tools of 
inquiry are designed to describe and explain what the researcher takes to 
exist and to be important in a domain. Thus, when theories about a domain 
differ—for instance, a theory about what language-in-use is or about what 
evolution is—tools of inquiry will differ as well. 
 Besides seeing that methods change with theories, it is important, as well, 
to see that research, whether in physics, literary criticism, or in discourse 
analysis, is not an algorithmic procedure; it is not a set of “rules” that can be 
followed step-by-linear-step to get guaranteed results. There is no “scienti�c 
method,” even in the “hard” sciences, if by this we mean such a set of rules 
to follow. Rather, research adopts and adapts speci�c tools of inquiry and 
strategies for implementing them. These tools and strategies ultimately reside 
in a “community of practice” formed by those engaged in such research. 
 Such tools and strategies are continually and !exibly adapted to speci�c 
issues, problems, and contexts of study. They are continually transformed as 
they are applied in practice. At the same time, new researchers in an area are 
normed by examples of research that more advanced researchers in the area 
take (for the time) to be “prototypical” examples of that area’s tools and strat-
egies in operation. Methods are through and through social and communal.
 This book will introduce various tools of inquiry for discourse analysis and 
strategies for using them. It will give a number of examples of the tools in 
action, as well. But the reader should keep in mind that these tools of inquiry 
are not meant to be rigid de�nitions. Rather, they are meant to be “thinking 
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devices” that guide inquiry in regard to speci�c sorts of data and speci�c sorts 
of issues and questions. They are meant to be adapted for the reader’s own 
purposes. They are meant, as well, to be transformed as the reader adapts 
them to his or her own theory of the domain. Of course, if the reader’s theory 
gets too far away from my theory of the domain, the tools will be less and less 
easily or sensibly adaptable and useful.
 Finally, let me say that in the approach to discourse analysis taken in this 
book, I am not interested in speci�c analyses of data just in and for themselves. 
For me, a discourse analysis must have a point. I am not interested in simply 
describing data so that we can admire the intricacy of language, though such 
intricacy is indeed admirable. Rather, I am interested, beyond description, in 
a method that can do two things: a) illuminate and gain us evidence for our 
theory of the domain, a theory that helps to explain how and why language 
works the way it does when it is put into action; and b) contribute, in terms 
of understanding and intervention, to important issues and problems in some 
area that interests and motivates us as global citizens. 
 Thanks to the fact that, for me, discourse analyses must have a “point,” 
this book will have relevance to “applied” issues throughout, though these 
issues are not always in the foreground of attention. In discourse analysis, 
any idea that applications and practice are less prestigious, or less important, 
or less “pure” than theory has no place. Such a notion has no place, because, 
as the reader will see, the theory of language in this book is that language has 
meaning only in and through social practices, practices which often leave us 
morally complicit with harm and injustice unless we attempt to transform 
them. It is a tenet of this book that any proper theory of language is a theory 
of practice—or, as we have seen, of the “games” we humans play.

More about this Book

This book is directed at three audiences. It is meant to introduce students 
and researchers in other areas to one form of discourse analysis that I hope 
they can use and experiment with as they learn other forms of discourse 
analysis and come up with their own ideas. It is meant, as well, for people 
interested in language, culture, and institutions, but who have not focused 
their own work on discourse analysis. Finally, it is meant for my colleagues 
in discourse studies, so that they can compare and contrast their own views 
to those developed here, and so that, together, we can advance our common 
enterprise of understanding how language works in society to create worlds, 
institutions, and human relationships.
 The book is structured as follows: The “method” is fully sketched out in 
Chapter 8. Each of Chapters 2–7 discusses, with many examples, speci�c 
tools of inquiry that are part of the overall method and strategies for using 
them. These tools and strategies are fully embedded in a theory of language-
in-use in culture and society. Thus, that theory is also laid out in Chapters 
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2–7. Chapter 7 brie!y recapitulates our tools of inquiry and places them in 
the framework of an overall approach to discourse analysis. I also discuss the 
issue of validity for discourse analysis in this chapter.
 Chapter 9 deals with some linguistic details (various aspects of grammar 
and discourse) that play an important role in discourse analysis. Here issues 
about how speech is planned and produced are taken up. These linguistic 
details will, hopefully, make more sense once the “big picture” is made clear 
in Chapters 2–8, and will give readers some additional tools with which to 
deal with the empirical details of discourse analysis. Chapters 10–12 are 
extended examples of discourse analysis using some of the tools and strategies 
developed earlier in the book. These chapters are not meant to be a step-by-
step “how to” manual (for that see my book How to do Discourse Analysis, 
Routledge, 2011); they are simply meant to exemplify in practice a few of the 
tools discussed in this book. The book ends with an appendix and a glossary. 
The appendix discusses how the approach to discourse analysis discussed 
in the book can apply to images and multimodal texts (texts composed of 
images and words), both forms of communication that are ever more crucial 
in our digital age. The glossary de�nes key terms used in the book so readers 
can consult this list if they have forgotten where the term was introduced.
 My analyses throughout this book do not assume any speci�c theory of 
grammar or, for that matter, any great depth of knowledge about grammar. 
However, readers may want to supplement their reading of this book with 
some additional reading about grammar, preferably grammar as it functions 
in communication and social interaction. The best-known such “functional” 
approach to grammar is that developed by M. A. K. Halliday. Good intro-
ductory secondary sources exist on Halliday’s approach to grammar. See the 
Readings at the end of this chapter for references.
 Since this book is meant to be an “introduction,” I have tried not to clutter 
up the chapters with long lists of interpolated references. I leave references 
and suggested readings to the Readings section at the end of each chapter. 
The downside of this policy is that I will have to leave out references to the 
more specialized work of many colleagues whose work I value greatly. The 
upside is that people new to discourse analysis may actually read some of the 
material I cite and will have good places to start their further investigations. 
The material I do cite is, in most cases, replete with further references to the 
literature.
 Finally, let me explain the connection between this book and my book 
How to do Discourse Analysis mentioned above. How to do Discourse Analysis 
contains some of the same material as this book but is a more step-by-step 
guide on how to do discourse analysis. It leaves a good deal for readers to 
do in the way of working with data and engaging with their own discourse 
analyses. Those who prefer more explanation and explication may well 
prefer this book, and those who want to work through a lot of the issues for 
themselves or in collaboration with others may well prefer the other book.
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Readings
Chafe, W. (1994). Discourse, consciousness, and time: The #ow and displacement of 

conscious experience in speech and writing. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
[An important and in!uential approach to discourse analysis rooted in the !ow of 
ideas in the mind and in speech]

Duranti, A. (1997). Linguistic anthropology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
[Excellent overview of discourse analysis within a cultural framework]

Fairclough, N. (2003). Analyzing discourse: Textual analysis for social research. London: 
Routledge. [Fairclough offers his well-known and widely used approach to “critical 
discourse analysis”]

Gee, J. P. (2004). Situated language and learning: A critique of traditional schooling. 
London: Routledge. [Discusses popular culture activities like Yu-Gi-Oh! and video 
gaming and the complex sorts of language and literacy they often involve today]

Gee, J. P. (2007). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses. Third Edition. 
London: Taylor & Francis. [This book applies some of the ideas about discourse 
analysis in this book to issues in education]

Gumperz, J. J. (1982). Discourse strategies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
[A classic approach to discourse from an anthropological linguist]

Halliday, M. A. K. & Hasan, R. (1989). Language, context, and text: Aspects of language 
as a social-semiotic perspective. Oxford: Oxford University Press. [A classic on the 
theoretical background of Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar]

Halliday, M. A. K. & Matthiessen, C. M. I. M. (2004). An introduction to functional 
grammar. Third Edition. London: Hodder Arnold. [The most detailed and best-
known functional approach to grammar]

Hutchby, I. & Woof�tt, R. (2008). Conversational analysis. Malden, MA: Polity Press. 
[“CA”—which stands for “conversational analysis”—is a widely used approach to 
analyzing face-to-face conversations based in sociology]

Schiffrin, D., Tannen, D., & Hamilton, H. E., Eds. (2001). The handbook of discourse 
analysis. Malden, MA: Blackwell. [A good handbook with many articles repre-
senting different approaches to and areas in discourse analysis]

Thompson, G. (2004). Introducing functional grammar. Second Edition. London: 
Hodder Arnold. [A good secondary introductory source on Halliday’s functional 
approach to grammar]

Van Dijk, T. A., Ed. (1997). Discourse as social interaction. London: Sage. [This and 
the book below are both good collections of articles detailing different approaches 
to and areas in discourse analysis]

Van Dijk, T. A. (1997). Discourse as structure and process. London: Sage.
Van Dijk, T. A. (2008). Discourse and power. New York: Palgrave/Macmillan [Van Dijk 

has done a great deal of work on using his own style of discourse analysis to deal 
with important social and political issues]
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