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INTRODUCTION

OLGA DONTCHEVA-NAVRATILOVA
AND RENATA POVOLNA

Discourse interpretation is a key aspect of thecggs of human
communication in which interactants rely on es&idd social practices in
a particular context while striving to achieve theiommunicative
intentions by the use of language. The compleXitmeaning interpretation
in discourse stems from the fact that discoursegssing is not based
only on what is written or said, but is a dynamiogess, involving the
negotiation of meaning between the speaker andheheer in the context
of utterance.

Before considering the issue of discourse integpiet in all its
complexity, it is necessary to define the term aisse itself. Within the
heterogeneous field of discourse analysis, theeens® be three broad
understandings of the term discourse: (1) languagese, (2) a stretch of
language beyond the sentence, and (3) a cultura$fitutionally and
ideologically determined social practice (Schiffrifannen and Hamilton
2001). While the first two are firmly rooted in gjnistics, the last view of
discourse, which is emblematic of scholars assediatith critical
discourse analysis, reflects an eclectic and msttiplinary approach to
the analysis of social behaviour mediated by the afslanguage. This
variation in the understanding of discourse reflette wide scope of
discourse analysis, which is considered to be ‘@hthe most vast and
least defined areas in linguistics” (Schiffrin 199406).

The authors of this volume approach discourse firfunctional
viewpoint. Generally they share the view that laaggli can be seen as
a system of meaning potential (Halliday 1978: 3%jicl is instantiated
through text in discourse. Within the interpretatprocess affected by the
background knowledge of and the mutual relationshgtween the
participants involved in communication, the meanio§ a text is
negotiated and recreated by interactants (Mey 1804) in a particular
context so as to reflect their communicative intemd. Thus discourse is
derived from a text in the process of purposeftdriamction via verbal and
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non-verbal means between a speaker/writer andtendigreader which
takes place in a certain context (Seidlhofer andd&fivson 1999: 207).
This approach assumes the potential of discoursérejronstruct a
representation of reality which is affected by {hant of view of the
interactants, i.e. in the process of a particutderpretative decoding the
hearer/reader creates his/her own discourse fr@ntetkt by assigning it
intentionality (not necessarily the one intendecdhsy speaker/writer) and
recreating its meaning. As a result, discoursapnétation cannot be seen
as definite and constant; it is rather viewed amdeanore or less
temporary and constantly open to reinterpretationtbe light of the
intentions and purposes that interactants areirggrito achieve in a
particular social, historical and situational costgef. Widdowson 2004).

The research presented in this volume addressesoudi®
interpretation from the perspectives of (criticaljscourse analysis,
pragmatics, stylistics and sociolinguistics in atermpt to show that the
application of different approaches to the analpdisneaning in various
settings may contribute ta better understanding of the interpretative
process.

The book is organized into two parts: the firstuees on approaches to
discourse interpretation, while the second comprisssays by linguists
conducting research in the fields of pragmaticscalirse analysis and
stylistics who investigate various aspects of mmagninterpretation in
different genres and types of discourse.

The first part,Approaches to discourse interpretaticcomprises two
chapters which address methodological issues todise interpretation.
Widdowson challenges the assumption shared by rodtigal discourse
analysts that significance can be assigned to textseans of an analysis
of their linguistic features. He argues that theigring of meanings to
texts in isolation from particular contexts and tprés is pragmatically
invalid and reflects a conceptual confusion betwesmalysis and
interpretation on the one hand and significatiod aignificance on the
other. The author views pretext as the prime fagkgulating the
contextualization of meaning in discourse, thus usrg that the
interpretation of meaning derived by discourse ippdnts is always
conditional and indeterminate.

Approaching discourse interpretation from a coggitiperspective,
Komlosi presents arguments for his claim that tbaceptualizations of
situations versus those of contexts play a decisilein natural language
processing and language use and that discourseystaheed to
acknowledge different types of ontologies in orttedelineate linguistic
meaning, pragmatic meaning and context-sensitivaning. In harmony
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with Widdowson, he maintains that situated language use depends on a
great variety of linguistic and social, cognitive and affective skills on the
part of the interlocutors functioning as interacting agents.

The second part, Interpretation of meaning across discourses,
comprises nine chapters which focus on different aspects of discourse
interpretation while using exemplifications from different types of
discourse. It opens with Alimuradov et al.’s investigation into compliment
discourse viewed as a verbally constructed environment, where the
concept “beauty” is represented by different linguistic means and with the
help of various pragmatic strategies and tactics. The authors argue that
compliment discourse, which is affected by the cognitive characteristics of
the communicants who fulfil definite gender roles, is structured strategically
and tactically in terms of both its generation and its interpretation.

The first of the two chapters exploring the interpretation of meaning in
political discourse deals with implicit meanings in political advertising.
Chovanec’s contextual analysis of local politicians’ pre-election discourse
focuses on how political rhetoric is embedded within local cultural
contexts to such an extent that politicians can formulate their main
messages implicitly, relying on the recipients to infer the salient meanings
and at the same time allowing for a denial of dispreferred and face-
threatening meanings. The author argues that such a practice is particularly
acute in the case of certain populist messages which could otherwise
hardly be expressed in an open way.

Dontcheva-Navratilova studies the interdependence of coherence and
persuasion in the genre of opening addresses. Acknowledging the
inherently context-dependent, dynamic and interactive nature of coherence
and persuasion, Dontcheva-Navratilova argues that the construal of a
coherent discourse in which the orator is represented as trustworthy,
competent and personally involved in the issue at hand is a decisive factor
for bringing about persuasion. While analysing the pragmatic functions of
deictic pronouns and modal expressions, the author shows how politicians
can exploit the inherent ambiguity of these language devices in their
attempts to guide the audience towards an intended discourse
interpretation.

In her investigation of crime news in serious and popular British
newspapers, Jancafikova analyses ways of conveying to readers the high
or low social status of victims and killers, who are contrasted and
portrayed as “good” and “evil”. She demonstrates how modern media can
shape and reinforce the community’s values and attitudes to crucial social
issues, thus acting as moral guardians.
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Levitsky studies the use of focusing as a strategy for foregrounding
specific information by means of giving it emotional colouring. The author
claims that by helping the speaker/writer to shape the pragmatic core of
discourse the strategy of focusing satisfies the demands of brief and
adequate transmission of information in discourse.

In her study on the application of pragmatic theory to the interpretation
of literary discourse, Missikova argues that novelists create characters and
situations in ways that are relevant to our interpretation of discourse. In
accordance with her view that pragmatic theories help us to understand the
process of contextualization in literary texts, the author analyses London
Observed (1993), a collection of short stories by Doris Lessing, while
focusing on pragmatic approaches to irony and the application of the
Cooperative and Politeness principles in the interpretation of written
literary discourse.

The purpose of Parini’s corpus-based study is to analyse the choice of
the epicene pronoun in textbooks on social sciences and online editions of
British and American newspapers. The findings of the analysis provide
evidence for the existence of a direct relationship between the pronominal
form used and the type of antecedent and an indirect relationship between
the use of epicene variants and the type of genre while arguing that
pronominal choice is context- and genre-sensitive.

Povolnad investigates discourse markers conceived as signals of
relationships between segments of discourse and their role in enhancing
coherent interpretation and thus establishing discourse coherence. The
author attempts to discover whether semantic relations of cause and
contrast tend to be expressed explicitly by discourse markers in academic
written discourse and whether there is cross-cultural variation in the use of
causal and contrastive discourse markers by native speakers of English
and Czech expert writers, namely in the genre of research articles.

Tomaskova explores stereotypes as the interface of the recurrence of
linguistic structure and cognitive schemata, while aiming to provide an
insight into the interplay between stereotypes realized on the level of
microstructures and those realized on the level of macrostructures. The
author claims that the multifunctional nature of stereotypes makes them an
effective communication strategy in women'’s lifestyle magazines.

Despite the variety of genres and types of discourse analysed by the
authors of this volume, they all share the understanding that discourse
interpretation is dependent on socio-cultural, pragmatic and situational
factors and that the interpretation of meaning is negotiated interactively by
discourse participants and thus is always conditional and indeterminate.
By its insight into different approaches to the analysis of discourse and
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their application to the interpretation of meaning in different genres of
spoken and written discourse, this monograph offers new ideas on how a
coherent interpretation can be achieved and suggests new directions for
further research.
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PART ONE:

APPROACHESTO DISCOURSE
INTERPRETATION






CHAPTERONE
THE PRETEXT OFINTERPRETATION

HENRY WIDDOWSON
UNIVERSITY OFVIENNA, VIENNA, AUSTRIA

Abstract

It is a common assumption, taken as self-evidemuich work on critical
discourse analysis, that significance can be asdign texts by means of
an analysis of their linguistic features. But texase only naturally
produced and processed in conjunction with padicutontexts and
pretexts, so to assign meaning to them in isoladg@ragmatically invalid,
based on a conceptual confusion between analydis irerpretation,
between signification and significance. Meanings aot discovered in
texts but derived from them and are therefore adwegnditional and
indeterminate, with pretext the key regulating dact

I will begin by stating the obvious and then go tm consider
implications which, it would seem, are not so olngioWhen people want
to relate to others for one reason or another—toneonicate with them,
persuade them, co-operate with them, inform oristthem, impress or
oppress them or whatever—then they make use ofidayggas a convenient
means for doing so. They draw on the linguistioteses at their disposal
to produce texts of one kind or another—articleorts, manifestoes,
public notices, cooking recipes, letters and lexddlike this one. | am
producing text as | speak so as to relate to yeutsTare then a convenient
means for mediating between people. But how dassntiediation work?
Texts are composed of linguistic signs in comboratiso what do these
signs signify, what significance can we attachhien?

As | say in the abstract to this talk, it is a coomassumption, taken as
self-evident in much work on critical discourse lgais, that significance
can be assigned to texts by means of an analysitheif linguistic
features. | want to argue against this assumptimhta suggest that it is
not only misconceived, but that it distracts attemfrom what | think are
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the essential issues about the use of languagerimmanication. No
amount of analysis, | shall argue, no matter hoecisely it is carried out,
can reveal the significance of texts, and indees ittore precise the
analysis, the less revealing it will tend to be.

Texts are produced, as visual marks in writingamsls in speech, by
a first person writer or speaker, P1 for short, eexkived and processed
by second person readers or listeners, P2 for.sharh a P1 producing
text now, of course, as | speak to you P2s, andayeul hope, processing
it. Critical discourse analysis claims that thelirstic features of a text are
indicative of the ideological position of the PLtlthat these indications
are not apparent to ordinary second person redigensérs, the P2, who
lack the analytic skill to identify them and whoethfore fail to realize
their significance. Thus the ideology is subtlyiimsted into the readers’
minds. The task of CDA, indeed the cause that ibrages, is to expose
such covert and subversive intentions by closautéxnalysis and make
the reader aware and wary of the persuasive powdexts and the
deception that is being practised on them. The ecasis of course, a
worthy one. How language is used to persuasivetefig those in power,
whether for political or commercial purposes, isnsthing that warrants
serious and critical investigation. My argumentpuph, is that the
procedures of CDA, or at least those that are widellowed, are
unhelpful to this investigation because they argedeon a misconception
about the nature of text and a confusion betwealysis and interpretation.

What then is a text? It is a linguistic object, anifiestation of
language that can be anything from a one word putdliice to a scholarly
monograph. Texts can be analysed in isolation, @wed lexical and
grammatical features described, nowadays with tthefcomputers to a
high degree of precision. But though they can kbayaed in isolation by
linguists, they are never produced or receivedsolation by language
users. When we produce or process a text, in speeglriting, we are
prompted by some reason or other. Pls do not justiuse texts
unprompted out of the blue and P2s do not just pjgkexts at random.
There is, in short, always a pretextual purpose.

In fact, users do not really experience texts, amyre than they
experience sentences. Writers do not write textsreaders do not read
them, they write and read notices, letters, asicleports, monographs,
poems, novels and so on. Texts are simply the iktigutrace of a
pragmatic process whereby the writer, the produberfirst person or P1
uses language indexically to make a contextual ection for some
communicative purpose or other. It is this pragmatiocess of meaning
realization that | refer to as discourse. Languaggrs enact discourses by
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means of texts, and in this two other factors aveially implicated: con-
text, the extralinguistic reality that linguistiedtures point to, and pretext,
the intended purpose of P1 that motivates the camwation in the first
place.

All this sounds, and indeed is, somewhat abstsaciget me give you
an example. Here is a piece of text—an old text,niot any old text. It is
one of the most cited and celebrated in historg tpening of the
American Declaration of Independence.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that alhrare created equal, that
they are endowed by their Creator with certain ienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit opplaess.

If we consider the phrase “all men” we can assigra isemantic
meaning without difficulty since we know the denaa of each
constituent word. But what the phrase is intendedfer to in this text is
a very different matter—a pragmatic and not a séimanatter. Is the
reference meant to override the denotation of “memi include women
as well? Given the context of the time, probably. ieut what of the
denotation of “all”? All menAll men. Thomas Jefferson and the other
founding fathers who drafted this document weresafrse, slave owners,
and they certainly did not hold it as a self-evid&nth that slaves were
divinely endowed with an unalienable right to lifderty and the pursuit
of happiness. And there were other men, too, whe raferentially
excluded-the indigenous inhabitants of the continemo, later in the
document are referred to “the inhabitants of oonfiers, the merciless
Indian Savages”. The self-evident truth that alhraee created equal does
not apply to them: no unalienable rights for alieash as these. So it is
clear that what the phrase “all men are createdlegoueans semantically
is not at all the same as what the authors oftthismeanty the phrase.
What it is intended to mean is not all men, butnadin of a certain kind—
men like Jefferson in fact. The first person “weidahe third person “all
men” are in effect co-referential.

So the historical context here determines the scopeeference
intended by the writers of this text. But we cafate this text to a
different context and so change the referentiapedo include all human
beings, slaves, indigenous people, men as wellamsen. And this indeed
is what happens when these words are cited thege dad used to
express the principle of universal human rightse phrase “all men” is
now taken to mean all human beings, without exoeptivhich is not at all
what the original writers of the text intended hy i
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But it is not only that the text is now relatedadlifferent context. It
also serves a different purpose, and here pretewes into play. This text
is part of a proclamation, a declaration of indefme and is
simultaneously directed at two P2 recipients: litieded fellow American
colonists on the one hand, and the British colasizm the other. So the
declaration is at one and the same time designeithetcexpression of
common aspiration and an act of defiance directatieacolonial power.
And if it had the desired effect on the readersvitiom it was intended
that was really all that mattered. In other wotts, writing of the text was
motivated by a pretextual purpose to bring abagréain effect on certain
readers who could be counted on to recognize afify this purpose.
They would not subject it to close reading, celtainot to linguistic
analysis. For them it would not be a text as suchllabut a declaration,
an act of defiance, a call to arms in a politicalse and they would
regulate their attention to the text accordinglydAas with context, we
can of course, relate this text to a different gxgtas when it is cited, as it
frequently is, not as a revolutionary incitement rbellion but as a
declaration of the democratic principle of univéreaman rights. And
this, we should note is in effect directly contrémythe pretextual purpose
of the signatories to thHeeclaration of Independence which was essentially
to invoke the principle as a convenient tactic ¢eeat their own particular
rights.

So what the writers of this text do is to make ekplt pragmatic use
of the semantics of English to suit themselves.yTdre not the only ones.
This is 1776. Fast forward 250 years and we gtilll fthe same thing:
language routinely pressed into the service of léigal pretext. Here is
Chomsky:

When Western states and intellectuals use the ténternational
community’, they are referring to themselves.... Tha$ho do not support
the actions of wealth and power are not part of‘thebal community’,
just as ‘terrorism’ conventionally means ‘terroristinected against us and
our friends’.(Chomsky 2001)

So like the term “all men” the term “internationa’used pragmatically
to mean what it suits its users to mean, in de@ano€ its semantic
denotation.

This, to change the context rather abruptly from tbal world to the
realm of fantasy, is also what Humpty Dumpty doesharacter in Lewis
Carroll's Alice Through the Looking Glass. He uses the word “glory” and
tells Alice that it means “a nice knock-down arguntieAlice objects that
this is not what the word means, and here is lplyre
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‘When | use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in rathescarnful tone, ‘it
means just what | choose it to mean—neither mordess.’

‘The question is,” said Alice, ‘whether you CAN neawords mean so
many different things’

‘The question is’, said Humpty Dumpty, ‘which is be master—that’s
all’.

Obviously we cannot master words to the extent thahpty Dumpty
claims we can. Using language as it suits us cagxteind to assigning to
words any arbitrary meaning we choose. There hag tsome convention
in invention, some semantic common ground; otherwexts could not
mediate between P1 and P2 in the communicationepsoat all. Without
such consensus about encoded meaning, there aamdmvergence. But
the question is not, as Alice has it, whether we ©&ke words mean so
many different things. Clearly we can. But to wleatent and in what
circumstances? How far does what words mean seta#inticonstrain
what we can mean by them? We can make words meay difierent
things pragmatically, but the question is what #re contextual and
pretextual conditions that enable us to do so.

What | am saying, then (and it is obvious enouglemou think about
it), is that texts do not vary but their interptaia very definitely does. In
other words, texts are fixed and determinate lisiiiobjects but they
give rise to variable discourses. To return to tDeclaration of
Independence. This must be one of the most cited texts evettewri And
each time it is cited, it is the same text. Butploit is that though the text
remains the same, its significance does not becthsecontexts and
pretexts it relates to change depending on whéndited, by whom, for
what purpose. So although we can analyse the iteqistically in terms
of its lexis and grammar, describe the meaning feasemantically
encoded in its sentences, this will not tell us idiacourse it is a trace of,
or what discourse its readers derive from it.

And of course the discourse that the first persaitewy the P1,
intended to textualize may well not correspondlatlasely, or even at all,
with the discourse that the second person readerP2 derives from the
text. What writers have in mind may not at all sfem to the minds of
their readers. The novelist Doris Lessing has @stiang things to say
about this in the preface she wrote for the repiriter novelThe Golden
Notebook:

Ten years after | wrote it | can get, in one wetbkee letters about
it....One letter is entirely about the sex war, abmatn’s inhumanity to
woman, and woman’s inhumanity to man, and the wiii@s produced
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pages and pages all about nothing else, for sheadiglways a she—can't
see anything else in the book.

The second is about politics, probably from an Rid like myself,
and he or she writes many pages about politics,rever mentions any
other theme.

These two letters used, when the book was, asré,weung, to be the
most common.

The third letter, once rare but now catching ughaothers, is written
by a man or woman who can see nothing in it butttieene of mental
illness.

But it is the same book.

And naturally these incidents bring up again qoestiof what people
see when they read a book, and why one personcseegpattern and
nothing at all of another pattern, how odd it ishive, as author, such a
clear picture of a book, that is seen so diffesebtl its readers. (Lessing
1972: Xix-xx)

Doris Lessing is of course talking about a literéext and literary
texts, not being so tied to contextual constraamts particularly prone to
variable interpretation-they are indeed designedb& and this is
essentiallytheir pretextual purpose, as Lessing herself recognigbs.
goes on to make what she calls “a most fundamenoiat”:

Which is that the book is alive and potent and tffiog and able to
promote thought and discussion only when its pteshghape and intention
are not understood, because that moment of sdeénghtape and plan and
intention is also the moment when there isn’'t aimghmore to be got out
of it.

In other words (in my words), if the meaning okattwere to be fixed,
no discourse could be derived from it and it woildeffect cease to
function as a text.

But what Doris Lessing says applies to all text#, jost literary ones.
All texts are subject to variable interpretatiord dhey would not function
as texts otherwise. They always presuppose some&extoand some
pretext, and it is only because these are preseppibsit texts exist at all,
and only by reference to these factors that theylm interpreted. As |
have said, they are never produced, or receiveidoilation, and so to
isolate them as linguistic objects for analysin@sessarily to misrepresent
them. So really it makes no sense to ask whattanteans. It does not in
itself mean anything. What we have to ask is whatwditers mearby
their texts and what do texts meartheir readers.

Now of course writers will always rely on readessiared linguistic
knowledge to serve as a common semantic base artlesbnguistic
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features of the text will give indications of writtentions and some of
these will be easy enough to identify. As | haveady said, there will
always be some consensus about what writers di@gahbout and it is
this that leads to the illusion that there is megnh the text itself, but to
say that a text means such and such is reallysimythand for saying that
we can understand what the writer meant by it. Smtemtions are clearly
signalled and easy to identify. Others however,rere And anyway, we
do not normally read a text with a view to discangrwhat the writer

meant by it. Our main concern is what it meanssto3o0 in reading a text,
we do not subject every linguistic feature to atialgcrutiny to try to find

out just what the writer might have intended byngsi—we would not do
much reading if we did. We focus selectively on sofeatures and
disregard others, regulating our attention accgrdin what our own

pretextual purpose is in reading the text in thetfplace—what we are
reading itfor.

This view of the nature of text and of the readprgcess that | am
proposing here is not one that is favoured byaaitdiscourse analysts.
On the contrary, the prevailing assumption herenseto be that writer
intentions can be traced in any and every linguiféiature if one only
looks closely enough and that if one does not d® dhe is missing the
essential significance of the text, what ideasjefgl values are really
being conveyed by it. Every text is, of course, thsult of a selection of
words and structures available in the language .cDde question is, what
significance can we, or should we, attach to thectien. For critical
discourse analysts, the tendency is to supposeetteay selection can be
charged with ideological significance. Let us cdesian example. In his
influential book Discourse and Social Change, Fairclough sets out to
analyse a particular newspaper headline to denaiastrow it expresses
ideological values that the unwary reader woultl ttainotice. This is the
headline:

Gorbachev Rolls Back the Red Army

Fairclough comments:

We might well see here a different ideological stmeent from other ways

of signifying the same event, for example ‘The 80VArmy Reduces its
Armed Forces’, or ‘The Soviet Army Gives up 5 Diwiss’.

We might well see this different ideological invesint, but equally we

might well not—it depends on whee are. Fairclough does not actually
explain what change in ideological investment isught about by these
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alternatives. He notes that the original “signifeeprocess of a particular
individual acting physically (note the metaphor)oapan entity”. So we
might infer that the point being made is that ie thriginal the event is
represented as brought about by a physical actionthe part of
Gorbachev, whereas in the alternatives, the agencgpresented as an
impersonal institution, the soviet army, now proetbto subject position
where its agency is supposedly given prominencewBat significance
are we to read into this? Institutions themsehamot act as agents: there
has to be some person or persons to make decenohthis is disguised in
the alternative headlines which represent the asgn agency in its own
right, an independent force over which Gorbaches ha control. Not
only has he lost his agency status, and is no loimgeontrol of his army,
but he has disappeared from the scene altogether.h&s become
superfluous. So as far as “ideological investménttoncerned, we might
well see these two ways of signifying the same easrhighly significant
in that they represent radically different poweratiens between
Gorbachev and the soviet army. We might well sée But equally we
might not. | have no idea whether Fairclough himgeuld agree with
this interpretation. And we have so far only coesitdl one or two
linguistic features. Fairclough himself points tiher features we need to
take note of:

‘Gorbachev’ is topic or theme of the clause, asfttst part of a clause
usually is: the article is about him and his doirnga the other hand, if the
clause were made into the passive, that would rithkeRed Army’ the
theme: ‘The Red Army is Rolled Back (by Gorbachevinother
possibility offered by the passive is the deletadrthe (bracketed) agent,
because the agent is unknown, already known, judgetevant, or
perhaps in order to leave agency and hence redjlitgsivague.
(Fairclough 1992: 75-76)

The theme of a clause is, of course, a formal feaand is not
necessarily to be interpreted as having the fundiifotopic, so we cannot
infer from the wording of the headline that theldualing article is about
Gorbachev and his doings. The passivization andagsfy the omission
of agency might perhaps be interpreted as a wdgawing responsibility
vague and so changing “ideological investment”.hBps, but, equally,
perhaps not.

And what of other linguistic features? What chamge‘ideological
investment” would be signalled, for example, bytamge of terms of
reference, fromthe Soviet Army to Soviet Forces, for example, orRed
Army to Soviet Army—are the terms marked with different connotations,
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with the Soviet Army a more neutral or objective term, tRed Army
suggestive of menace, perhaps, or heroism? Or Wh@&brbachev is
replaced byMikhail Gorbachev, or Soviet President, or Soviet Leader?
Would this indicate that his action is more or lesslividual or
institutional? And what of the verb phrase? Whaivée were to replace
reduce with cut, rolls back with cuts back, or reduce with make
reductions? So we can think of all kinds of other ways a@fnsfying this
event:

Mikhail Gorbachev Rolls Back Soviet Forces
Mikhail Gorbachev Cuts Back Soviet Army
Soviet Army Cut Back by Gorbachev

Soviet Forces Reduced by Gorbachev

Soviets Reduce Red Army

Armed Forces Reduced by Soviets

Reductions Madein Red Army

Gorbachev Makes Reductionsin Soviet Forces

And so on through a whole range of permutationsedoh one of
which we could no doubt assign a different “ideatadjinvestment” if we
were ingenious enough.

But the obvious point is that | would not normaihdulge in such
ingenuity. When | come across a headline, it is mewspaper and | read it
as a headline and regulate the attention | pay &edordingly. | do not
analyse it as a text in isolation to try to disaowhat possible ideological
significance might be assigned to it. It is poisfleto try, for the
possibilities, as we have seen, are endless. Ardstlalways going to be
the case whenever texts are dissociated from theexts and pretexts that
they are related to in the natural pragmatic pr@oésnaking meaning.

What users of language pay attention to when thesrpret texts and
what linguists do when they use texts as data fiaysis are two very
different things. Interpretation is subject to edtitial and pretextual
conditions and analysis is not. This is particylazlear in the case of
ambiguity. Take the famous example:

Visiting aunts can be boring.

This is ambiguous, as linguists point out, becdhsesurface sequence
of forms fuses two distinct structures: To visintucan be boring/Aunts
who visit can be boring. But it is the sentenceisolation that is
semantically ambiguous. But what if this sequencerewto be used
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pragmatically as part of a text? Let us supposeexample that it occurs
in a letter to a friend:

Aunt Anna came round to see us again and spettad time telling us in
tedious detail about her holiday in Brighton. Misit aunts can be boring.

The ambiguity disappears. The recipient of theeteit not going to
notice it. Linguists may notice these things, balydyy assuming a non-
reader role. My favourite example of this is thenceent made to me by a
grammarian colleague many years ago about an esxpnethat occurred
in a news item about stormy weather on the EasttosfaEngland. The
text went something like this:

Severe storms hit the East coast yesterday witldsvieaching hurricane
force. Off the coast of Lowestoft, five people whgst in a rowing boat

“Five people were lost in a rowing boat’-that istaguous, said my
colleague. It could mean “a rowing boat was loghwive people in it”
but it could also mean “five people were lost imsid rowing boat”
(presumably five very small people). Well, yes;auld also mean this but
that is not what it is likely to mean to the readef the report, primed as
they are by the context and assuming that the mgifgurpose was to
provide information rather than play with wordsmiake a joke. The point
is, of course, that the semantic ambiguity thaissigned to the sentence
by analysis is pragmatically over-ridden. The cghtnd pretext do not
provide the conditions for activating it.

The problem with a good deal of critical discouaselysis is that how
semantic meaning is encoded in linguistic formsasfused with how
these forms are pragmatically interpreted. Ambigwibuld not only be
noticed but assigned significance as expressinge aamderlying attitude,
some ideological point of view. This confusion ipparent in the
following statement by Michael Stubbs:

Much text analysis, especially within critical limigtics, starts with the
Hallidayan assumption that all linguistic usageceles representations of
the world. It is always possible to talk about #@ne thing in different
ways, and the systematic usage of different syictgmtterns encodes
different points of view(Stubbs 1996: 130)

What Stubbs is referring to here is Halliday’s asption that the
grammatical features of a language are what theypacause they reflect
the social functions that they have evolved to eemBut this is an
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assumption about the language code and its hiatodievelopment, not
about its current usage. One can accept that,riaiglly, linguistic forms

are functionally motivated in that they have sentafly encoded

representations of the world. But as we have searastic encodings do
not get directly projected in actual usage. Howgleage functions
pragmatically here and now is a very different ¢hifrom how the

functioning of language in the past has become sgoadly encoded.

What the user of a particular syntactic pattern madsy using it is not at

all the same as what meaning a particular syntgetitern encodes. And
we do not understand what is meant by a particgjatactic pattern, or
what it means to us, by just decoding it.

Critical linguists (or many of them, at any rate), tiowever, seem to
understand texts in this way and so to fall prewhat | have referred to
elsewhere as the functional fallacy. This is theuagption that semantic
signification is directly projected as pragmatigrsficance in language
use, and that therefore what somebody really mégna text can be
recovered from the text itself if one is percep#@mugh to read the signs.
It is further assumed that readers generally ldd& perception and so
need to be told what texts really mean and whastexght to mean to
them. Fortunately, critical linguists are on hamd grovide an expert
exegesis by analysis to put readers right.

But, as | have argued, and | hope demonstratets tesver contain
meaning. A collection of papers by the late Johmclair, distinguished
linguist and pioneer in corpus analysis, bears tithle Trust the Text
(Sinclair 2004), and if one is concerned, as he, viasdescribe the
language that people actually produce in the dissoprocess, this is an
entirely valid piece ofadvice. But the trust is misplaced if one is
concerned with the discourse process itself, thgmpatic use of linguistic
resources to make meaning. Here, the last thingdyois to trust the text
to tell you what is going on. Trust the text by alkeans if you are
concerned only with text analysis. But if you aomcerned with discourse
interpretation—Distrust the Text.

For discourse meaning is never discovered in takiabvays to some
degree invented. Significance is never simply gighet alwaysassigned
and this can only be done by taking context antegténto account. And
of course, the significance that critical discouasalysts assign to texts is
no exception. These analysts too have their prebyxiurposes. Although
they may claim that they can reveal what textslyemean, what they
actually do is to provide a commentary on whataertexts mean to
them, and they focus on whatever linguistic featigait their purpose. To
their credit, they acknowledge their pretext, atadesquite explicitly that
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they are in the business of discourse analysig&wlogical reasons—this,
for them, is what makes discourse analysis critigalvan Dijk puts it:

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a type of discse analytical
research that primarily studies the way social paatise, dominance, and
inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resistetextyand talk in the
social and political context. With such dissidezgearch, critical discourse
analysts take explicit position, and thus want talerstand, expose, and
ultimately resist social inequalitivan Dijk 2001: 352)

This is, as | said at the beginning of this talkyathy cause, and one |
would myself wish to endorse. But the problem witis activist agenda is
that being critical in this sense necessarily iidaes the claims that are
made for the analysis. For this pretext, like argtgxt, is bound to result
in a partial and prejudiced interpretation whicls ha more claim to being
real or revealing or significant than any otherkd the readers of Doris
Lessing’s novel, critical discourse analysts wélad into the text whatever
meanings suit their own pretextual views of the ldioSo long as we
recognize this, and read the work of critical disse analysis as what it
is, namely critical discourseinterpretation-simply as inventive,
interesting, thought provoking interpretations, mrm is done. On the
contrary their very partiality can provide us withsights into possible
ways of reading meaning into texts we would noteotlise have been
aware of.

The problem is that these interpretations are ptedeas having a
special authority because they are supposedly baseskpert linguistic
analyss and should therefore take precedence over anyr othe
interpretations based on different pretexts. Bult lagve argued, expertise
in linguistic analysis provides no privileged auibpoto determine what
writers or speakers mean by texts or what theyldhmean to readers and
listeners. Text analysis, always necessarily sekctwill support
whatever partial interpretation fits the pretexttiof analyst. Distrust the
textand distrust the text analysts if they are pretegdd be authorities on
interpretation.

‘The question is,’ said Alice, ‘whether you CAN neakvords mean so
many different things.’

Well, Alice, Yes we can. And that phrase itselfyides some proof of
it—'Yes we can’, used by Barack Obama as text isoaigtion with a
certain context, and a certain pretext can be aedigparticular
significance. And as with that other famous and m@peated phrase ‘All
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men are born equal’ the significance will vary. $iwe can’ also served as
a clarion call for many at the time of the US Rdesiial election—although
for others of different pretextual persuasion,atita very different effect.
And what the phrase means to people now, even thdse found it
inspiring at the time, is again likely to be diéet. Again it is obvious that
the significance is not in the text itself but adtion of how it relates to
variable contextual and pretextual conditions. Tisathe point. Can we
make words mean many different things? Yes, we bah,what is of
interest is nothat we do it, buthow we do it. And in investigating how we
do it we can be led to understand how communicagatly works, how it
actually depends on meanings not being semantidadgd, how the
creative process of making meaning pragmaticaliycietly depends on
the essential indeterminacy of language.

This, | think, is what Doris Lessing is gettingiatmaking what she
calls “the most fundamental point”. If an undersliawg of a text is taken
as fixed, “there isn’'t anything more to be got ofift”. She is referring to
a novel: a literary text. And with literary textaderstanding is particularly
elusive since such texts do not key into contegt getext in conventional
ways. All the more reason, one might suppose, kowafor variable
interpretation. But how much variable interpretatido teachers of
literature actually allow? There is still, | thinthe tendency for students of
literature to be told what texts really mean on #uthority of literary
critics, and discouraged from exploring what thésds might mean to
them. Literary critics, like critical discourse analystclaim a privileged
authority to pronounce on significance, presentiiiat they read into a
text as what the text really means.

With literary texts, students are led to believattlthey cannot
understand them properly unaided. With other, cotiggal, texts they are
also often led to believe that meaning is in the feself, there to be
discovered, but in this case discovery is thoughtdpend mainly on their
degree of linguistic rather than literary competentake the kind of
comprehension exercise, for example where studestpresented with a
text in isolation and required to answer questiaheut what it means,
without being cued into any context or pretext thauld normally
accompany any text, and without any pretextual psepf their own. As |
have said, nobody normally is called upon justeadra text in isolation,
out of the blue. There is always a pretext and phrstext, as | have
suggested, naturally regulates how much attentinnpay to the text—you
do not process all of it, every linguistic detadut this is what these
students are being asked to do so as to find mgania text that is not
actually there to be found. No wonder they findlifficult. They can no
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doubt do some decoding of its linguistic featuteg, as we have seen this
is a process of semantic analysis and not pragriratpretation. So the
misunderstanding about the nature of text and thagmatics of
interpretation that | have been discussing is nmtfined to critical
discourse analysis but seems to be prevalent ématly studies and
language education generally.

Distrust the text. Let me be clear that | do noaméy this that we
shoulddisregard the text. We obviously cannot do that because amym
cases this is the only trace we have of the diseoprocess. People make
text out of common semantic resources so text gesvius with essential
data. The question is whavidence do these data provide of this discourse
process of pragmatic meaning making and to andwemuestion we have
to take into account the conditioning factors ofitext and pretext. So, to
return to Alice once more, the question is not Wwhebuthow words can
mean so many different things. Language is of aisire indeterminate, or
it would not otherwise function pragmatically at, &o its meaning is
always variable and always conditional. This, caily, is what critical
discourse analysis actually reveals in spite of assumption to the
contrary. And this, | think, is the essential urelending we need to
promote in language and literary education.

But now | must bring this talk to a close. My prdteal purpose, as
will be obvious, has been to provoke you to thibka the nature of text
and how it gets interpreted. | must also admit tother pretext, which
you will probably not be aware of: to encourage youread a certain
book, in which the points | have been making irs ttailk are dealt with
more fully (Widdowson 2004).

A last point: everything | have been saying abaut tin general
applies of course to the text | have been produberg today. As | have
been producing it, you have been processing itdatigg your attention
quite naturally according to your own pretexts,iag no doubt different
discourses from it. | do not know whether my intemé match up with
your interpretations. Indeed, since all communaratis partial and
approximate, | shall never know how far what | haweantby my text
corresponds with what it has meamiou.



