DISCOURSE

This is the ways in which individuals and groups use language to establish their group membership and to become aware that they are playing socially meaningful roles. Discourses provide ways of using language, being, thinking and acting, so that individuals and groups can identify themselves or have their roles identified in social and cultural networks and require reference to attitudes, beliefs and understanding about the world.

(Taken from the Year 11 and 12 English Syllabus)


There are countless types of discourses operating in our society. These include:

· Race discourse

· Gender discourse

· Religious discourse

· Family discourse

· Medical discourse

· Educational discourse

· Legal discourse

· Military discourse

· Technological discourse

Consider an English teacher. When he/she is teaching he/she may be using the language of educational discourse, “ If you don’t do your homework, young man, you can’t expect to pass the exam!” He/she may also be thinking “How can I convince him that doing homework is important for success in this subject?” The teacher values education and its goals and wants every student to reach their potential. The teacher acts in a certain way in relation to his/her pupils. For example, within the discourse of education the teacher holds more power than the student. The teacher sets the rules, the expectations, the work and the homework etc The teacher will very often thus use the language of command when addressing students (imperatives), “Put the gum in the bin, Jenny”, “Please be quiet.”, “Listen” etc All of the speech and actions, and the underpinning values and beliefs, of a teacher operating in a classroom are easily recognizable as making up educational discourse. Even the way the teacher dresses may be part of the discourse as teachers, especially at private schools, are expected to follow certain dress codes. E.g. wear a tie or a modest length of dress. The teacher has established his/her membership of a group through playing the socially meaningful role of educator within the discourse of education. 

When the poor old worn out English teacher goes home at the end of the day they more than likely act out a different set of behaviours within, say, family discourse. He/she may kiss their spouse as they walk through the door and enquire about the well-being of each family member etc “How was your day, dear?” etc (Well, they might…) They might play with the children, pat the cat, cook a meal, watch TV and help with the homework. A different set of behaviours, speech patterns and values and attitudes come into play as the individual operates within the family discourse. Of course, discourses are more various than this. A person may be operating as a member of dozens of different social groups. What kinds of discourses are mobilised when:

· You go to the doctor because you have a nasty lump on your head (and its not your nose)? 

· You ring the police because someone has smashed up your letterbox? 

· You go to church and listen to, and think about, a sermon?

· Someone calls you a sissy?  

· You become involved in an argument about Aboriginal land rights?

· You make a decision about who to vote for in an election?  

Identifying Discourses in Written Texts
Read the following letter written by an Australian soldier about to go to fight in the Western Front during World War One (1914-1918). George Banks had five loving sisters and he was an only son. He voluntarily enlisted to fight in the war. 

46th Battalion

A.I.F.

FRANCE

Dear Mother and Father,

This letter I am writing previous to my entry into the trenches and I only want it forwarded to you in the event of my death on active service. As you know in a case like this where a man is doing his duty to the extent that he can render it, in helping to defend the cause of humanity, Christianity and the noble principles of Right and Justice; when he is privileged to assist his country, an Empire unlike in its general nobility of purpose to any other, in the restitution of ravished countries and the vindication of its purpose in entering the war; if then it is the fate that he should pay the supreme sacrifice, he cannot complain his mode of exit from this life. The only cause of sorrow is the knowledge of the grief it would cause among loved ones at home. But I know that it is really (if it does occur) only an earlier calling before our great Judge, a short curtailment of our earthly span and one can hope to meet the dear ones in the holy circle.

I will try and do my duty as a true soldier and die if necessary as a worthy son of you and the Empire.

In regard to my personal effects, I sent my kit bag to Will Peckham, 14 Drayton Grove, Ealing W. I also forwarded two pounds in notes and my pass book in Lloyd’s Bank for nineteen pounds; my savings from my extra duty as a Sergeant. I also lent four pounds to a Sergeant friend of mine in the 37th Battalion, D. Coy., #rd Inf. Brigade. 

I must close this epistle now which I am directing as not to be forwarded except in the case of my death. Express my final love to all our relations and friends. Remember I do not want you to worry, any of you. My love and thoughts will always be with you and I hope to be privileged to stand with you in the Great Beyond. 

God knows what noble and loving parents I have; a father whose life of rectitude and adherence to the path of duty has always stood as a pattern to me and one which any son should be proud of having as an example; a mother whose piety and goodness, combined with an ever present willingness to sacrifice self for others has always held the inner cores of my heart and my inmost love.

To my dear sisters, best love and good wishes; they have always been loving companions of mine and good to me beyond all other sisters to any other man.

Finally, I wish all my dear and beloved family best love, the utmost wishes of happiness and joy and farewell till the time of reunion in God.

Your loving son and brother,

George William Lesh Banks

 Memo: A cable was received from France on Saturday 25th November saying that George was dangerously ill from gunshot wounds to eye and arm. On Monday 27th November the above letter arrived by mail, being the first intimation that he had left England. On the following Tuesday 28th November a second cable was received saying that he had died of his wounds. 

Questions:

1. George Banks has mobilised several different discourse in his letter. Identify words and phrases which relate to the following discourses:

· Family discourse

· Nationalistic discourse

· Religious discourse

· Financial discourse

2. For discussion: How do George’s language, thoughts and attitudes differ from those found in typical teen discourses of 2015? 

	What Chance Has a Bloke Got by Goeffrey Goodfellow
	

	listen  he says

you’ve heard i’ve lost me cook

haven’t y’
yeah    i’ve heard

a bit of a whisper
well     can I buy y’ one

and get in y’r ear

she’s got me stumped

       dead set

he’s backed me into a corner

and said    25 bloody years

and she lobs this on me

     no other bloke

just this bloody women’s’

liberation bullshit

       wants to be on her own

i’ve told her

       if there’s a mug     you’re off

and if I know him    he’s off too

    but no   no mug   just muggins me

I mean look at me

     five foot nothing

a fat ex-jockey who can skin rabbits

and rock’n’roll

      what chance has a bloke got

she’s moved into a flat

on her pat malone

     left me on the farm with

me 2 lads   the horses

and the dogs
	i’ve worked me guts out

all me life

      2 jobs plus breaking horses

on the weekends

      even chucked a leg

over a few windowsills

when things got really desperate

        she’s never had to ask f’r

a thing  not a bloody thing

told her to get home f’r

lunch Mother’s Day

    and she came too - 

we’re in the kitchen

by the back door

and i says to her

    y’ see that Palomino colt

out there

   she says ‘yeah’

and i said    that’s mine

and i says y’ see that

blue heeler pup over there

    she says ‘yeah’

and I said   that’s mine

and I says now get over there

and look in that bloody mirror

‘cos that’s mine too

       you’re going nowhere

and she’s up and hoofed it

   women  y’ just can’t work

‘em out  i’ve given her everything

given her the bloody lot

yeah   I said        you sure have


Questions:

1. A gender discourse is mobilised within the poem. What are the ex-jockey’s beliefs and attitudes about women? Which words and phrases best express his beliefs?

2. Do you think he is sexist? 

Weapons Training by Bruce Dawe

And when I say eyes right I want to hear

those eyeballs click and the gentle pitter patter 

of falling dandruff  you there what’s the matter

why are you looking at me   are you a queer?

look to the front   and if you had one more brain

it’d be lonely   what are you laughing at

you in the back row with the unsightly fat

between your elephant ears    open that drain

you call a mind and listen   remember first

the cockpit drill when you go down   be sure

the old crown jewels are safely tucked away   what could be more 

distressing than to hold off with a burst

from your trusty weapon a mob of little yellows

only to find back home because of your position

your chances of turning the key in the ignition 

considerably reduced? allright now suppose

for the sake of argument you’ve got 

a number one blockage and a brand new pack 

of Charlies are coming at you    you can smell their rotten fish - sauce 

                   breath hot on the back

of your stupid neck allright now what

are you going to do about it?    That’s right grab and check 

the magazine man it’s not a woman’s tit

worse luck or you’d be set    too late you nit

they’re on you and your tripes are round your neck

you’ve copped the bloody lot just like I said

and you know what you are?   you’re dead dead dead

Questions

1. Who do you imagine is delivering this monologue?

2. How do you visualise the scene depicted by the poem? Who are the participants? What are they doing?

3. How would you describe the dominant discourse mobilised in this poem?

4. What kinds of language uses are typical of members of the speaker’s social grouping from the evidence in the poem? Provide examples. 

5. Why does the speaker say that the listeners have to do what he tells them to do at all costs?

6. What is his main belief about the way soldiers should behave on the battlefield?

7. Identify words and phrases which mobilise 

· Race discourse

· Gender discourse

Discourse 

Recent critical theory suggests that we are all born into a ‘sea’ of language texts and stories. We cannot get outside these stories; we can only operate from the different stories/perspectives/discourses, which are available to us. We are in fact constructed by these cultural stories. 

Discourses are ideological, cultural and social practices, which create a way of ‘being’ or operating in the world. They can vary from being large and grandiose (e.g. the discourse of progress) to smaller and more intimate (e.g. the discourse of romance). As people live their life in the world they move in and out of different social settings which cause them to behave in various ways and to use characteristic language. 

The word discourse actually describes a category of language. All human activities have their own languages, which include concepts, terms and ways of speaking. Think of the discourse of school and education. It includes concepts such as the day being broken up into specific chunks, during which time certain learning is supposed to take place. It involves terms like ‘homeroom’ and ‘outcomes’ and ‘criteria sheet’, which are not familiar to those who do not operate within a school system, and finally, it has its very own way of speaking. A doctor, for example, would not have reason to use the same degree of imperatives (commands) in his/her daily life, as does a teacher. The audience is different, the context is different and the roles and relationships are different. Altogether the whole discourse is different. The medical discourse has its own concepts, terms and ways of speaking, which everyone in the medical field would understand.

As you can see, we are all situated in discourses. You may well be a middle class student who plans to go to university, get a good career, travel a bit then marry and buy a home in the suburbs and have two children. In doing this you would be living out discourses of progress, success, adventure, romance and family togetherness. Alternatively, you might want to join the Australian volunteers abroad and spend a proportion of your life living in a third world country sharing whatever skills you have with those who are less fortunate than yourself. In this case, you would be living out various discourses such as international social justice, feminism and possibly anti-materialism. Discourses do not offer neutral descriptions of the world. “They actively shape the world in favour of certain viewpoints. They also compete with each other for control of certain aspects of life” (Moon, B Literary Terms, 1992) For example, the discourse of progress may be fiercely opposed to the discourse of conserving our resources. Competing discourses can cause great conflict, from political life to family life.

Discourses, which operate from positions of power, are known as dominant discourses. Those, which try and compete, or seek alternative positions, are known as alternative or oppositional discourses. All texts are shaped by discourses. None are neutral. 

According to James Gee (1992) discourses might be thought of as:

· Identity kits – ways of talking, acting, believing, valuing and relating that allows us to develop a particular role or identity.

· Clubs – with rules which tell who is and who isn’t a member – how members ought to behave and what they should be committed to.

Because of the complexity of modern society, discourses are likely to be complex and there will be much interlocking. This can make it difficult to identify and define them.

Discourses and the world of the literature
Just as we can examine the way in which the behaviour of characters in the real world is constructed by discourses, so too we can analyse the behaviour of characters within the world of the novel, even though this might be a fictional or imaginative world. You will find many discourses reflected in the novel you are reading at the moment, which are highly significant in constructing the behaviour of characters within them. For example, which of the following might be relevant to the novel you are reading? Discourses involving:

· Family life

· Religion

· Youth

· Education

· Law and Order

· Psychology

· Migrant experience

Are there others?

Mapping Discourses

The following checklist should help you to map significant discourses so that you can think about the way in which they construct the identity of the central character. You could draw up a table or concept map to present the information.

· Choose the main character. What discourses have been influential in constructing the behaviour of the person?

· List the following aspects of the discourses you have identified: the people, places, objects; the social practices and expectations of the discourse; the kind of language used. Provide an example of the kind of language used for each discourse. 

· What assumptions, beliefs, attitudes and values do significant people within the discourse hold? 

· Are there rules, which tell the character how she/he ought to behave and what he/she should be committed to? Select a relevant example and quotation for each discourse.

· Does membership of the discourse allow the character to share and confirm his/her views of the world and so develop a particular role and identity?

· Who holds the power in the discourse?

· Does the character run the risk of becoming marginalised within the discourse or even being expelled from the discourse?

· Do any of the discourses work in opposition to each other? 

NB discourse will be a very important concept for you to understand in Term 2 of the English Extension course but you will need this understanding throughout the entire course. 








