DISCOURSE AND CULTURE


Once they have gained the floor, speakers have to organize the structure and content of what they want to say (discourse) and express everything in a coherent way, as well as in accordance with what they suppose their listeners know or don’t know.


From the structural point of view, the focus of discourse analysis is on the explicit connections between sentences that create cohesion or on the elements of textual organization that are typical of different text types (storytelling, commentary, instructions, opinion expressing etc.)


Cohesion is the network of lexical, grammatical, and other relations which link various parts of a text. These relations organize and, to some extent, create a text, for instance, by requiring the reader/listener to interpret words and expressions by reference to other words and expressions in the surrounding sentences. Cohesion is a surface relation and it connects together the actual words and expressions that we can see or hear. 


The five main cohesive devices in English are: 


reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction, and lexical cohesion. 


The term reference is traditionally used in semantics for the relationship that exists between a word and what it points to in the real world. As a cohesive device, instead of denoting a direct relationship between words and extra-linguistic objects, reference is limited to the relationship of identity which exists between two linguistic expressions. 


For example, in 


 Mr Smith has resigned. He announced his decision this morning.


The pronoun he points to Mr Smith within the textual world itself. Reference in the textual sense occurs when the reader /listener has to retrieve the identity of what is being talked about by referring to another expression in the immediate context. The resulting cohesion lies in the continuity of reference. (see deixis)


Substitution and ellipsis, unlike reference, are grammatical rather than semantic relationships. In substitution, an item is replaced by another item:


Do you like movies?


I do.


In the above example, do is a substitute for like movies. Items commonly used in substitution in English include do, one, and the same.


Ellipsis, instead involves the omission of an item. In other words, in ellipsis, an item is replaced by nothing. This is a case of leaving something unsaid which is nevertheless understood. Here is an example:

Joan brought some

carnations,and Catherine

some roses.(brought in the

second clauseis ellipted.)


Conjunction involves the use of formal markers to relate sentences, clauses and paragraphs to each other. Unlike reference, substitution, and ellipsis, the use of conjunction does not instruct the reader/listener to supply missing information either by looking for it elsewhere in the text or by filling structural slots. Instead, it signals the way the writer/ speaker wants the reader / listener to relate what is about to be said to what has been said before. 

Conjunctions can be:


a. additive: and, or also, in addition, furthermore, besides, for instance;


b. adversative: but, yet, however, instead, on the other hand, nevertheless;


c. causal: so, consequently, for, because, for this reason;


d. continuative: now, of course, well, anyway, surely, after all.


Lexical cohesion refers to the role played by the selection of vocabulary in organizing relations within a text. A given lexical item cannot be said to have a cohesive function per se, but any lexical item can enter into a cohesive relation with other items in a text.)

Lexical cohesion can be divided into two main categories: reiteration and collocation. Reiteration, as the name suggests, involves repetition of lexical items. A reiterated item may be a repetition of an earlier item, a synonym or near-synonym, a super-ordinate, or a general word.

For example:


There is a boy climbing that tree.


The boy is going to fall if he doesn't take care. (repetition)


The lad's going to fall if he doesn't take care. (synonym)


The child's going to fall if he doesn't take care. (superordinate)


The idiot's going to fall if he doesn't take care. (general word


Collocation, as a subclass of lexical cohesion, covers any instance which involves a pair of lexical items that are associated with each other in the language in some way, such as:


Various kinds of opposites: e.g. boy/girl; love/hate; order/obey.


Pairs of words from the same ordered series: e.g. Tuesday /Thursday; August/December; dollar/cent.


Part-whole relations: car/brake; body/arm; bicycle/wheel.


Part-part relations: mouth/chin; brake/ wheel.


Co-hyponymy: red/green(colour); chair/table(furniture). 


Associations based on a history of co-occurrence: e.g. rain, pouring, torrential, wet; hair, comb, curl, wave; etc.


From the point of view of pragmatics,  the focus is on what is unsaid and yet communicated, i.e. on what the speaker has in mind (intends, knows, believes, expects).


Generally people expect coherence from what is said or written, i.e. that it will make sense in terms of their normal experience of things. This “normality”  of course depends on each individual or community.


An English speaker will know immediately that, even if two expressions such as “Plant sale” and “Garage sale” have the same structure, the second does not mean that someone is selling garages, but rather that they are selling things from their garage.


Since familiarity and knowledge are the basis of coherence, we tend to give a coherent interpretation even for texts that potentially do not have it.


If we read  a newspaper headline like: “Man robs bank with a banana”, we don’t think the author of the article is crazy, but probably tend to imagine that the man used the banana as if it was a gun.


Background knowledge


Our ability to interpret the unsaid is usually based on pre-existing knowledge structures, familiar patterns that we use to interpret new experiences. A common term to describe these patterns is schemata. If they are fixed patterns, they are also called frames.


For example, in our frame for an apartment are included at least a kitchen, a bathroom and a bedroom, so usually these elements are not stated unless there is more than one.


Moreover, if we read an advertisement of the type:


Two-bedroom apartment for rent, € 800 


On the basis of our experience we will also know that “€ 800” means “per month” and not “per year” or “per week”.


More dynamic types of schemata, involving a sequence of events, are often described as scripts. We use scripts to interpret accounts of what happened. We have scripts for what happens in all sorts of events, such as travelling by train, going to see the doctor, etc. and we tend to fill in the parts that are not stated.


Generally members of the same culture share the same frames and scripts, but with members of different cultures there may be problems of communication.


Schemata and scripts, like the maxims of the cooperative principle, the politeness strategies we mentioned, the mechanism of turn-taking, etc. are all culturally determined. 


Hence the necessity of contrastive and cross-cultural pragmatics.
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