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What is Discourse?
DISCOURSE IS...

“The use of language” 
(Chilton, 2004, p. 16)

“Anything written or said or 
communicated using signs” 
(Fillingham, 1993, p. 100)

“The flow of knowledge 
through time” 
(Ja ̈ger, 2004, p. 129). 



Foucault and 
Discourse
Foucault adopted the term 'discourse' 
to denote a historically contingent 
social system that produces 
knowledge and meaning. 

He claimed discourse is distinctly 
material in effect, producing what he 
calls 'practices that systematically form 
the objects of which they speak'.



What is Discourse
Theory?
Discourse theory proposes that 
the way we speak and write 
in our daily activities is 
shaped by the structures of 
power in our society.

Because our society is defined 
by struggle and conflict, our 
discourses reflect and create 
conflicts.



How Does Discourse 
Fit into One’s Life?
You participate in discourse 
whenever you communicate 
with someone about a topic, 
either in writing or speaking. 

Since communication happens 
constantly, discourse is a 
fundamental part of our 
everyday lives. 

It's vital, especially as part of 
the language learning process.



How is Discourse 
Theory Useful?
The idea of discourse suits 
well in analyzing social 
processes and practices of 
knowledge in modern 
societies and helps to 
provide a better theoretical 
understanding of a 'stock of 
knowledge.’

Discourse theory is a 
theoretical device for 
organizing the data and 
analyzing the events.



How are Discourse 
and Counter-
Discourse Important 
for Society?
The power of discourse lies in 
the affordance to provide 
legitimacy for certain kinds 
of knowledge while 
undermining others and in 
its ability to create positions 
on subjects and turn people 
into objects that can be 
controlled.



What is Discourse 
Analysis?
Discourse analysis is an approach to 
the study of language that 
demonstrates how language shapes 
reality. Discourse is a way of 
perceiving, framing, and viewing the 
world.

Often, dominant discourses 
accentuate certain aspects and 
suppress other possible 
interpretations.

For example, A dominant discourse of 
gender often positions women as 
gentle and men as active heroes.



Discourse analysis focuses 
on interaction, looking 
beyond the literal meaning 
of language. 

It lends itself to studying the 
complexities of day-to-day 
interactions and meaning-
making, helping unpack 
taken-for-granted (often 
revered) ideas, practices, and 
actions.

What is Discourse 
Analysis?



An Example of 
Foucauldian Discourse 
Analysis 

For example, in Foucault’s work, 
Discipline and Punishment: The Birth 
of the Prison (Foucault, 1975), he 
made a discourse analysis of the 
social and theoretical mechanisms 
of change that occurred in Western 
penal systems to fundamentally 
changed the way we think about 
humans, laws, duties, rights, 
responsibilities, crimes, punishments, 
and our innermost selves.
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Discourse Analysis 
A. Think about discourse in relation to the following 

definitions…  
DISCOURSE IS… 

“The use of language” (Chilton, 2004, p. 16), or  

“Anything written or said or communicated using signs” (Fillingham, 1993, p. 100), or 

“The flow of knowledge through time” (Jäger, 2004, p. 129). 

 

B. Then, realize that discourses are expressed in many ways including:  
o sound  
o writing 
o gestures  
o multimodal forms that convey meaning and information  

 
C. And that discourse may be considered in relation to:  

o syntax (the arrangement of words or phrases to create well-formed sentences in 
a language)  

o lexicon (the vocabulary of a person, language, branch of knowledge) 
o speech acts (the action of speaking with a clearly intended meaning behind the 

speech) 
o rhetoric (persuasion of speech and writing) 
o Style 

 
 

D. Also, be aware that there are different genres of discourse such as:  
o social, political or economic 
o educational 
o media 
o science  
o ecological 
o generational 
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E. Discourse analysis is the study of discourses that leads to understanding aspects that 
include:  

o relations between discourse and the emergence of syntactic structure 
o relations between text (discourse) and context 
o relations between discourse and power 
o relations between discourse and interaction 
o relations between discourse and cognition and memory 

 
F. Remember:  

o Look for the hidden power relations within discourses. 
o Look to see who is exercising power. 
o Ask yourself, whose discourses are being presented, privileged, or hidden or 

maybe even shut down? 
o Who are the authorities of knowledge being used in the discourse? 
o Who is the ideal subject or audience for the discourse? 
o What is left unsaid? 
o What type of voice is used? Active?  Passive? 
o How is information presented? 
o How are people characterized? 
o What is the intent of the message? 
o Are there supportive messages, images, signs, or symbols? 
o What messages are being repeated? 
o In what ways is the argument being presented? 
o Where do people encounter the message? 
o What standards are applied to the truthfulness or authenticity of the 

information? 

 

 

 



What is a Discourse 
Model?
A discourse model is a mental 
object that constitutes an 
individual's discourse knowledge. 

A discourse model is constructed 
and based on what has occurred in 
the discourse, supplemented by 
general and specific knowledge.



Foucauldian discourse analysis is a form of discourse analysis, focusing on power relationships in society as expressed through 
language and practices, and based on the theories of Michel Foucault. 
 

 

  

 Ideas 

Naturalization 

Inhibition 

Legitimization 

Discourse 

Model 
Discourses are not 
about ideas, but the 
stuff (Pinker, 2007) 
that constitutes ideas. 

Discourses are perceived as 
natural, real, and authentic.  

Discourses are adopted and 
accepted as real and 
authentic. 

Discourses organize and give structure to 
topics and processes to our 
communications and debates.  

Discourses guide how we live, think, and 
act. They provide descriptions, rules, 
permissions, and prohibitions of social and 
individual action. 

Discourses define and guide what 
is possible to say or do and what 
is not. 

Discourses can be legitimatized 
or delegitimized. 

Discourses are incorporated into the conscious, 
subconscious, and unconscious aspects of the 
mind from where they guide our thinking and 
actions (self-policing). 

Discourses become part of our schema or what 
we see as part of ourselves—our discourse 
communities and groups that we belong or do 
not belong—other discourse communities. 

Social, Political & 

Economic Construction  
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