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THEORIES OF
DISCOURSE

In the previous chapter, we discussed language
and coding. We saw there that communication
can take place with the use of single signs or a
combination of signs. Usually communication
involves much more than simple utterances and
actions. Most communication, from the mun-
dane to the elaborate, consists of complex acts
that form messages, or discourse.

In his study of the intellectual structure of the
communication discipline, John Powers identi-
fied messages as central to the communication
prt'.nc.[.*.*s.«;.'- He noted that messages have three
structural properties: (1) relatively independent
signs and symbols, (2} language as a formal
code, and (3) relatively interconnected discourse
structures

In the previous chapter, we explored several
theories in the first two categories—signs and
language. In this chapter, we look to theories in
the third category—discourse. This involves us-
ing signs and language in a coherent and inte-
grated way to make a staterment or achieve a goal.

Discourse analysis enables us to look closely at

how messages are organized, used, and under-

stood. The structure of discourse will change de-
pending on what you want to accomplish. The
process of discourse analysis enables us to exam-
ine the various ways in which Lacuumplishn:e:'ﬁs
are achieved through messages.”

Although writing and even nonverbal behav-
ior can be considered discourse, most discourse
analysis concentrates on naturally occurring talk.
There are several strands of discourse analysis,
sharing a common set of concerns.?

Scott Jacobs outlines three types of problems
tackled by discourse ana[j.'r‘-..is." The first is the

. | praven
nroblen
problem

of meaning. How do people understand

structure of the Human
Communicatio pline,” Cg 1 e Ediection 44 (1995)
191-222

2 Beott Jacobs, "Language and Interpersonal Communication
in Handbook of Int mal Ci m, eds. Mark L. Knapp
and Gerald R. Miller (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1994), pp. 199
228 Ellis and William A. Donohue (ed )

see Jonathan [
Psychology: B
19E87), pp. 6-7.

i Behavier (London: Sage

4 Jax obs, “Language and Interpersonal Communication.”
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"Sure,” is obviously relevant. On the oth
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Distribution of Speech-Act Types Across
Functional Stages in Discussion

Stage in

Discussion Speech-Act Type

%
1.4 exprassing standpaint (asseartive)
1.2 atCepling or nol accapting

standpoint (commissive)

challenging to delend standpoint

idiractive)

s

rancing argqumentation

assertive)
32 accepting or not accepting

argumentation (commissive)

1.4 urther argumentation
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5.2 defining, precizating [sic]

fing, and so on

(usage declarative)
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admit that the rule tradition lacks unity and co-

herence. Je

strong term

15

The terrain covered by notions of “rules,” then,

is broad, grossly di
qtend. Andd the
purport

.‘__-"_“:l the

use, and imprecise

problem for am

The
little

struct, of the domain of phenomena
the cons f
] 4 rative power 1n producing ar ct-
ing behavior . . . or of the proper way to give an
unt of some domain of ph
ing the construct. The idea of
eral construct represents only a diffuse ru

devoid of .'~|."'E."I.'i fic theoret I :

reference

cal substance,=”

The theories we have covered illustrate this
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the case of almost all ionary acts,
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