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Critical Discourse Analysis 

Introduction: What Is Critical Discourse Analysis? 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a type of discourse analytical research that 

primarily studies the way social power abuse, dominance, and inequality are 

enacted, reproduced, and resisted by text and talk in the social and political 

context. With such dissident research, critical discourse analysts take explicit 

position, and thus want to understand, expose, and ultimately resist social 

inequality. Some of the tenets of CDA can already be found in the critical theory 

of the Frankfurt School before the Second World War (Agger 1992b: Rasmussen 

1996). Its current focus on language and discourse was initiated with the "critical 

linguistics" that emerged (mostly in the UK and Australia) at the end of the 1970s 

(Fowler et al. 1979, see also Mey 1985). CDA has also counterparts in "critical" 

developments in sociolinguistics, psychology, and the social sciences, some 

already dating back to the early 1970s (Himbaum 1971; Calhoun 1995; Fay 1987: 

Fox and Frilleltensky 1997: Hymes 1972: Ibanez and Iniguez 1997; Singh 1996; 

Thomas 1993; Turkel 1996, Wodak 1996). As is the case in these neighboring 

disciplines, CDA may be seen as a reaction against the dominant formal (often 

"asocial" or "uncritical") paradigms of the 1960s and 1970s. CDA is not so much a 

https://chat.whatsapp.com/C2LBCpGHwnj0xbZX1bhL6Y


 

  

COMPILED BY SIR ZAHID 2 

 

direction, school, or specialization next to the many other "approaches" in 

discourse studies. Rather, it aims to offer a different "mode" or "perspective" of 

theorizing, analysis, and application throughout the whole field. We may find a 

more or less critical perspective in such diverse areas as pragmatics, conversation 

analysis, narrative analysis, rhetoric, stylistics, sociolinguistics, ethnography, or 

media analysis, among others. Crucial for critical discourse analysts is the explicit 

awareness of their role in society. Continuing a tradition that rejects the 

possibility of a "value-free" science, they argue that science, and especially 

scholarly discourse, are inherently part of and influenced by social structure, and 

produced in social interaction. Instead of denying or ignoring such a relation 

between scholarship and society, they plead that such relations be studied and 

accounted for in their own right, and that scholarly practices. 

Fairclough and Wodak (1997: 271-80) summarize the main tenets of CDA as 

follows: 

1. CDA addresses social problems 

2. Power relations are discursive 

3. Discourse constitutes society and culture 

4. Discourse does ideological work 

5. Discourse is historical 

6. The link between text and society is mediated 

7. Discourse analysis is interpretative and explanatory 8. Discourse is a form of 

social action. 

Whereas some of these tenets have also been discussed above, others need a 

more systematic theoretical analysis, of which we shall present some fragments 

here as a more or less general basis for the main principles of CDA (for details 

about these aims of critical discourse and language studies, see, eg, Caldas-

Coulthard and Coulthard 1996; Fairclough 1992a, 1995a; Fairclough and Wodak 

1997, Fowler et al. 1979, van Dijk 1993b). 

Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks 



 

  

COMPILED BY SIR ZAHID 3 

 

Since CDA is not a specific direction of research, it does not have a unitary 

theoretical framework. Within the aims mentioned above, there are many types 

of CDA, and these may be theoretically and analytically quite diverse. Critical 

analysis of conversation is very different from an analysis of news reports in the 

press or of lessons and teaching at school. Yet, given the common perspective and 

the general aims of CDA, we may also find overall conceptual and theoretical 

frameworks that are closely related. As suggested, most kinds of CDA will ask 

questions about the way specificdiscourse structures are deployed in the 

reproduction of social dominance, whether they are part of a conversation or a 

news report or other genres and contexts. Thus, the typical vocabulary of many 

scholars in CDA will feature such notions as "power," "dominance," "hegemony." 

"ideology," "class," "gender," "race," "discrimination," "interests," "reproduction." 

"institutions," "social structure," and "social order," besides the more familiar 

discourse analytical notions. In this section. I focus on a number of basic concepts 

themselves, and thus devise a theoretical framework that critically relates 

discourse, cognition, and society. 

Macro vs. micro 

Language use, discourse, verbal interaction, and communication belong to the 

micro level of the social order. Power, dominance, and inequality between social 

groups are typically terms that belong to a macro level of analysis. This means 

that CDA has to theoretically bridge the well-known "gap" between micro and 

macro approaches, which is of course a distinction that is a sociological construct 

in its own right (Alexander et al. 1987: Knorr-Cetina and Cicourel 1981). In 

everyday interaction and experience the macro- and microlevel (and intermediary 

"mesolevels") form one unified whole. For instance, a racist speech in parliament 

is a discourse at the microlevel of social interaction in the specific situation of a 

debate, but at the same time may enact or be a constituent part of legislation or 

the reproduction of racism at the macro level. There are several ways to analyze 

and bridge these levels, and thus to arrive at a unified critical analysis: 

1. Members-groups: Language users-engage in discourse as members of (several) 

social groups, organizations, of institutions; and conversely, groups thus may act 

"by" their members. 
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2. Actions-process: Social acts of individual actors are thus constituent parts of 

group actions and social processes, such as legislation, newsmaking, or the 

reproduction of racism. 

3. Context-social structure: Situations of discursive interaction are similarly part 

or constitutive of social structure. for example, a press conference may be a 

typical practice of organizations and media institutions That is, "local" and more 

"global" contexts are closely related, and both exercise constraints on discourse. 

4. Personal and social cognition: Language users as social actors have both 

personal and social cognition: personal memories, knowledge and opinions, as 

well as those shared with members of the group or culture as a whole. Both types 

of cognition influence interaction and discourse of individual members, whereas 

shared "social representations" govern the collective actions of a group. 

Power as control 

A central notion in most critical work on discourse is that of power, and more 

specifically the social power of groups or institutions. Summarizing a complex 

philosophical and social analysis, we will define social power in terms of control. 

Thus, groups have (more or less) power if they are able to (more or less) control 

the acts and minds of (members of) other groups. This ability presupposes a 

power base of privileged access to scarce social resources, such as force, money, 

status, fame, knowledge, information, "culture," or indeed various forms of public 

discourse and communication (of the vast literature on power, see, e.g. Lukes 

1986; Wrong 1979) Different types of power may be distinguished according to 

the various resources employed to exercise such power, the coercive power of 

the military and of violent men will rather be based on force, the rich will have 

power because of their money, whereas the more or less persuasive power of 

parents, professors, or journalists may be based on knowledge, information, or 

authority. Note also that power is seldom absolute. Groups may more or less 

control other groups, or only control them in specific situations or social domains. 

Moreover, dominated groups may more or less resist, accept, condone, comply 

with, or legitimate such power, and even find it "natural." The power of dominant 

groups may be integrated in laws, rules, norms, habits, and even a quite general 
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consensus, and thus take the form of what Gramsci called "hegemony" (Gramsci 

1971). Class domination, sexism, and racism are characteristic examples of such 

hegemony. Note also that power is not always exercised in obviously abusive acts 

of dominant group members, but may be enacted in the myriad of taken-for-

granted actions of everyday life, as is typically the case in the many forms of 

everyday sexism or racism (Essed 1991). Similarly, not all members of a powerful 

group are always more powerful than all members of dominated groups: power is 

only defined here for groups as a whole. 

Control of public discourse 

We have seen that among many other resources that define the power base of a 

group or institution, access to or control over public discourse and 

communication is an important "symbolic" resource, as is the case for knowledge 

and information (van Dijk 1996). Most people have active control only over 

everyday talk with family members, friends, or colleagues, and passive control 

over, eg. media usage. In many situations, ordinary people are more or less 

passive targets of text or talk, e.g of their bosses or teachers, or of the authorities, 

such as police officers, judges, welfare bureaucrats, or tax inspectors, who may 

simply tell them what (not) to believe or what to do. On the other hand, members 

of more powerful social groups and institutions, and especially their leaders (the 

elites), have more or less exclusive access to, and control over, one or more types 

of public discourse. Thus, professors control scholarly discourse, teachers 

educational discourse, journalists media discourse, lawyers legal discourse, and 

politicians policy and other public political discourse. Those who have more 

control over more-and more influential discourse (and more discourse properties) 

are by that definition also more powerful. In other words, we here propose a 

discursive definition (as well as a practical diagnostic) of one of the crucial 

constituents of social power. These notions of discourse access and control are 

very general, and it is one of the tanks of CDA to spell out these forms of power. 

Mind control 

If controlling discourse is a first major form of power, controlling people's minds is 

the other fundamental way to reproduce dominance and hegemony: Within a 

CDA framework. "mind control" involves even more than just acquiring beliefs 
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about the world through discourse and communication. Suggested below are 

ways that power and dominance are involved in mind control. First, recipients 

tend to accept beliefs, knowledge, and opinions (unless they are inconsistent with 

their personal beliefs and experiences) through discourse from what they see as 

authoritative, trustworthy, or credible sources, such as scholars, experts, 

professionals, or reliable media (Nesler et al. 1993). Second, in some situations 

participants are obliged to be recipients of discourse, eg in education and in many 

job situations. Lessons, learning materials, job instructions, and other discourse 

types in such cases may need to be attended to, interpreted, and learned as 

intended by institutional or organizational authors (Giroux 1981). Third, in many 

situations there are no pubic discourses or media that may provide information 

from which alternative beliefs may be derived (Downing 1984). Fourth, and 

closely related to the previous points, recipients may not have the knowledge and 

beliefs needed to challenge the discourses or information they are exposed to 

(Wodak 1987). 

Research in Critical Discourse Analysis 

Although most discourse studies dealing with any aspect of power, domination, 

and social inequality have not been explicitly conducted under the label of CDA, 

we shall nevertheless refer to some of these studies below. 

Gender inequality 

One vast field of critical research on discourse and language that thus far has not 

been carried out within a CDA perspective is that of gender. In many ways, 

feminist work has become paradigmatic for much discourse analysis, especially 

since much of this work explicitly deals with social inequality and domination. We 

will not review it here; see Kendall and Tannen, this volume; also the books 

authored and edited by, e.g., Cameron (1990, 1992); Kotthoff and Wodak (1997); 

Seidel (1988); Thorne et al. (1983); Wodak (1997), for discussion and comparison 

with an approach that emphasizes cultural differences rather than power 

differences and inequality, see, e.g.. Tannen (1994a); see also Tannen (1994) for 

an analysis of gender differences at work. 

Media discourse 
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The undeniable power of the media has inspired many critical studies in many 

disciplines: linguistics, semiotics, pragmatics, and discourse studies. Traditional, 

often content analytical approaches in critical media studies have revealed 

biased, stereotypical, sexist or racist images in texts, illustrations, and photos. 

Early studies of media language similarly focused on easily observable surface 

structures, such as the biased or partisan use of words in the description of Us 

and Them (and Our/Their actions and characteristics), especially along 

sociopolitical lines in the representation of communists. The critical tone was set 

by a series of "Bad News" studies by the Glasgow University Media Group (1976, 

1980, 1982, 1985, 1993) on features of TV reporting, such as in the coverage of 

various issues (e.g. industrial disputes (strikes), the Falklands (Malvinas) war, the 

media coverage of AIDS.) Perhaps best known outside of discourse studies is the 

media research carried out by Stuart Hall and his associates within the framework 

of the cultural studies paradigm. (See, eg. Hall et al. 1980, for introduction to the 

critical work of cultural studies, see Agger 1992a; see also Collins et al. 1986; for 

earlier critical approaches to the analysis of media images, see also Davis and 

Walton 1983; and for a Later CDA approach to media studies that is related to the 

critical approach of cultural studies, see Fairclough 1995b. See also Cotter, this 

volume.) 

Political discourse 

Given the role of political discourse in the enactment, reproduction, and 

legitimization of power and domination, we may also expect many critical 

discourse studies of political text and talk (see Wilson, this volume). So far most of 

this work has been carried out by linguists and discourse analysts, because 

political science is among the few social disciplines in which discourse analysis has 

remained virtually unknown. although there is some influence of "postmodern" 

approaches to discourse (Derian and Shapiro 1989, Fox and Miller 1995), and 

many studies of political communication and rhetoric overlap with a discourse 

analytical approach (Nimmo and Sanders 1981). Still closer to discourse analysis is 

the current approach to "frames" (conceptual structures or sets of beliefs that 

organize political thought, policies, and discourse) in the analysis of political text 

and talk (Gamson 1992). In linguistics, pragmatics, and discourse studies, political 

discourse has received attention outside the more theoretical mainstream. 
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Seminal work comes from Paul Chilton, see, e.g. his collection on the language of 

the nuclear arms debate (Chilton 1985), as well as later work on contemporary 

nukespeak (Chilton 1988) and metaphor (Chilton 1996, Chilton and Lakoff 1995). 

Ethnocentrism, antisemitism, nationalism, and racism 

The study of the role of discourse in the enactment and reproduction of ethnic 

and "racial" inequality has slowly emerged in CDA. Traditionally, such work 

focused on ethnocentric and racist representations in the mass media, literature, 

and film (Dines and Humez 1995; UNESCO 1977; Wilson and Gutierrez 1985: 

Hartmann and Husband 1974; van Dijk 1991), Such representations continue 

centuries-old dominant images of the Other in the discourses of European 

travelers, explorers, merchants, soldiers, philosophers, and historians, among 

other forms of elite discourse (Barker 1978; Lauren 1988). Fluctuating between 

the emphasis on exotic difference, on the one hand, and supremacist derogation 

stressing the Other's intellectual, moral, and biological inferiority, on the other 

hand, such discourses also influenced public opinion and led to broadly shared 

social representations. It is the continuity of this sociocultural tradition of 

negative images about the Other that also partly explains the persistence of 

dominant patterns of representation in contemporary discourse, media, and film 

(Shohat and Stam 1994). Later discourse studies have gone beyond the more 

traditional, content analytical analysis of "images" of the Others, and probed 

more deeply into the linguistic, semiotic, and other discursive properties of text 

and talk to and about minorities, immigrants, and Other peoples (for detailed 

review, see Wodak and Reisigl, this volume).From group domination to 

professional and institutional power. 

We have reviewed in this section critical studies of the role of discourse in the 

(re)production inequality. Such studies characteristically exemplify the CDA 

perspective on power abuse and dominance by specific social groups Many other 

studies, whether under the CDA banner or not, also critically examine various 

genres of institutional and professional discourse, eg text and talk in the 

courtroom (see Shay, this volume. Danet 1984 O'Barr et al. 1978: Headic et al. 

1981; Ng and Bradac 1993; Lakuff 1990; Wodak 1984; Pardo 1996, Shiry 1992), 

buremcratic discourse (Button and Carlem 1979; Radtke 1951), medical discourse 

(see Ainsworth- Vaughn and Fleischman, this volume; Davis 1985; Fisher 1995, 
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Fisher and Todd 1956: Mishler 1984, West 1984, Walk 1996), educational and 

scholarly discourse (Az 1998; 

We have seen in this chapter that critical discourse analyses deal with the 

relations. 

Conclusion 

hip between discourse and power. We have also sketched the complex 

theoretical framework needed to analyze discourse and power, and provided a 

glimpse of the many ways in which power and domination are reproduced by text 

and talk. Yet several methodological and theoretical gaps remain. First, the 

cognitive interface between discourse structures and those of the local and global 

social context is seldom made explicit, and appears usually only in terms of the 

notions of knowledge and ideology (van Dijk 1998). Thus, despite a large number 

of empirical studies on discourse and power, the details of the multidisciplinary 

theory of CDA that should relate discourse and action with cognition and society 

are still on the agenda. Second, there is still a gap between more linguistically 

oriented studies of text and talk and the various approaches in the social. The first 

often ignore concepts and theories in sociology and political science on power 

abuse and inequality, whereas the second seldom engage in detailed discourse 

analysis. Integration of various approaches is therefore very important to arrive at 

a satisfactory form of multidisciplinary CDA. 
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