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Part I

(Con)Textualizing
Discourses

Introduction

We open the handbook with a section devoted to contextualization in

discourse. The choice of the term “contextualization” over “context” is

not casual; indeed, the chapters focus on the processual nature of achiev-

ing understanding among participants in communicative events and on

the multilayered interconnections that they create among different levels

of meaning, rather than attempting to define context a priori. In that

sense, the work presented in Part I does not aim to be representative of

the many different ways of construing context that characterize various

branches of discourse studies; rather, it aims to showcase views of context

that, albeit stemming from within different traditions and representing

applications to diversified domains of interest, also fundamentally con-

verge on a practice-based, interactionally oriented focus on discourse and

communication. Before we delve into the themes and issues raised in the

chapters, we want to highlight some of the ways in which these contem-

porary orientations to context connect to, and at the same time diverge

from, scholarly work that has developed nuanced and process-oriented

understandings of context in the past within disciplines such as ethnogra-

phy of speaking, interactional sociolinguistics and anthropological

linguistics.

Let us start by noting that the definition of context is one of the most

complex and controversial issues in discourse studies and that profound

differences exist in the ways in which this construct is operationalized

within the different orientations represented in the discipline. As rightly

noted by De Saint Georges (2013: 920), different views of context are often
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the hallmark of orientations to the analysis of discourse. Thus, for many

critical discourse analysts context is a mental representation (Van Dijk

2009), while for conversation analysts it is restricted to the linguistic

environment in its sequential development and to the elements of the

social world to which participants explicitly orient (Schegloff 1987). This

very difficulty of delimiting the borders of the contexts within which texts

and communicative acts can be understood explains many attempts at

producing taxonomies of elements that may be constitutive of them in

order to guide the researcher in the interpretation of meaning-making.

Perhaps the most famous of these taxonomies is the SPEAKING grid pro-

duced by Hymes (1974), which described the environments within which

utterances could be placed in order to explain their interpretation. Such

environments included both linguistic elements (such as genre and

sequence) and “extralinguistic” elements (such as participants and instrumen-

talities). A similar attempt at capturing the various ingredients of context

can be found in Ochs’ (1979) proposal to look at contexts as defined by

settings (social and spatial frameworks), behavioral environments (includ-

ing bodily behavior), language and background knowledge. These taxo-

nomic efforts reflect, on the one hand, an attempt tomake aspects of what

we call the context of discourse tangible and, on the other, the need – at

the time in which they were produced – to show the relevance of different

social and cultural organization patterns to the analysis of language.

Without denying the fundamental importance of those models, especially

in view of their embedding into an environment of linguistic research that

was still dominated by universalistic and essentializing views of language,

it must be recognized, as noted by Duranti and Goodwin (1992) in their

groundbreaking volume on rethinking context, that providing precise

definitions may actually be not only extremely difficult but even, to

a certain extent, unproductive. In their words:

However, it does not seem possible at the present time to give a single,

precise, technical definition of context and eventually we might have to

accept that such a definitionmay not be possible . . .. From our perspective,

lack of a single definition, or even general agreement about what is meant

by context, is not a situation that necessarily requires agreement. (1992: 2)

Certainly, as they suggest, in very general terms, defining contexts

implies distinguishing focal from non-focal phenomena. Thus, the analyst

needs to establish levels of relevance of different aspects of the social that

are either evoked or directly brought to bear in the discourse domain and

determine howmeanings get recognized, what is already shared and what

becomes shared through the communication itself. Analysts need to ask:

how do people come to understand each other’s linguistic and commu-

nicative acts while at the same time shaping the social world through

them? The work of the contributors to Part I stems from a tradition that

has shifted away from static views of context both as a kind of frame
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within which discourses takes place and as an environment fundamen-

tally determined by well-defined social and cultural organizing structures.

The orientation embraced by the contributors to this section reflects

approaches to context as highly dynamic, shaped by different structures

of knowledge and organization in the social world but also shaping them.

Among themost important theoreticalmethodological points of reference

for the reflections presented by the contributors are work of scholars in

anthropology and conversation analysis such as Duranti and Goodwin,

theorizations on contextualization by Gumperz in interactional sociolin-

guistics, and ideas proposed by Goffman on interaction and participation.

Duranti and Goodwin stress the orientation to emic understandings as

a central focus, that is “the importance of, first, approaching context from

the perspective of an actor actively operating on the world within which

he or she finds him- or herself embedded; and second, tying the analysis of

context to study of the indigenous activities that participants use to con-

stitute the culturally and historically organized worlds they inhabit”

(1992: 4). As a consequence of this focus on participants, for all contribu-

tors, the study of discourse in context can happen only through ethno-

graphic enquiry. From Gumperz (1992), they derive an emphasis on

contextualization as a dynamic process in which social actors create con-

nections between discursive elements, social categories, ideologies and

common-sense understandings about identities, relations and actions.

Finally, following Goffman (1974), they all take as central to the analysis

of communicative practices the domain of interaction as the site where

structures of action, rules of behavior, social values and identity categories

get defined and negotiated. As we will see, authors bring to bear many

other influences in their chapters, but the work mentioned above defines

their approaches to context as nuanced, participant- and process-centered,

and interactionally and ethnographically oriented.

Let us now highlight some of the major themes discussed by the con-

tributors. The chapters present and reflect on some of the fundamental

constructs that allow for an analysis of contextualization processes (with

the notion of chronotope being particularly salient given its presence in

different contributions), ways in which different levels or elements of

context are interrelated in communication, and the role of language in

relation to other repertoires of semiotic resources. Central to their reflec-

tions is also a discussion of how the relationships between simultaneity

and historical embedding within contexts have been theorized.

In the Chapter 1, Moore focuses on three fundamental constructs that

have allowed scholars in sociolinguistics and discourse studies to shift

from contexts as rather static sets of spatiotemporal categories surround-

ing and determining the shape and interpretation of utterances to con-

textualization as a live, ongoing process. Through the latter, linguistic

elements at different levels are related to social meanings which then

become recognizable to participants in interaction but also get recycled,
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recontextualized and transformed.Moore centers his discussion on indexi-

cality and the two interrelated concepts of style and register.

He reconstructs the history of this concept through Peirce’s ideas about

the sign, Jakobson’s work on shifters as linguistic signs with indexical

properties and Silverstein’s proposals about indexicality as a context-

presupposing and context-creating process in which users relate utter-

ances to social categories and, building recursively on these relations,

create “orders” that reflect higher levels of ideological saturation. Such

orders are revealing of widely shared social norms and expectations.

Moore underscores how the shift from the focus on dialects to a focus on

registers implies a turn to interaction as a central domain. In his words,

“this has immediate ‘methodological’ implications, because it means that

unlike ‘dialectal’ variants, ‘superposed’ ones must be observed in use in

actual contexts of interaction, since they are constituted as reflexive mod-

els, as what a (culturally recognizable) type of person would say (i.e.,

choose from a set of ‘permissible alternates’) in a recognizable type of

situation – or might not – and to what effect” (p. 16). The study of enregis-

terment has expanded the range of investigation to the ways in which

linguistic resources become indexically linked with social meanings but

can also be continuously reconfigured. A similar attention to process is

shown, in Moore’s view, by the growing interest in stylization, rather than

style, as a site of linguistic mutability that allows speakers to reconfigure

and recombine semiotic and linguistic resources from a variety of reper-

toires creating ever changing meanings. Moore points to indexicality and

the interrelated concepts of style and register as central to current devel-

opments in discourse analysis that look at “how participants in discursive

interaction orient to the contextualization (and recontextualization) of

their own and each other’s contributions to semiotically mediated com-

municative activities, whether these activities unfold online, offline or

across these and other modalities of contact” (p. 25).

Central toRoth-Gordon’s Chapter 2 is the discussion on how discourse

analysts can articulate links between texts and different levels of context

with a particular focus on the micro–macro dilemma, that is, on the ways

in which local interactions can be connected to wide constructs such as

ideologies, mainstream discourses and interactional practices. As thor-

oughly discussed in Chapter 3, this is a notoriously thorny issue within

discourse studies since the way analysts approach these levels is revealing

of tensions between seeing texts and discourse practices as more or less

directly determined and influenced by social structures and by power

relations. Roth-Gordon distinguishes among four levels of analysis – lin-

guistic features, interactional context, ethnographic context and socio-

political context – and argues that showing how all these levels are

interconnected is a particular concern for discourse analysts working

within an ethnographic tradition. Indeed, such linkages, especially the

connections between the first three levels and the sociopolitical context,
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are revealing of how discourses reflect and at the same time participate in

the construction of the social order. In Roth-Gordon’s view, it is precisely

through ethnographic approaches that such interrelations can be studied

and uncovered. Chapter 2 is devoted to the discussion of methodological

strategies that facilitate such an approach to discourse in context and the

tools that have been developed within different traditions of linguistics.

Roth-Gordon focuses on Goffman’s notion of participant roles, the con-

cepts of stance and register, and the Bakhtinian notions of genre, inter-

textuality, voicing and chronotopes as ways of linking “local contexts” to

the realms of societal norms, processes and ideologies, but she stresses

that it is only through ethnography that these particular concepts can be

put to use to articulate how the social informs and is informed by discourse

practices.

The issues of levels of context and particularly the micro–macro

dilemma are at the center of Blommaert, Smits and Yacoubi’s

Chapter 3 as well, but, as we will see, these authors take a radically

different approach from that of Roth-Gordon by effectively denying the

relevance of the micro–macro opposition. Like Moore, they explicitly link

their approach to a view of contextualization and indexicality as key

notions to connect discursive features to “relevant chunks of sociocultural

knowledge” (p. 53). In their view, the micro–macro distinction reveals an

orientation to discourse in which certain aspects of social life are seen as

direct and others as indirect causes of linguistic conduct and in which the

micro is related to the anecdotal and the unique, while the macro is taken

to represent the generalizable and the stable. The authors argue that such

binary opposition is unhelpful since, in fact, the macro can be found only

in the observation of the small details of interaction. At the same time, the

small details of interaction reveal a high degree of organization and recog-

nizability even when communication processes seem chaotic and com-

plex. Indeed, participants in interaction draw upon available resources

that are layered and multiple but also socioculturally marked and there-

fore recognizable. Recognizability is based on framing, and framing hap-

pens in social environments. Blommaert, Smits and Yacoubi propose the

notions of chronotopes and scales as capable of capturing some of these

regularities. Chronotopes capture the particular spatiotemporal frames

that make relevant specific discursive and behavioral scripts, while scales

represent “reflections and expressions of how social beings experience

dimensions of sociocultural reality as indexical vectors, as informing the

general normative patterns that shape formats of action” (p. 59). The

authors emphasize how the presence of these different processes and

levels of meanings points to the need to recognize simultaneity as central

to the construction and interpretation of contexts and argue that it is

through recognition of the simultaneous working of different processes

of contextualization that discourse analysts can tackle communication in

digital environments.
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Fabricio and Moita-Lopes offer in Chapter 4 yet another perspective

on the micro–macro duality, but they do so from a critical discourse

studies standpoint and through the analysis of howdifferent philosophers,

social scientists and linguists have reintroduced history as a central con-

cern for language studies. Their focus is on how discourses can be under-

stood as entrenched with different spatiotemporal parameters and the

ways in which they show links to both punctual and disperse temporal-

ities. They argue that a great deal of the theorizing around the relation-

ships between discourse and history happened in the past in disciplines

other than linguistics, for example through the work of philosophers such

as Derrida, Deleuze and Guattari and through that of social theorists such

as Foucault who fundamentally contributed to the analysis of how dis-

courses are embedded in power struggles.

The authors focus the second part of the chapter on the constructs of

interdiscursivity and intertextuality as key notions to demonstrate the

sociohistorical embedding of discourses since they capture both the reg-

ularities of discourse meanings and structures (for example types and

genres) and change. Indeed, as they argue, “because discourse practices

involve the constant repetition-reactualization of prior texts, utterances,

and voices, they are inherently destabilizing intertextual phenomena.

Therefore, discourses and genres have the potential to materialize in

new micro-recontextualizations, which may structure a social field out-

right” (p. 81).

Fabricio andMoita-Lopes discuss how these understandings of discourse

as shaped by and shaping sociohistorical contexts have been enriched by

the recent focus on mobility in discourse studies. Such focus has opened

theway to the development of the constructs discussed by other authors in

Part I – entextualization, scales and chronotopes – which dynamically

capture both the processes of circulation and change in discourses and

their articulations with diverse spaces and temporalities.

To end this section, Chapter 5 by De Fina and Georgakopoulou

centers on how orientations to discourse that recognize the multiplicity,

fragmentation, context-specificity and performativity of communication

practices have revolutionized narrative analysis, particularly in relation to

the study of identities. It discusses how the field has shifted from a view of

stories as containers of experience to a stress on narratives as practices

that are both context-shaped and context-shaping.

The chapter reviews recentwork in the area, paying particular attention to

ways in which identities are configured within different narrative practices

with their own associated resources. Thus, De Fina and Georgakopoulou

discuss a variety of constructs and areas of engagement that reflect this

shift: First, they turn to small stories as encapsulating an orientation to

narrative identities not only as co-constructed, fluid and profoundly contex-

tualized but also as pointing to digital contexts as privileged points of obser-

vation of the dynamics between participants’ choices and the constraints
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imposed by technological frames and surveillancemechanisms.Within such

research, narrators are seen not as sole producers of identities but as engaged

in constant dialogue and negotiation with audiences and affordances pro-

vided to them. Second, they note how the centrality of mobility for the study

of narratives and narrators has opened the way to investigations of the

narrative construction of mobile identities within different media and envir-

onments and of ways in which mobile identities are regimented and dealt

with in institutional practices. They also discuss how this renewed interest in

mobility has brought to light themany imbrications of narratives with space

and time (for example through chronotopic constructions) and their embed-

ding within nexi of historical and sociocultural spaces.
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