When is a Text? (Keynote Paper)
Alison Lee 

University of Technology – Sydney
Abstract

Each discipline or theoretical tradition in the field of discourse analysis takes up a particular set of relationships around discourse and analysis, text and context, text and commentary, etc. These in turn construe or constitute the field in specific ways and produce specific categories of analysis. What is not often attended to, however, are the terms of these determinations. For example, how is a text defined? On what basis is it selected? What are the possible relationships between a corpus of data, and the production of specific categories or units of analysis? What is the relationship between the word and the world? When is a text?

This paper asks questions of the conditions under which specific categories of analysis such as ‘text’, ‘context’ or ‘discourse’ are determined within specific traditions of discourse analysis, the epistemological assumptions underpinning these, and the effects. It argues that these units are artifacts of the analytic disciplines themselves and that the terms and conditions of their production need to be reflexively accounted for. It takes up Bourdieu’s framing of the problem of limits, in order to demonstrate major epistemological challenges within the project of discourse analysis that continue to require attention. It then considers a brief personal history of practical engagement with the theoretical questions of text-context and txt-commentary relations within discourse-analytic research

The motivation for this paper is the pedagogical imperative of working with doctoral students and other researchers who seek to understand and use the tools of discourse analysis in a range of sites of research practice. It seeks to move discussion to pragmatic considerations concerning how, when and according to what principles texts come to be constituted through selection as objects for inquiry and analysis.

Introduction

My interest in the topic of how and when an object comes to be constituted as a text has been sparked by my ongoing work as a researcher and a doctoral supervisor. I engage on a regular basis with doctoral students and other researchers over questions of method in textual analyses within a research culture where discourse analysis appears to promise much (see for example Rogers, 2005 for a recent review). A major question that has brought me to the exploration I attempt in this paper is that of the contemporary allure of discourse analysis: what does it seem to promise and how do its promises continually seem to elude the grasp of scholars, especially though not exclusively those who are new and inexperienced in research? My concern in this paper is not so much about method but the related yet prior problem of the text itself and how it is constituted in research practices. 

The question ‘when is a text’ immediately suggests an engagement with that which is deemed to be ‘not-text’, or that which is defined as outside or other to text at any given point. For example, many of the discussions about the constitution of the text take up conceptual questions of the relations between text and context or between text and commentary.  Most fundamentally for discourse analysis, these are questions about what Michael Mulcay (1985) calls the relation between ‘the word and the world’. They are both epistemological and social, cultural and political questions, though these matters are often obscured or occluded through a preoccupation with method and technology. They are emphatically practical and political questions, as any researcher, whether doctoral student or established researcher formulating their own research grant applications, can attest as they struggle over the constitution and delimitation of their fields and objects of inquiry and the role of discourse analysis in the work of that. Ultimately for my interests in this paper, they are pedagogical questions for supervisors working with students seeking to learn and to use the tools of discourse analysis within their own research domains.

In the following sections of this paper, I will briefly trace a story of my recent engagement with these questions. My starting point is the theoretical assertion that anything can be text, depending on location, circumstance or occasion.  This puts the burden of choice or decision onto the researcher/discourse analyst to determine when an object is to be constituted as a text-for-analysis, on what terms and conditions, and to what purpose. These matters involve what Lemke (1995) calls ‘contextualising relations’, relations with which social and cultural theory have grappled throughout the previous century. It would seem to be a matter of utmost importance for the emerging field of discourse analysis to be engaging explicitly and critically in this crucial determining work as its key texts explicate their methods. 

To this end I have been working through recent publications in a range of different disciplinary-theoretical traditions of discourse analysis to find evidence of engagement with these questions. What I have found is an extraordinary absence of discussion. Almost in every case the text is presented in terms of a presence, a given or as unproblematic. Yet even as what can count as text has become more open and inclusive – including many different modalities – what has gone before to establish its status as the text-to-be-analysed seems at the point of demonstration of the tools of analysis to have become naturalised – forgotten or denied.

My argument in this paper is that it remains problematical to think about texts as already pre-constituted, already formed and present. With my primary purpose in mind of exploring pedagogical questions concerning the constitution and delimitation of objects of inquiry, I take up Bourdieu’s work on ‘thinking about limits’. Working within sociology to challenge the continuing ‘mutilating’ effects of positivism in research epistemologies, Bourdieu advances a three-fold epistemological program for the production of the ‘scientific fact’ that may be helpful. His three concepts of ‘conquest, constitution and confirmation’ of a field of inquiry may be usefully explored here to elaborate a set of problems concerning the status of the text in discourse-analytic research. Bourdieu’s suspicion of the pre-constructed nature of data offers a way to turn the gaze upon the pre-constituted text and to ask similarly sceptical questions about that which appears to present itself to the researcher as a given. The text must be viewed with suspicion in this account precisely because it is pre-formed or even pre-determined. Such suspicion or doubt allows questions to be asked as how the text has been constituted, by whom, for what purpose, in whose interests, and with what effects.
In the remaining sections of the paper, I attempt to take up the challenge posed by Bourdieu to think about some of the epistemological and pedagogical questions surrounding the constitution of texts in discourse-analytic research. First, as this is a paper closely situated within the pedagogical and textual work I currently engage in, I trace a brief history of my own engagement with these problematics. From there I take up a set of paired oppositions commonly invoked in the definition and demarcation of text in different traditions and paradigms of discourse analysis and related fields: text/context; text/commentary or text/analysis; text/discourse or text/talk and ask questions about how the boundaries and limits around these ideas are drawn. 

 ‘Thinking about limits’

A key argument in this paper is that the idea of ‘text’ is a construct that is located within a particular order of discourse or disciplinary frame. The constitution of a particular notion of text then of necessity also constitutes or presupposes a set of relations to what is ‘not-text’ – whether that be construed as internal to language itself (eg text/talk) or as a word-world relation (text/context). The movement between text, discourse and the world is problematic and complex, a fundamental matter of epistemology, or what is to be counted as knowledge. This kind of problem requires epistemological work that precedes method. These matters are, in my view, still often neglected within discussions of discourse analysis in the drive and imperative towards method and procedure.  To engage these matters adequately involves a broader scholarship than that available within the field of discourse analysis itself, no matter which disciplinary genealogy is followed. It involves engaging with the broad recent history of epistemological debate within the human sciences. As I will briefly describe in the next section, I have previously traced some of these debates through anthropology, arguing for the need for a mode of reflexive thinking about the constitution of the field of discourse analysis, its object of inquiry and the relationship between the analyst and their ‘subjects’ (Lee 2000). Here I take up Bourdieu’s epistemological challenge for sociology and hence for the human sciences more broadly.

For Bourdieu, the key point to the undertaking of any research enterprise involves centrally, ‘thinking about the way the object is apprehended’.  In his paper published in Theory, Culture and Society in 1992, Bourdieu posits an epistemological program that he draws from the French sociological tradition, most clearly influenced by Bachelard. This program offers an alternative and a challenge to the more dominant German tradition of the binary opposition of explanation/understanding (Erklarung/Verstehen) that marks the shift from positivist to post-positivist and interpretive epistemologies. Bourdieu’s purpose is to break down this opposition, with its entrenched presupposition of the ‘universal’ nature of scientific fact vs. the ‘particularity’ of the human sciences. For him, what is required is a three-fold movement, centrally revolving around the constructed-ness of all facts. In this frame, facts are ‘conquered, constructed and confirmed’ (from Bourdieu and Chamboredon 1991). These three moments are complexly inter-related, both conceptually and in time in actual research practice. However, for explanatory purposes, Bourdieu separates them into a three-stage, linear process. 

The idea of the ‘conquest’ of the scientific fact is central to this work. It can usefully be summed up here in terms of an ‘epistemological break’ (p38). This idea suggests a battle or a struggle rather than a simple reaching for a set of givens, or pre-constituted facts. Bourdieu is very critical of pre-constructed concepts and argues for the necessity of the struggle to constitute concepts as scientific constructs rather than assuming them to be pre-given. He illustrates this central epistemological challenge through problematising the practices of definition in the research process:
Very often the positivist epistemological tradition attempts to escape from the problem I pose by means of the notorious operational definition. Imagine constructing a research programme into European intellectuals. How are you going to choose your sample? Everyone knows how to construct a sample, It’s no big deal, and can be learnt in any course on methodology: drawing white balls or black balls, anyone can do the job. But how do you construct the box that the balls are in? Nobody asks that. Do I just say ‘I call intellectual all those who say they are ‘intellectuals’? How do we construct the limits?

The point Bourdieu makes strongly there is that subjects, the concepts, the words themselves that are used to speak about the social are socially pre-constructed and socially constituted. He argues that social problems are often too quickly converted, through this easy process of definition, into sociological facts, often erasing or effacing the history of disputation and contestation that mark the site of the problem. The examples he gives are juvenile delinquency, drugs and AIDS. Through this process of definition, limits are set on what counts as the concept to be investigated through method.

Bourdieu’s point is thus that it is necessary to should practise ‘radical doubt’ (p43) in the constitution of a scientific fact. Why does this scrupulous epistemological attention matter? According to Bourdieu:
Sociologists, especially positivists, who are so hard to please in matters of empirical proof, are negligent, uncaring and incredibly lax when it comes to questions of epistemology. When it comes to coding data, for example, they employ the most naïve systems of classification. … Afterwards, there are some very clever exercises on the computer. But what is put into the computer is the pre-thought, ready to think with just a few alterations (p43).

The second moment, the ‘construction’ of the object of research, is, according to Bourdieu, decisive. Rather than speaking of ‘choosing a subject’ to research, the fundamental operation in this account is the actual construction of the topic as an object. Again, the critical point is to be able to think about and question the pre-given nature of reality that presents itself to the researcher. This is the ‘moment of maximum vigilance’: 
When you are within the pre-constituted, reality offers itself to you. The given gives itself, in the form of the notorious data. This is one of the reasons the given is so dangerous. (p44)
This problematising of ‘data’, in its literal sense of the ‘given’, is necessary to avoid the ‘enormous scientific errors’ perpetrated through an uncritical acceptance of the pre-constituted concept. Everything must be subjected to questioning concerning the conditions of its constituted-ness.

The third phase, termed ‘confirmation’, in this account, is the empirical phase. The constructed objects and the system of hypotheses that allows their formation must be tested against reality and ‘subjected to verification’. Bourdieu stresses that:
To construct an object is to construct a model, but not a formal model destined merely to turn in the void, rather a model intended to be matched against reality (p45)
Bourdieu’s point here is that what is needed are means of constructing facts in such a way that models can be developed. This is a kind of third way between a theoretical formalism and a positivist hyper-empiricism ‘drowned in data’. This third way places construction – thinking about the way the object is apprehended – at the very start of the process

Bourdieu’s explanation of his own research process is to try to ‘treat the particular scientifically without assuming a priori limits’. In this view, everything is an object of science and there are no a priori frontiers.

For a discussion about text and discourse analysis, there is much that is thought-provoking here. How are the problems that are to be subjected to the discourse-analytic methods constituted? How is the object of inquiry ‘apprehended’ and then constructed as the ‘subject’ of the research? How is the implicit model of the world thus constructed to be tested against reality? What criteria of adequacy to that reality are to count? Bourdieu’s insights into the setting of limits offer important and productive epistemological challenges for textual analysis. According to this analysis, the text, like the scientific fact, has to be struggled over (and ‘conquered’), constructed and confirmed. The word-world relation must be constituted in this process, rather than being seen or deemed to be given, to simply yield themselves up as ‘data’.

These epistemological questions are, in turn, always and ineluctably social, cultural and political. The taking of an epistemological position always involves ‘social forces’ – always involves ‘the position in the scientific field of those who take them and the type of capital which it commands’ (p48). Methodological strategies proposed by researchers are, he says, often ‘little more than rationalisations of their own limits’. Indeed, much of the debates in the social sciences, according to this account, are ‘debates which are organised around people caught within their pre-established limits’ (p48). The final points of concern, then, are these limits which he argues must be subjected to ‘radical doubt’. His challenge is to the ‘categories of thought which makes a whole collection of things unthinkable’ (p 48).

A brief intellectual history  

I trace in this section a brief history of my own engagement in these questions of limits in the constitution of texts. In Gender, Literacy, Curriculum, a book published in 1996 from my own doctoral thesis, I was concerned with building a more complex account of text-context relations in relation to literacy education than had been available to that point. With respect to the linguistically-based interventions into literacy pedagogy that were being developed at that time, I was concerned to construct an account of curriculum and the discursive construction of knowledge and identity by differently gendered and positioned students in schools through their textual practices of reading and writing the curriculum (in this instance geography). Here my questions about the constitution of the text were articulated in terms of the claims to representativeness of the sample of texts chosen as exemplars for linguistic exegesis. The research frame was that of critical engagement with the implicit politics of curriculum and pedagogical knowledge. I sought to critique singular accounts of text/context relations through an accumulation of what I then termed ‘contextual materials’ – curriculum materials, readings and re-readings of the history of the discipline of geography and its curriculum history in schools. These materials included the syllabus, understood as a set of selections from a number of cultures: disciplinary cultures, politico-economic cultures and ‘educational’ (for example, curriculum-theoretical) cultures.  Layered in relation to those documents was a series of readings of the printed resource material in use in the classroom, documentary and observational material from my time in the classroom, including the classroom dynamics, and interviews with the teachers and students over the time I was undertaking the study, and close textual analysis of writing produced by students. 

Of particular concern to that study was the problem of what I saw as ‘monologic’ accounts of text/context relations that saw a one-way deterministic relation between curriculum and literacy and where student written texts were only readable in terms of more or less accurate renderings of ‘proper’ geography. I was concerned not only to stage the differences among student writings in terms of staging fundamental rhetorical positionalities within the discipline from which the school curriculum took its name, but also to problematise reproductionist pedagogies for literacy and school learning. Text/context relations, then, were construed in terms of the question of which texts and whose contexts were selected as properly representative of a discipline or curricular field, in order to judge student responses to curriculum and shape pedagogies for literacy within curriculum: 
The texts selected … for the linguistic analysis, despite the implicit claim for general representativeness, refer to only one particular ‘paradigm’ of geography and represent that ‘paradigm’ in one particular way. A selection has been made from the discursive multiplicity which constitutes the discipline in the totality of its sites of practice. However, to be able to read this selection as selection, and to comprehend its implications for a projection for literacy and curriculum it is essential to engage the history and politics of geography as a discipline. (Lee 1996: 186)

Here the setting of the limits of the object of inquiry, and hence for the object of pedagogy, became for me an important matter of epistemological and curriculum-political contestation. This was because the discursive multiplicity of geography was no innocent plurality but a political matter, one of direct consequence for the shaping of gendered subjectivities in the young men and women writing geography in that senior secondary classroom. The too-easy assumption of the identity of the discipline as read from a particular selection of a text was followed by a privileging of methods of textual analysis that confirmed the rhetorical functioning of the text but assumed the text itself to be – in Bourdieu’s sense – ‘pre-thought’ and ‘given’.
Several years later I returned to these and similar questions in co-editing Culture and Text with Cate Poynton (2000). This collection was focally concerned with exploring various discourse analysts’ engagement with questions of text-context relations and was broadly poststructuralist in orientation. What was directly at issue was the challenge of developing forms of discourse analysis that embraced the theoretical and political sophistication of European traditions of discourse while also being ‘analytically precise and grounded in actual materials’ (McHoul & Luke 1989: p 325). 

In my own chapter in that collection I traced a particular set of theoretical debates concerning the constitution of texts – debates about authority in analysis and about the relationship of discourse analysis and writing. These could be reconstrued as debates about text/context and text/commentary relations. Specifically, I was concerned with:
questions concerning the construction of the objects of analysis and the attribution of knowledgeability in relation to the ‘text’ or ‘object’ of analysis and the analyst. These questions are all the more important to ask since critical work is often expressly concerned to redistribute ‘agency’ within the target population on whose behalf the critical analysis is to be conducted (Lee 2000: 192-193)  
At issue here was the question of which text and whose analyses were to be deemed authoritative and with what effects. I cited Ann Game (1991) who cautioned against a too-easy elision of the agency of the analyst. ‘Agency’ in sociology, according to Game, is used to refer to refer to ‘others’, ‘oppressed groups’ – women, working classes etc. She proposed that there was a need for a critical reflection on the agency of the analyst – ‘the agency of the subjects of sociological knowledge’, which was suppressed through the focus on the agency of the oppressed. The constitution of oppressed groups as ‘objects of knowledge’ effects a ‘return to self’ of the researcher (Game, 1991: 6). Game proposed that analysts ask critical questions of the ‘itinerary of desire’ in their knowledge and the choice of the objects of their study, questions concerning the ‘other’ to whom this desire is addressed and the ways in which that other is constituted in relation to the analyst self (Game 1991: 10).

In the various fields taking up the name of discourse analysis of one kind or another, analysts largely write about texts to communities of other analysts. This is a dominant feature of much of the work in discourse analysis, notwithstanding ongoing attempts to theorise and account for ‘context’ of production and reception of the texts in question. There is in common in most if not all of the various forms and modes of analysis a will to truth or ‘mastery’ (Hodge and McHoul, 1992).

My work during the decade or so between my own doctoral work and the publication of Culture and Text had been strongly influenced both by social-semiotic and text-political work, literary theory, feminist theory and poststructuralism. These influences can be exemplified with brief reference to work from my two doctoral supervisors, Bill Green and Alec McHoul. Green has consistently been engaging in questions of text-context relations from literary-theoretical and poststructuralist perspectives. Green works with a notion of reading as an ‘undecideable play’ of text and context. What he explicitly refuses is a view of context that posits matters of occasion, place and situation as independent and outside human events and activities, as existential ‘containers’ for them: 
This notion of context needs to be understood semiotically, however, as a register of the practices and dynamics of meaning-making – rather than realistically or naturalistically. Contexts aren’t simply ‘containers’ or ‘frames’ for living and learning; rather they are thoroughly implicated in and indeed inextricable from living and learning. Our world only seems ready-made and ready to hand; whereas in actuality it is constantly be formed and reformed … The very distinction between ‘text’ and ‘context’ is fraught with difficulty – not just philosophically or theoretically but practically. (Green 1998: 9) 

Green is drawing in part here from Derrida, for whom context is an indeterminate concept that is virtual rather than empirical and is constantly shifting, dynamic, multiple and heteroglossic. Green articulates the need for an appropriately understood concept of context in terms of ‘meaning and action’. 

At the same time, he stresses the importance of similarly problematising the notion of text itself, and of the need to refuse the reification of the concept of the text, seeing it as similarly problematic and ‘undecidable’.  Thinking about text simplistically in terms of presence is problematic, a point underscoring Bourdieu's point about the pre-constructed nature of data. What presents itself to the researcher must be treated sceptically – ‘radical doubt’ must be exercised, precisely because the text appears so often appears as pre-formed or even pre-determined. What comes to be seen or understood as ‘text’ (no matter what the modality) is always predicated on a great deal of preceding constitutive work, which is now naturalised, 'black-boxed', forgotten or denied. According to Green:
… The very distinction between ‘text’ and ‘context’ is fraught with difficulty – not just philosophically or theoretically but practically. This becomes clearer and clearer as we begin to consider and engage meaning-making practices in media spaces. Indeed, the ‘text’ metaphor may well be both inadequate and profoundly misleading, since what such orientations characteristically miss are ‘the processual dimensions of media experience’ and their character as ‘communal events (Morgan 1996). A new language of contexts and trajectories, currents and networks might well be necessary to begin to approach teaching and learning in media culture. Where does The Simpsons begin and end? Or, to put it another way: where, what and when is the text?  (Green 1998: 3)

Green’s assertion is that anything can be text, depending on location and/or occasion. This then brings the question to the fore the question of reading and of ‘reading formations’ (Bennett 1984). According to Green’s (1991) formulation, reading is a social signifying practice involving a ‘complex interplay of text/context relations characterised by a motivated and constrained undecidability’ (p216). Readings are complex, dynamic and relational, constitutive of the text-context relations they purport to reflect.  

For Green, the question of where The Simpsons begins and ends in the passage quoted above is a question about limits and the constitution of objects of inquiry, in this case, of curriculum and pedagogy. The language of his commentary directs our attention to process, movement, experiences, events, trajectories and networks, in an effort to construe the problem of text. ‘Text’ is presented here as a potentially misleading metaphor in the sense that it appears to ‘fix’ an object of inquiry in time and space via some procedure and to evade or occlude both the act of such constitution and its effects in terms of what is then suppressed and disavowed

Alec McHoul, the other scholar with whom I worked as a doctoral student at Murdoch University in Western Australia, produced a piece with Bob Hodge in 1992 titled ‘The Politics of Text and Commentary’ that was to influence the direction of my own work in decisive ways. Hodge and McHoul write of two extreme types of disciplinary formations of the text-commentary relation, which they refer to as ‘mastery’ and ‘liberty’. The first formation coheres around the notion of commentarial dominance over, and colonisation of, the object-text. The second is characterised by a more ‘humble’ gesture by which the commentary allows the object- text the position of dominance---to ‘speak for itself’. In relation to the position of ‘mastery’, the text is positioned as containing a ‘mystery’, available only to the skills of the analyst: 
What is paradoxically interesting about the approach ... is that it flatters the text equally with itself. The two, as it were, look as if they are in a conspiracy to defraud ‘ordinary’ readers. The text’s meaning is ‘deep’---but the commentary’s skill is more than equal to that depth. This is the characteristic mode of explanation and owes some allegiance to traditional (Baconian) natural science models. The text, like nature, is an infinite mystery. But the commentary, like the mathematical gesture, presumes to unlock that mystery, privileging, in one move, both itself and, to a lesser extent, its object. (Hodge & McHoul, 1992: 190)
At the opposite end of this binary formation, ‘libertarian’ approaches to ‘letting the text speak for itself’, dating from the 1960s, involve such traditions as those Hodge and McHoul refer to in terms of ‘ethnomethodological indifference’. Letting the text ‘speak for itself’ ranges from various traditions within ‘non-intrusive’ sociology, to approaches within phenomenology and ethnography. The text ‘becomes the master:  it “teaches” the analyst’, who remains silent, acting as a medium through which the ‘text emerges to full consciousness’ (Hodge & McHoul, 1992:  194). 

Hodge and McHoul point out, however, that text-libertarianism is a ‘panopticism under another name’. The silence of the analyst is ‘far from innocent and is in fact part of a very effective strategy of power’. Here they refer to crucial yet unexamined issues such which texts are to be selected and which excluded. As they note, ‘libertarians who self-consciously take the side of the victim still face the dilemma of which particular victim to choose’ (Hodge & McHoul, 1992: 195).

The question of ‘when is a text’ is taken up in terms of the politics of text and commentary. For Hodge and McHoul, it is important to ask questions concerning the institutional and historical conditions under which textual analysts come to be authors and the constraints under which forms of anlaysis take place. Hodge and McHoul give an account account, drawing on Foucault and Lyotard, of some of the politico-theoretical problems of textual commentary that seek to displace the problematic binary of text/commentary, self/other, leaving the intensive scrutiny of the ‘insides’ of texts and taking into account such matters as the conditions of their production and circulation. Ultimately, they insist on the notion of text as ‘spectacle’, as performance and as writing.

In my work in Culture and Text, I sought to tease out relations between text and context, text and commentary and other problematic binary formulations within the field of work captured under the large and highly differentiated field of discourse analysis. This paper does not in the space available seek to contribute substantially to this body of theory but to raise some immediate practical questions of method and of pedagogy that arise in the practice of doctoral supervision and research practice.

 ‘Patterns and limits’

In this section I attempt to draw a pragmatic distinction between two distinct orientations to discourse analysis in terms of the differential attention they pay theoretically to the ‘word-world’ relation, or how and when a text is selected for analysis. In doing so I am aware of doing some violence to an extraordinarily complex field of systems and relations and so, before I move into these practical considerations, I want to acknowledge this complexity briefly. As Lemke (1995: p32) explains eloquently: 
What is important are the relations between text or event and formation or genre on the one hand, and those between formations or genres and larger issues of social structure and process on the other. The text or event takes its meaning in part from being seen in the community as an instance of one or more formations. We interpret it against the background of other instances of the same formations to see how it is distinctive and we contrast it with instances of other formations. Different formations (codes, genres, registers, voices of heteroglossia, discursive formations,) are not just different, however. They have systematic relations to one another and those relations define and are defined by the larger social relationships of classes, genders, age groups, political constituencies, and significant social divisions of every kind.
For Lemke what is at issue are the ‘patterns and limits’ that shape what he terms ‘contextualising relations’:
We say that when an act occurs it occurs in some context and that ‘its’ meaning depends in part on what that context is. Better to say that we make the act meaningful by construing it in relation to some other acts, events, things (which we then call its contexts). (Lemke 1995: 166)

The key question for Lemke is what goes with what? What are the patterns and limits that make meaning possible? He asks us to consider the alternatives with which researchers and discourse analysts place a particular event in contrast, and to consider critically how the relevant contexts in which the act or event has meaning are constituted. Contextualising relations tell us what the contexts are in relation to which an act or event has its meanings in a given community. They specify what the combinations are that an event of a given type can belong to, and what the kinds of events are, the sets of alternative events or acts of the same kinds, that can make up the various sets of combinations, etc. In this work, actions make meanings and sustain the meaning system of a community by conforming to its patterns and not violating its limits (p 167).

The word-world relation is complex and fraught. I intend in this section only to sketch two very different examples of engagement with this relation in analytic work. The first of these is the systemic-functional linguistic work of J R Martin and his colleagues. In my search through recent published works introducing and teaching many different forms and approaches to discourse analysis, I sought the chapters concerning ‘getting started’, with the view that it would be here that the choice and selection – ie the actual constitution – of the text would be explicated. This search proved instructive. Martin and Rose, for example, in their 2003 volume Working with Discourse, make the following suggestion:
In order to get going with discourse analysis we need to settle on something to analyse and this is not as easy as it seems. The advice we usually give our students is to start with whole texts just a page of two long, and to choose something they really like or can’t stand. (p206)

In this account, the text is chosen for its suitability for the early learning of techniques of micro-analysis to be later demonstrated. The text is in some sense almost a pretext for the demonstration and practicing of analytic technique. Once a text has been chosen in this way, the question of selection and choice of analysis follows:
This brings us to the central challenge of micro-analysis, the immense complexity of discourse. Texts are very dense phenomena, because they derive from social semiotic systems and these are the most complex systems to have evolved on our planet. So we have to be selective. But how do we decide which analyses to undertake, avoiding both the problem of trying to do too much and thus feeling overwhelmed and the problem of doing analyses that seem pointless and thus feeling decidedly underwhelmed (p 212).

Here the pedagogical intent appears to be to stage the learning of selection of analysis in a way that constructs a manageable project of learning the tools of the discipline. An interesting rider at the end of this account is this comment on the limits of following a micro-analytic approach to building an interpretation of a text.
Perhaps the best advice we can offer here is to follow your hunches until you are more experienced with consciously drawing on the regularities English systems entail. If something seems unusual, go after it (pp. 213-214).
This reference to the use of the ‘hunch’ appears to allow the neophyte discourse analyst a reading position that is outside the technical apparatus of the linguistic analysis. There is no space here to tease out the epistemological complexities of the notion of ‘hunch’ at work here. My intention in laying out this introduction in some detail has been to suggest that technical approaches to the analysis of texts and discourse -- whether they be linguistic or ethnomethodological etc   – privilege the learning of the technical apparatus and assume the text to be a given, to be selected for pragmatic purposes. The pedagogy assumes the necessity of a disciplining into the technologies for analysis such that, until expert, the status of the text remains that of ‘training wheels’.

At an opposite extreme, perhaps, to this technicist orientation to discourse analysis are the poststructuralist and literary positionings of the work in Culture and Text and in the work of Green, Hodge and McHoul and Lemke sketched briefly above. Here I want to raise very briefly a set of questions that emerge for me in engaging with that work in my own pedagogy and practice. The questions of contextualisation relations for me become of paramount importance as I am confronted with the exigencies of a wide variety of needs and desires for discourse analysis among research students and colleagues and in my own research. I want to sketch, very briefly, several notions that are yet to be systematically developed and that form work in progress in own supervision pedagogy, in research with colleagues, and in my reflections on methodology in discourse analysis. My concern as a researcher and a research supervisor is with the conceptual management of large bodies of data and the question of the selection and delimitation of text. First I want to talk briefly about the idea of a corpus of textual material and its conceptual and methodological relationship to that which is to be selected and constituted as text and subjected to analysis. Second, I want to refer briefly to the need to engage more closely with the notion of readings and reading formations.

The idea of the corpus has been useful in recent work I have undertaken with Bill Green and other colleagues in managing a large body of interview data which constitute the primary materials produced from a research project inquiring into the history and practices of the PhD in Australia.
 The term has not been put forward in any explicitly technical sense, as in, for instance, corpus linguistics. It refers, simply and literally, to the body of work assembled in the research process. What has exercised us in thinking about the selection of material for close reading and analysis in this research have been the very questions canvassed in the earlier stages of this paper: how do we constitute the objects of our analysis, how do we construe the contextualising relations  – on what basis, for what purpose and with what effect, and how do we theorise what we do with these texts, once constituted, framed, delimited?

It is in my experience often the case that researchers produce data of the kind I refer to here within broadly naturalistic modes of inquiry. Typically, as here, the interviews that were conducted in order to ascertain participants accounts of a phenomenon are transcribed from audiotape and then bound into a volume or, as in our case, a set of volumes, waiting for the next stage – the determining of principles of selection and the setting of boundaries and limits. And the question of how to manage that next stage is both a profoundly difficult epistemological question and a daunting practical one. 

The idea of the corpus alludes both literally to the bound volumes of transcribed material (are they texts? when do they become texts?) and to the conceptual entity thus constituted. The corpus can itself be designated and constituted as a text and ‘read’ in different ways, thus rendering it workable in many different ways. Some logics of selection can be applied more or less technically to the corpus. An example of a ‘horizontal’ logic is recent work we are doing on metaphor across the 100 or so interviews. An example of a ‘vertical’ logic is to read ‘down’ the list in terms of a story of each institution within which a collection of interviewees worked. And so on. There is no claim here for any particular method but rather a ‘way of proceeding’ in Barthes (1977) sense, that opens up productive lines of inquiry regarding the constitution of particular texts as objects for analysis and the explicitly constitutive work that is being done.
The notion of readings and reading formations is similarly important in thinking about contextualisation relations in the sensed developed in this paper. Roland Barthes’ work, again a major influence on my thinking, allows a conceptualisation of textual analysis as, in the first instance, practices of reading and of writing.  Such practices, as Barthes has pointed out, yield up ‘not a “result” nor even a “method” ... but merely a “way of proceeding” ’ (Barthes, 1977: 127). Barthes was writing at the time against a particular ‘scientific view of the text’ as it was constituted within certain disciplinary and methodological regimes – notably structuralism. While his injunctions are no longer new nor particularly radical within the human sciences, I noted in Culture and Text that they typically still await substantive debate within the field of discourse analysis. In particular, as newcomers to the field recognise the currency of discourse analysis as a new and increasingly influential research (writing) practice, there is a crucial need to engage histories of debates concerning the ‘politics and poetics’ (Clifford and Marcus 1986) of representation and signification.

Thinking about the constitution of the text and of contexualisation relations in terms of readings and reading formations allows the space for ways of proceeding that bring some conceptual sophistication to the notion of the ‘hunch’. In our work on the PhD corpus, for example, we have sought to articulate historical readings, explicitly theoretical framings as well as biographical-experiential readings of the material. We are mindful of the importance of prior readings and of trainings in particular theoretical traditions and of the dispositions produced by those trainings. We attempt to take into account the constitutive work of these trainings and dispositions in producing readings. A reading of the corpus by any one of us currently working on it is thus shaped by these trainings and dispositions, just as the corpus itself has been produced through prior theoretical-constitutive work. Data are not simply given, or present, just as the text has to be both constituted in a principled way, its limits interrogated and articulated, and subjected to readings that themselves need to be subjected to readings. What emerges is work in progress towards a non-realist methodology of textual analysis.
Conclusion

This paper raises more questions than it answers. It has served in many respects best as an assembling of reminders of important theoretical debates within the human sciences over the past half-century into which current preoccupations with method are inserted at particular moments in history. The rapid growth of the field known as discourse analysis in fields that have hitherto been dominated by positivist and empiricist epistemologies and methods can be at risk of missing this historical perspective and for this reason alone it is important to return to older work on the text and re-engage its central problematics. The problem of the text is far from resolved; indeed it takes new forms as the forms and sites of practice proliferate.  The contemporary desire for discourse analysis, as evidenced by a proliferation of publications in many different fields, raises questions regarding what it appears to promise researchers. What I have tried to do in this paper is to trace my own engagement in some of these questions both in my own history and my current practice.
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