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Interpreting the Discourse of H.G. Widdowson:

A Corpus-Based Critical Discourse Analysis

ROBERT DE BEAUGRANDE

United Arab Emirates University

The discourse of a recent position paper by H.G. Widdowson is subjected to analysis by the methods ‘criticised’ in that very paper.

analysing a discourse as a mini-corpus

H.G. Widdowson’s (2000) paper starts on a note of ‘celebration’ for the 20th anniversary of the journal Applied Linguistics; and for the ‘past achievements’ and ‘future prospects’ of the field of ‘applied linguistics’ ‘moving confidently into the new millennium’ (3).1 But the bulk of the paper projects no bright ‘confidence’2. Instead, the field is diagnosed to be fraught with ‘persistent and pervasive uncertainty’ — a key-word attested four times in two pages — and menaced by ancillary symptoms like ‘conceptually elusiveness’ and ‘niggling dissatisfaction’, and by the ‘risks’ of following ‘unprincipled expediency’, or ‘becoming an appendage to another discipline’ (3-4).

To allay such baleful symptoms, Widdowson vows he will ‘try yet again to get clear’ the ‘distinctive nature of applied linguistics as a field of enquiry’ (4). Intriguingly, the lines of argument he expounds turn out to point in just the opposite direction from the ‘editorial’ in the same anniversary issue, which salutes a ‘broad range of research paradigms and the possibility of their combination’: ‘applied linguistics, in becoming more interdisciplinary, is better prepared for the principled handling of a range of real-world issues’ (Bygate and Kramsch 2000: 2).

Such a discourse on such an occasion might be interesting to ‘apply the approved procedures of close textual analysis’ (15); and, more ironically, the procedures of those linguistic approaches the paper ‘criticises’. To this end — and to obviate any suspicion of misquoting him — I shall approach his discourse as a mini-corpus, which I have scanned and entered as a ‘text library’ into John Milton’s WordPilot 2000, a useful corpus programme I am currently developing for pedagogical applications here at the United Arab Emirates University (cf. Beaugrande 2000a).
In one plausible interpretation, the paper prescribes in general terms what the ‘discipline of applied linguistics’ should do, and proscribes in specific terms what it should not do. To start us off, here are the occurrences returned by my ‘mini-corpus’ when I queried the key-word collocation ‘applied linguistics’ and identified Widdowson’s prescriptions:3 

1 
being concerned with language problems as experienced in the real world (3);

2 
taking cognisance [of] the contextual conditions that have to be met in the classroom for language to be a reality for the learners (7); 

3 
pedagogically treating descriptive findings to make them appropriate as prescription (9);

4 
mediation [and] interpretation [to make] relevant the ideas and findings from linguistics (5);

5 
mediating between linguistics and other discourses and identifying where they might relevantly interrelate (23);

6 
relating and reconciling different representations of reality (5);

7 
making people more socio-politically aware of the way language is used to manipulate them (9).

Such theoretical and abstract formulations might prove difficult to confirm or contest, especially for language teachers who want concrete and practical advice.

Looking back ‘25 years’ to when ‘linguistics was defined along traditional and formal lines’, Widdowson suggests that his own discipline had a ‘relatively straightforward task’ at that time (4): 

8 [to] recontextualize language [after] linguistics decontextualized language from reality, [and to] reconstruct reality in the process (4).

9 to refer such abstract analyses of idealized internalised I-language….back to the real world to find ways in which experienced, externalized E-language could be reformulated so as to make it amenable to benevolent intervention (4).

In comparison to the beleaguered dichotomies of ‘langue and parole’ or ‘competence and performance’, Chomsky’s newer dichotomy between ‘I-language’ and ‘E-language’ (invoked more elaborately in Widdowson 1991) might seem less disputatious. But ‘I-language’ in Chomsky’s sense is a universal code for all languages, genetically and biologically programmed to provide ‘a highly determinate, very definite structure’: ‘as we acquire language’, ‘these things just kind of grow in our minds, the same way we grow arms and legs’ (Chomsky 1991: 66); such a ‘growing’ process precludes ‘interventions’, ‘benevolent’ or not. In exchange, Chomsky (1986: 25) has belittled ‘E-languages’ as ‘epiphenomena at best’. So our ‘task’ might sound more ‘straightforward’ if stated in older terms, e.g.:
9a to infer, from abstract analyses of ideal competence, the means for benevolent enhancements of real performance

Even so, the task seems highly likely to foster ‘uncertainty’.

In Widdowson’s paper, the newer dichotomy can support his particular delimitation of ‘linguistics’, elsewhere called ‘theoretical linguistics’ for greater emphasis: 

10
 the discipline of linguistics….is bound to be an abstraction in some degree, its theories and descriptions at some remove from the reality of experienced language (23)

11
theoretical linguistics….in its quest for understanding, cannot do otherwise than idealise reality and produce abstract models which bear no direct resemblance to the actual experience of language (Widdowson 1997: 146) 

Here, the entire discipline gets expediently subsumed under one ‘dominant orthodoxy’, whose ‘formalist limits’ (4) place linguistics at the safest distance from applied linguistics. Widdowson merely remarks in passing that ‘some linguists, of course, never accepted them anyway’ (4). The field is thus being radically reduced and impoverished by ignoring its venerable traditions of research in close contact with the ‘reality’ and ‘actual experience of language’, namely the documentation and fieldwork carried out on previously undescribed languages or dialects. Wenker, Wrede, Winteler, Guilléron, Jaberg, Kloeke, Schuchart, Schmeller, Gamillscheg, Ellis, Kurath, Sapir, Whorf, Firth, Pike, McDavid, Longacre, Chafe, Grimes…some linguists indeed! Their work laid the foundations for linguistics to be accredited as a science long before the retreat into ‘idealisations’ and ‘abstractions’ far ‘removed from the reality of language’ (cf. Beaugrande 1991, 1997a, 1997b, 1998a).

Widdowson looks back only ‘over the past 25 years or so’,4 and finds that the bounds of ‘linguistics’ as he defines them are being overstepped, whence arises an imminent ‘danger’: 

12 There is now a fairly widespread conviction that linguistics should concern itself not with idealized constructs but with the reality of language as people actually experience it: as communication, as the expression of identity, as the means for the exercise of social control.…As long as linguistics dealt with idealized remote abstractions, there was a role for applied linguists to play in referring them back to the reality of lived experience. But if linguistics now accounts for that reality, what, one wonders, is there left for applied linguists to do? (4f)

‘Once a more comprehensive view of linguistics is in place’, he goes on, one might argue that applied linguistics’ ‘quite naturally becomes redundant’ and ‘has no purpose’; ‘linguistics’ would simply ‘incorporate the concerns of applied linguistics’ (5). 

He thus arrives at his leit-motif ‘distinction between applied linguistics’ and ‘linguistics applied’ (Widdowson 1980) (5), except that the second term is now ‘in effect’ rechristened with the sinister antonym ‘misapplied linguistics’ (6, m.e. [= my emphasis]; compare sample 31 below). Misapplication is perpetrated whenever ‘some language problem’ gets ‘reformulated by the direct and unilateral application of concepts and terms deriving from linguistic enquiry’ (5). Widdowson now exhorts ‘applied linguistics’ to defend its own ‘occupation’5 by ‘avoiding and indeed resisting the deterministic practices of linguistics’ being ‘applied’ (5, 23). 

Through this line of reasoning, Widdowson’s paper move to ‘criticise’ just those trends inside linguistics which seem acutely likely to ‘extend its range’. With no evident sense of irony, he oversteps the boundaries of his discipline to castigate another discipline for overstepping its boundaries — just when, as I noted, the journal’s editors are welcoming a ‘broad range of research paradigms’. Moreover, he briefs several leading figures in linguistics to the effect that their research would be ‘potentially ‘highly serviceable’ and ‘of considerable significance’ only if they acknowledge their ‘limitations’ and disavow their ‘mistakes’ (8, 23f). 

I have studied and applied the trends he discusses, and I confess myself unable to recognise them in Widdowson’s portrayals, least of all in the ‘assumptions’ and ‘claims’ and he consigns to them (shown below in data samples 37-41 and 42-45). Not surprisingly, they are the same three trends I have noticed him criticising in his other papers and speeches (e.g. Widdowson 1991, 1995, 1997; see Beaugrande 1998, 2000b for discussion): the systemic functional linguistics of M.A.K. Halliday; the corpus linguistics of J.McH. Sinclair; and the critical discourse analysis of Norman Fairclough. As if to single out a contact point among all three, Widdowson cites the work of Michael Stubbs (e.g. 1994), who, I would object, is not a strong representative of any of them.

A key-word in the case against all three trends, and also against linguistics as a whole, turns out to be ‘reality’. This potentially abstruse term becomes vital once ‘applied linguistics’ is defined to be intimately concerned with ‘reality’ and the ‘real world’ (samples 1, 2, 6, 8-9). The major steps in the ‘reality’ argument might run like this: 

13
although the scope of linguistic enquiry has extended, its enquiry is such as to give only a restricted account of experienced language (5, m.e.); 

14
no matter how extended the scope of linguistics into the real world, its unmediated application can never ‘become’ applied linguistics because it will always represent that reality linguistically, on its own terms and in its own terms (5, m.e.); 

15
[in] linguistics applied, …problems are reduced and resolved by the imposition of necessarily partial linguistic account [sic] on the reality of language experience (3). 

By this argument, linguistics can grasp ‘reality’ only in ‘restricted’ and ‘partial’ ways just because it is linguistics, full stop. The prospect of surmounting such limits by joining an interdisciplinary research programme (e.g., as expounded in Beaugrande 1997a) is not raised for a moment.

As evidence for the key role of ‘reality’, I would cite its 31 occurrences in Widdowson’s paper, plus those of ‘real’ (20), ‘really’ (6), and ‘realize/realization’ (always in the sense of ‘make real, put to use, perform’) (13). The same stem is thus attested a remarkable 70 times, like an ominous ostinato. If ‘the term “real” indeed is often used freely as a general stamp of commendation’ (5), then Widdowson plainly follows suit. In return, ‘examples of linguistics applied’ can be criticised for inappropriately trying to ‘extend their scope into the real world’ (6), as when ‘corpus linguistics’ and ‘critical linguistics’ are said to (6): 

16 make claims for the relevance of their analyses to the formulation of problems as experienced in the real world which I believe to be questionable. (6, m.e.)

Scepticism is implied too when these approaches emphasise ‘real language’ or ‘examples’: 

17 Now that we know what real language looks like, the argument runs, we expose learners to it and rid our classrooms of contrivance. (7, m.e.)

18 It is sometimes assumed to be self-evident that real language is bound to be motivating (7, m.e.) 

19 [Sinclair] has recently offered a number of precepts for language teachers, the first of which is: present real examples only. (9, m.e.)

Yet we might wonder whether such diverse approaches can all be arraigned with the same case on grounds of ‘reality’. So I shall examine three ‘cases’ in turn.

The case against Halliday and functional linguistics 

Perhaps Widdowson is so uneasy about Halliday’s work because the latter has been a distinguished advocate for linguistics to analyse ‘real-life discourse’ instead of ‘idealized isolated sentences’; and to recognise the ‘text’ as ‘an active partner in the reality-making and reality-changing process’ (Halliday 1985: 159, 318). Such an approach contravenes Widdowson’s avowal that ‘linguistics’ must ‘idealise reality and produce abstract models which bear no direct resemblance to the actual experience of language’ (sample 11). In parallel, he argues that Halliday’s ‘grammar’ must be more theoretical and further from real texts than Halliday himself maintains.
Significantly, not Halliday but Stubbs (1994: 203) is called to witness the ‘Hallidayan assumption that all linguistic usage encodes representations of the world’. This ‘assumption’ is a gross exaggeration; and my own studies of Halliday’s works (e.g. Beaugrande 1991) convince me that he assumes no such thing. He has in fact said, for example:

20 the ‘slices of meaning’ which ‘the categories of our language represent’ may not ‘correspond to our conscious structuring of the world on creatures and things’ (1985: xxv)

 21 ‘categories of grammar’ are on ‘a purely abstract level of coding with no direct input-output link with the outside world’ (1985: xxxv)
Halliday cites the ‘Gender system in English’ ‘not corresponding to any of our conscious categorisations of experience’ (1994: xxv), but the more complex Gender system of Arabic makes the point far better. Over the long history of the language, the old nominal endings of Classical Arabic became blurred, as did the question of whether Cardinal Numerals are Nouns or Adjectives. In modern Standard Arabic, the Cardinal Numerals 1 and 2 as well as 11 and 12 agree in Gender with the Noun, whereas for 3 through 10 and for 3 through 19 the Feminine Numeral goes before a Masculine Noun, and vice versa.6 Surely no one would claim that the ‘world’ is being ‘represented’ here, e.g., on the grounds when three’s a crowd, gender identities get fouled up!7 

I would also reject Widdowson’s vision of ‘Halliday sharing the assumption’ that ‘textual meaning is a sum of the parts rather than a set of mutually modifying relations’ (16f). Halliday says quite the reverse: 

22 In the ‘grammar’, ‘meanings are accepted from different metafunctional inputs and spliced together to form integrated outputs, or wordings’ …‘The wording “realizes”, or encodes, the meaning…There is no sense in asking which determines which [or] what ‘each symbol as an isolate means; the meaning is encoded in the wording as an integrated whole’. (19854: xxxivf, xx)

Further, I would contest the Widdowsonian repudiation of Halliday’s (1985: xv, xxii) ‘aim’ to ‘construct a grammar for the purposes of text analysis’ and to provide ‘at once both a grammar of the system and a grammar of the text’ (17):
23 This would seem to suggest that if you can identify part of a text as manifesting a grammatical feature of whatever kind, all you need to do is to read off the meaning it encodes.…The text is thus taken to be a static patchwork. The dynamic interrelationships which grammatical features contract with each other are disregarded as irrelevant. (17)

I would recall here Widdowson’s (1997: 150, 165) divisive contention that Halliday’s is ‘a grammar of the system and not a grammar of the text at all’, ‘it being misleading to claim’ otherwise. As with ‘linguistics’, Widdowson purports to know just what a ‘grammar’ is:

24 A grammar, no matter how functionally informed, is an analytic device. Thus its systems are abstract constructs which separate out the underlying elements of language and assign them separate semantic signification. (16).

Of course, such an ‘abstract construct’ can hardly apply to real texts or discourses; and Widdowson (1997: 155) raised the stakes are raised by demanding that the ‘account’ would have to be ‘exhaustive’: 

25 The grammar….can never be an account of what people can mean, [because] the very account of the potential…can never tell you exhaustively what language users will make of the language resources at their disposal (m.e.).

I am intrigued by the prospect of Widdowson knowing what a ‘grammar’ is better than Halliday, who has devoted a lifetime of prodigious research to the issues. I myself have felt impelled to accept Halliday’s (1985: xvi) precept that a ‘discourse analysis’ ‘not based on grammar is not an analysis at all, but simply a running commentary on a text’; a chapter in my New Foundations expounds a Halliday-style grammar and illustrates its application with 498 authentic text-samples (Beaugrande 1997a: 182-288).

Widdowson’s case begins to unravel when we drop the falsely attributed ‘Hallidayan assumption that all linguistic usage encodes representations of the world’. The ‘functional grammar’ in Halliday’s sense merely assumes that linguistic usage and grammar can serve to represent the world where the co-text and context are appropriate. This obviously could not achieved by any ‘static’ operation of ‘reading off’ what has been permanently ‘encoded’ (sample 23) – a conception far more congenial to formalist than functionalist linguistics.

Allow me to illustrate with my Widdowsonian mini-corpus. In his discourse, the stem ‘argue’ attested in Verbs or Nouns (25 occurrences) is found to carry two opposed views of reality. Used with the First Person Singular in the Present Perfect, it carries the force: ‘and so we can really accept it’, viz.:

26 I have argued that corpus linguistics provides us with the description of text, not discourse. (9, m.e.)

27 As I have argued elsewhere….a grammar….cannot account for the way language functions synthetically in text. (16, m.e.)

28 as I have argued earlier, the computer can only reveal what is actually attested as overt behaviour (18, m.e.)

29 But, as I have argued elsewhere,…this is a crucial principle. (21, m.e.)

The force is subtly similar for ‘I would argue’ and ‘I want to argue’ despite the change in modality:

30 casting doubt on the relevance of linguistic description for pedagogic prescription is, I would argue, precisely what we should be about. (9, m.e.)

31 I would argue, then, that linguistics applied is, in effect, misapplied linguistics. (6, m.e.)

32 In both corpus and critical linguistics what we find, I would argue, is an analysis of text which is then given unwarranted discourse significance in disregard of crucial contextual factors. (22, m.e.)

Other grammatical options suggest a failure to grasp reality. Such is the force if the ‘arguing’ is either agentless, as in the Ergative 33 or the Passive 34; or if the agent is the impersonal ‘one’ 35 or a linguist being ‘criticised’ 36.

33
Now that we know what real language looks like, the argument runs, we expose learners to it and rid our classrooms of contrivance.(7, m.e.)

34 It might be argued, however, that this is not the relevant evidence (18, m.e.)

35 One might argue that….the ergative….always carries implications of process and result (14, m.e.)

36 And this, as Stubbs argues, is where corpus descriptions come in

The Noun and Verb stem ‘assume’, at 22 attestations, never collocates with Widdowson as First Person agent having a superior access to reality. Instead, we find contexts constructed to cast doubt, as in:

37
There is a widespread assumption that the classroom is of its nature an unreal place (8, m.e.)

38
people concerned with foreign language pedagogy have expressed reservations…. about the assumption that the findings of corpus linguistics should determine the content of the language subject (8, m.e.)

39
He [Stubbs, later also said of Fairclough] makes the assumption that the semantic meaning that the grammarian identifies as having become inscribed in a particular grammatical category is carried intact into the text (16, 19 m.e.)

40
And this assumption….he shares with Halliday, [who] apparently makes no distinction between grammatical and textual units of meaning. (16f, m.e.)

41
corpus linguistics assumes that the appropriate can be derived from the attested, and critical linguistics assumes that the appropriate can be derived from the possible. (23, m.e.)

Wherever a specific ‘assumer’ is identified, I could adduce documentation that he does not make these ‘assumptions’ in the first place. For 41, however, I think they are true, although Widdowson wants to suggest the contrary. I cannot imagine a ‘linguistic usage’ being ‘appropriate’ if it had never been ‘attested’, though it might well not be attested in one particular ‘corpus’; and still less can I imagine the ‘appropriate’ being derived from the impossible!

Compared to ‘assume’, the contextual range of the Noun and Verb stem ‘claim’, at 19 attestations, is even more drastic. Not only it is never used with Widdowson as agent, but the ‘claims’ are unsubtly made to sound phoney, especially in:

42
Each claims to have something quite radical to reveal about language….each also makes claims for the relevance of their analyses (6, m.e.)

43
Both claim that they reveal the reality of experienced language, hitherto inaccessible (23, m.e.) 

44
claims are made that this provides the only language worth teaching (7, m.e.)

45 the claim for relevance is not informed by pedagogic considerations (9, m.e.)

Such collocations might signal what Widdowson implies by invoking ‘the kind of enquiry that this journal’, nominally at least, claims to promote’ (3, m.e.) — namely that it really promotes ‘misapplied linguistics’. I would note how the ‘editorial’ in the same journal issue expressly approved the ‘emergence’ of ‘corpus linguistics’ and ‘critical linguistics’ (Bygate and Kramsch 2000: 2).

My own point would be that we surely we do not ‘read off formally encoded functions’ for these Nouns and Verbs attested in Widdowsonian discourse. The grammar of English does not encode whether an ‘assumption’, or ‘claim’ is or is not plausible, justified, and so on. All the grammar does is allow a discourse producer to create a non-committal frame for a concept of idea somebody else holds or expresses. Stated in Halliday’s (1994: 107) terms, these expressions are posed on the border between Mental Processes and Verbal Processes as ‘symbolic relations constructed in human consciousness and enacted in the form of language’. But the attestations of this mini-corpus show these expressions being exploited to formulate what Widdowson would have us accept as accurate positions of Halliday, Sinclair, and so on, even if they never said so. Perhaps this tactic illustrates ‘mediating between linguistics and other discourses’ (sample 5), but I would much prefer the exegesis of the discourse itself, as I am attempting it here. 

The case against Sinclair and corpus linguistics 

For corpus linguistics, Widdowson’s ‘arguments’ take a different tack. For Halliday’s linguistics, a key objection was essentially that Halliday’s linguistics is (or should be) confined to a theoretical mode of ‘grammar’ that cannot be applied to ‘texts’. For Sinclair’s linguistics, the application to texts is impossible to deny; so Widdowson argues that these ‘texts’ are not ‘real’ after all, contrary to the firm conviction among corpus linguists (myself included). 

Arraigning the approach on grounds of ‘reality’ thus gets more intricate. On the one hand, corpus data are implied to be only superficially real by terming them ‘actual language behaviour’, ‘overt behaviour’, ‘material products’, ‘textual traces’, or just ‘print-outs’ (6f, 18f). These, Widdowson vows, are all ‘the computer can cope with’, since it ‘readily recognizes’ ‘formally marked criteria’ rather than ‘semantic subtleties’ (6f, 14); he is obviously several generations behind on his knowledge of software for automatic parsing and lemmatising. Also, he has accused Sinclair of claiming that ‘real English’ consists only of corpus data: 

46 You do not represent language beyond the corpus: the language is represented by the corpus. What is not attested in the data is….not real English (Widdowson 1991: 14, m.e.)

Like Halliday, Sinclair says just the opposite of what Widdowson represents him saying, e.g.:

47 language users treat the regular patterns as jumping off points, and create endless variations to suit particular purposes (Sinclair 1991: 492). 
The valid formulation, in my view, is that the data in a very large corpus do not embody or set the boundaries of ‘real English’, but rather manifest the major regularities underlying a large portion of ‘real English’ — the English of real users of the language, in real experience.

On the other hand, Widdowson characterises corpus data as ‘contextual abstractions’ deprived of ‘reality’ until they have been ‘recontextualized’, viz. 47-50; and we might recall ‘recontextualizing language’ and ‘reconstructing reality’ being picked out as concerns for ‘applied linguistics’ (e.g. back in sample 8). 

48 The texts which are collected in a corpus have a reflected reality: they are only real because of the presupposed reality of the discourses of which they are a trace. (7, m.e.)

49 This is decontexualized language, which is why it is only partially real. If the language is to be realized as use, it has to be recontextualized. (7, m.e.)

50 language units [that have been] contextually abstracted….have to be recontextualized in the classroom so as to make them real for learners (8, m.e.)

51 The textual findings of frequencies and co-occurrences have to be contextually reconstituted in the classroom for their reality to be realized (7, m.e.)

Rather amazingly, these arguments blur the distinction between Chomsky’s linguistics of isolated sentences and Sinclair’s linguistics of corpus data — two approaches that just couldn’t be more disparate — by ascribing to both, without adequate justification, the study of ‘decontextualized language’.

To advance his case, Widdowson reverts to another of his favourite dichotomies, this one between ‘text’ and ‘discourse’. Such a dichotomy originated in the 1960s and 1970s from the unproductive but attractive idea of the text being a set or sequence of sentences,8 such that ‘sentence linguistics’ and ‘sentence grammar’ could be extended to accommodate ‘text linguistics’ and ‘text grammar’ with minimal revisions (for a detailed discussion see Beaugrande 2000c). Widdowson’s motivation now is just the reverse: defining the ‘text’ so it will not be accommodated, at least not until applied linguistics has turned it into ‘discourse’ (samples 52-53).

Yet the whole dichotomy remains empty for a simple reason: I have never seen a convincing instance of the theoretical ‘text’ isolated from all discourse. The ‘text linguistics’ and ‘text grammar’ predicated upon this ‘text’ have largely disappeared, whilst ‘text linguistics’ and ‘discourse analysis’ have briskly converged, much to their mutual benefit (Beaugrande 1997a); the linguists who still ‘idealise reality’ and shun ‘the actual experience of language’ have prefer their invented ‘John-and Mary’ sentences anyway. 

I would submit that a real text cannot be decontexualized, that is, removed from any context; we can only shift it into a different context, which is an ordinary transaction not just in language classrooms, but in most reports or discussions of what somebody said. With a real text, you cannot help getting implicated in interpreting it. Widdowson seems to envision two separable stages, one them reserved for ‘applied linguistics’:

52 text recognition is not the same as text realization, for this latter involves interpretation, that is to say the deriving of a discourse from it (10, m.e.). 

53
the textual constraints on interpretation that people should be aware of [and] whereby people derive diverse discourses from the same text….are questions for applied linguistics (23, m.e.)

Yet ‘recognition’ without ‘realization’ or ‘interpretation’ is not an empirically real operation, despite what some theoretical models of the reading process may have suggested (survey in Beaugrande 1980-81). You can of course recognise isolated letters or words without understanding them as discourse, especially if you are not fluent in the language (my problem with Arabic just now!), but then they do not constitute a text as a communicative event. And this is certainly not the situation of corpus linguists anyhow. 

What corpus queries do is extract samples of specified length from their original texts and display, at a glance, multiple occurrences of an expression or pattern that were not originally placed in such close proximity. But when corpus linguists read just one sample, we are not proceeding too differently from a reader in the intended audience who also reads just a line or two at a time; and we need merely touch a few buttons to expand that sample up to as many lines as we desire.

To increase his restrictions upon corpus linguistics, Widdowson devises a trichotomy among first, second, and third person data:

54
frequencies of occurrence of words, and regular patterns of collocation co-occurrence… are third person observed data (‘When do they use the word X?’) which are different from the first person data of introspection (‘When do I use the word X?’), and the second person data of elicitation (‘When do you use the word X?’). (6) 

55
Corpus analysis reveals…third person facts of what people do, but not the facts of what people know, nor what they think they do: they come from the perspective of the observer looking on, not the introspective of the insider. …In ethnomethodogical [sic] terms, we do not get member categories of description. (6)

56 The description of internalised language requires a first person perspective….to prise knowledge out from the recesses of the mind: knowledge which is not realised as behavioural evidence available to the observer ….Corpus linguistic….adopts the third person perspective (Widdowson 1991: 15)

But everyone has a three-fold vision, and it is rarely a debilitating obstacle. Since as discourse participants we cannot observe meanings, we observe what we can see or hear and make sense of it with the help of introspection, using a first person point of reference (e.g. ‘what would I mean if I said that?’), but also a second person (e.g. ‘what do you mean?’) and a third person (e.g. ‘what do they mean?’). None of this would seem problematic, had not ‘theoretical linguistics’ forced a wedge in between observation and introspection in order to declare that the ‘observed use of language’ ‘surely cannot constitute the subject-matter of linguistics’ as a ‘serious discipline’ (Chomsky 1965: 4). At the same stage, elicitation was ousted from the primary role it has occupied in the fieldwork linguistics I cited above. All these divisions were artefacts of a restrictive academic politics, not empirically real demarcations within human processing.
When linguistics was enjoined to ‘construct a description’ or ‘explanation for the enormous mass of unquestionable data concerning the linguistic intuition of the native speaker, often himself’ (Chomsky 1965: 20, m.e.), we see who was really behind the ‘ideal-speaker hearer’. Authority from one’s statements about the language — particularly when the ‘data’ proved to be ‘questionable’ after all — was claimed by virtue of holding an advanced degree in ‘theoretical linguistics’, which guaranteed a privileged access to intuitions.

Today, corpus linguistics is finally reinstating observation, and on a scale previously not feasible. The linguist is rejoining the community of real speakers and hearer rather than hiding behind an ‘ideal’ one. Authority is now claimed from carefully examining large sets of real texts with a reasonably open mind, investing first, second, and third person perspectives, along with our introspection and intuitions, in the full awareness that we may need to go look for more data. 

To demand complete or exhaustive coverage from any corpus of texts is just as unreasonable as demanding a display of all the grammatical sentences of a language. What corpus research seeks is some critical mass where a set of data converge upon a reasonable certainty about their structure and meaning. We do not claim that our interpretations are ‘correct’ or ‘privileged’, but rather that they are more methodical and systematic than if we were ‘prising knowledge out from the recesses of the mind’, which sounds to me like shelling a stubborn walnut. A systematic look just at the tiny corpus I generated from Widdowson’s anniversary paper (11,418 words by my count, excluding notes and references) can be a substantial aid for ‘interpretation’ and not just for ‘finding frequencies’ within a merely ‘reflected reality’ (samples 48 and 51). I can ‘observe’ clusters of Noun-Verb occurrences that help to verify Widdowson’s ‘arguments’ and falsify the ‘claims’ of those he ‘criticises’; or occurrences that assign differential values to what counts as ‘real’ or ‘reality’. And I can follow in some detail how he carves out niches for ‘applied linguistics’ and warns various linguistic approaches that they do not belong there. Mine remains a ‘partial interpretation’ for which I allege no ‘privileged status’ but which I propose as an instance of what Widdowson calls a ‘stimulus for enquiry’ (22), for instance, when I ask to see an instance of a text that is not discourse.

The case against critical discourse analysis 

The ‘argument’ is once again different for ‘critical discourse analysis’ (hereafter CDA) although Widdowson suggests it is in cahoots with the other two, viz.:

57 It is not surprising then that critical discourse analysts should find Halliday's grammar so well-suited to their purposes. It is tailor made for them (17)

58 And this, as Stubbs argues, is where corpus descriptions come in. If Fairclough’s claim of ‘usual association’ is supported by evidence of collocational frequency…(18)

Yet I would raise the problem that CDA does not properly belong to the discipline of ‘linguistics’, which is after all Widdowson’s declared target. Fourteen times he slips into calling it ‘critical linguistics’ (10-11, 15, 19, 22-23), the old name that was abandoned precisely because the ‘linguistic’ framework had proven too restrictive. Perhaps he wishes it still were in ‘linguistics’ and still so restricted; the examples he uses certainly portray it as such.

Taking a different tack, he detaches CDA from ‘discourse’ and consigns it to ‘text’:

59
In spite of its name, critical discourse analysis is….an exercise in text description. And it, too, has a way of assigning discourse significance to textual facts. The supposed area of relevant application is here, however, much broader and of much greater moment. (9)

If ‘applications’ are judged a ‘danger’ to ‘applied linguistics, as seems clear from sample 12, then this ‘broader area’ is all the more threatening.
Interestingly, a standard Widdowsonian defence from previous papers does not reappear, namely to deny the third term in the name of CDA: what Fairclough and others do is not ‘analysis’ but ‘interpretation’ (Widdowson 1995, 1997). This move was supported by requiring that ‘analysis’ be ‘exhaustive’, ‘arbitrary’, and non-’selective’ (1997: 153):

60
Analysis, in principle, takes everything into account that is encoded (1997: 153)

This support doesn’t apply now that Widdowson is arguing against the idea of ‘grammatical features’ having ‘meanings encoded’ in advance of the ‘text’ (sample 23). Yet he reverts to the dubiously ‘Hallidayan assumption’ (quoted from Stubbs) in order to reproach CDA for not ‘taking everything into account’:

61 in practice [you] select certain features and disregard the rest, and this is what Stubbs does. [But] in selecting a particular feature for special attention, you in effect accept that the disregarded parts of the text are redundant in that they are irrelevant to the identification of ideological stance. But how does this square with the idea that ‘all linguistic usage encodes representations of the world?’ (11f)
Yet even if we accepted the extreme idea about ‘all linguistic usage’, this argument is untenable. Selecting one feature need not imply the ‘irrelevance’ of others, but merely the intention to keep one’s analysis from getting too long or repetitive and incurring the wrath of editors and publishers

Whereas the cases against the linguistics of Halliday and Sinclair were argued with no data at all, the case against CDA adduces a few examples, albeit brief ones chosen mainly from Stubbs and all as patently vulnerable over-interpretations. In one instance, he adopts the (for him) most usual recourse of looking up data in a very large corpus (the BNC), knowing the data will go against Fairclough. Otherwise, he seems content in ‘making appeal to plausible pragmatic uptake’ (20), which I suppose would be a ‘first-person perspective’ in the sense of samples 54-56. 

This handful of data are duly adduced as grounds to repeat the charges of ‘treating the text’ as a kind, ‘static semantic patchwork’ (17, 22), directed before against Halliday in sample 23; and of claiming a ‘privileged status’ for one’s ‘own partial interpretations’ (22). Without further evidence, a harsh judgement is passed:

62 This example of what can only be called tendentious interpretation is not, regrettably, just a momentary lapse, for it seems to be endemic in a good deal of critical discourse analysis (18) 

Perhaps I might be allowed one bit of counter-evidence of the data CDA really wants to address:

63 
An inspection carried out by the Council for Nuclear Safety… showed more than 1000 workers in Harmony Gold Mines … have received an annual radiation dose five times higher than it should be. ‘Essentially, these workers were being fried,’ said a council source. ‘They are not provided with protective clothing or even instruments that would allow them to measure radiation levels.’ ‘Mining has a social benefit and we can't make it so costly that workers' jobs are at risk. So perhaps you say radiation will kill you, but no jobs will also kill you,’ said Anglogold representative Johan Botha. (Mail & Guardian, Johannisburg, March 1, 1999) (m.e.)
My intuitions expected the mining company express surprise and regret, and promise some investigation or remediation such as protective clothing. But not so. The company spokesman cynically offered its workers the choice between two ways to be ‘killed’: radiation or joblessness. Disturbingly, the ‘empirical ethnographic considerations’ which ‘locate the texts in its sociocultural settings’ (Widdowson, 22) include the facts that the workers are black Africans and the spokesman is a white Afrikaner — which, in the historical context of gold mining in South Africa, makes the statement leap into sharp perspective. 

I hope I am not being ‘tendentious’ if I call attention to the expression ‘social benefit’. I would adduce corpus data9 to back up my claim that a ‘manipulation’ of the usual meaning has indeed been performed, such as (m.e.): 

64
A number of important social benefits, such as human health, environmental quality, improvements in family life and community development, and public decision making are typically omitted from the social rate of return on a research investment 

65
Another aspect of this element of performance is what might be described as social benefits such as human rights, employment standards, employment equity
Equating ‘social benefits’ with company profits leads to the perverse logic of protecting jobs by frying job-holders. To me this presents an exquisite emblem for the new style of business known as ‘killer capitalism’, portrayed with conclusive documentation by Martin and Schumann (1996).

The cases rest

By approaching Widdowson’s discourse, and the discourse of the linguists he discusses, as small-corpus data, I hope to have uncovered some interpretive possibilities that might otherwise not be ‘realised’. Any ‘privileged status’ that might be ‘claimed’ for my ‘interpretation’ would have to emerge from my exegesis of the data, as compared to Widdowson’s own proceedings of ‘arguing’ from the ‘assumptions’ and ‘claims’ other linguists supposedly make, whilst ignoring what they have actually said in print.
With consummate (though perhaps unintentional) irony, he announces six times in his paper, like a mantra, that the real value of other approach lies in ‘provocation’ — they get people like him to straighten matters out through ‘critical responses’ and ‘closer enquiries’, e.g.:
66
I would argue that the value of [Sinclair's] proposed precepts is precisely because they provoke a critical response. (9)

67

work in critical discourse analysis… provokes us to enquire more closely (10)

68 From the applied linguistic point of view, their importance [i.e., of corpus linguistics and critical linguistics] lies not in the answers they provide but in the questions they provoke (20)

The sombre, cautionary tone of his paper would suggest that applied linguistics is in real danger of getting ‘absorbed’ or deprived of its ‘occupation’ (see footnote 5) by armies of ‘misappliers’ ‘converging’ in from the schools of Halliday, Sinclair, and Fairclough. Such a parlous vision seems a bit alarmist. All I can think of remotely in this direction is Tim Johns’ (1991: 30) advocacy of using a corpus to ‘cut out the middleman’ and ‘give the learner direct access to the data’ — and only if the applied linguist were indeed a ‘middleman’, which is hardly an apt ascription.

I would see three other dangers. First, the very linguistics of ‘idealisation’ and ‘abstraction’, which Widdowson evidently accepts, may atrophy within Chomsky’s (1991: 88) precept that ‘your professional training as a linguist’ ‘just doesn’t help you to be socially useful’. Second, attempts to ‘apply’ such a non-useful linguistics anyway may foster truly arrant ‘impositions’, such as Krashen’s (1985: 55) precept that ‘materials’ and ‘lesson plans, etc. are not necessary’, because he literally believes in a ‘language acquisition device’ (Beaugrande 1997b). 

Such precepts could lead to a drastic retrenchment of linguistics as whole, as already indicated by the closing of entire programmes or departments. At that stage, educators and administrators may mistrust all disciplines with ‘linguistics’ in their names. Unless ‘applied linguistics’ changes its name – as in South Africa, where ‘applied language studies’ has taken hold — a sound strategy for survival would be to seek active alliances with those counter-trends inside linguistics that point to real language and social relevance, instead of warning about improper ‘extensions’.

I see a third danger in attempting to judge in advance whether or not the research produced by such trends can or should be applied to classroom practices. That question should be answered in the classroom, and not pre-empted by theoretical lucubrations, inaccessible to practicing language teachers, on recondite dichotomies like ‘I-language’ vs. E-language’, ‘text’ vs. discourse’, or ‘analysis’ vs. interpretation’. We should wait and see, respecting the competence of these teachers to tell what works better or worse, and to join in discussions on a level they prefer.

Now if, as Widdowson himself has ‘argued elsewhere’, ‘recognizing intentionality’ and ‘enquiring into the discoursal conditions of production and reception’ is indeed a ‘crucial principle’ (21), then I might be permitted to infer a ‘significance’ that ‘is not there in the text’ (10, 21). His ‘criticism’ may be not so much against the ‘misapplication’ of linguistics to applied linguistics, as against the encroachment of potential rivals inside linguistics upon a subject-matter he wishes to formulate in his own way: the relation between applied linguistics and discourse analysis. I would cite the title of his 1973 PhD Thesis at the University of Edinburgh: An Applied Linguistic Approach to Discourse Analysis; and shortly before I moved to Africa in 1997, I learned he had signed a contract to publish a book on the same topic. 

Also, I might note that in the paper I have scanned, Sinclair’s work is always called ‘corpus analysis’ and never ‘discourse analysis’, despite his massive contributions to the latter field based squarely upon real language experience in the classroom (e.g. Sinclair and Coulthard 1975; Sinclair and Brazil 1982). Nor is the latter term applied to Halliday’s work even though the monumental Introduction to Function Grammar of 1985 and 1999, adduced by Widdowson, partly ‘grew out of class notes prepared for a course’ ‘in discourse analysis’ (Halliday 1994: ix). The term — always collocated with ‘critical’ — is reserved for Fairclough, whose contribution gets reduced to an casual over-interpretation of the Verb ‘flock’.

So Widdowson’s persistent ‘criticisms’ could be intended to tidy up this particular subject-matter pending his public return after a hiatus of over 25 years. However, his palette of prescriptions and proscriptions about how and how not to conduct ‘discourse analysis’ could create a difficult ambience for his own book insofar as it goes beyond rehearsing the same criticisms we see here. The book ought to provide some overview of the field, but to be consistent, he would somehow have to exclude a substantial body of widely respected work by the three approaches he objects to. 

More specifically, his book could be expected to: (a) dispense with a ‘functional grammar of the system’, which he vows cannot apply to ‘text’; (b) either discount corpus data or convert their ‘analysis’ from ‘quantitative’ to ‘qualitative’; (c) ‘adduce textual evidence’ for every ‘assignment of intention’; (d) ‘take everything into account that is encoded’; (e) ‘relate and reconcile different representations of reality’; (f) ‘comprehensively capture the reality of experienced language’; and, yes, (g) ‘make people more socio-politically aware of the way language is used to manipulate them’ (9). We can look forward to such a book with the greatest interest and suspense.

Then again, he could reject out of hand all the counter-interpretations I have proposed in this paper. But would not then be violating his own principle of the ‘value’ of ‘provoking critical response’?
NOTES 

1 
To conserve journal space, I cite page numbers in Widdowson (2000) without the year.

2 
The term recurs only once, and for unfounded ‘confidence’ in one’s ‘privileged access to covert significance’ (11).

3
Here and elsewhere I make minor changes in the grammar to fit the context, such as turning participles into infinitives. These should be allowed among the ‘dynamic interrelationships which grammatical features contract’, as Widdowson acknowledges (17). Some minor inaccuracies caused by the scanning process have probably survived my proof-readings, for which I apologise.

4 
In 1975, Sinclair and Coulthard published the first British introduction to the ‘analysis of discourse’. A coincidence? 

5
Widdowson’s quote, ‘Othello’s occupation’s gone’, sounds piquant, since the occupation was ‘big wars that make ambition virtue’ (Othello III iii, 357, 349).

6
More precisely, 1 is an Adjective agreeing with its Noun; 2 is a Dual Noun in Apposition with the Noun; 3-10 are Status Constructus (called ‘idafa’ by the Arabs) with the Noun in the Genitive Plural; and 11-19 govern the Noun in the Accusative Singular (Wickens 1980: 98f). Perhaps originally different endings have been conflated.

7 
Actually, Wickens (1980: 99) sees this ‘feature’ ‘doubtless holding a number of implications in the areas of both psychology and anthropology’, though he (mercifully) doesn’t elaborate.

8
Widdowson notes how ‘linguists still routinely talk about text as being stretches of language above the sentence’ (10), but I suspect this talk has grown less routine and less complacent over the years.

9 
These attestations were taken from a 500,000-word corpus of public speeches compiled by John Milton.
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