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To Catherine



Make a rhizome. But you don’t know what you can make a rhizome 
with, you don’t know which subter ranean stem is effect ively going to 
make a rhizome, or enter a becom ing, people your desert. So exper i ment.

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari

The notion of the non- human, in- human, or post- human emerges as the 
defin ing trait of nomadic ethical subjectiv ity.

Rosi Braidotti
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Preface

A snippet from an argu ment. I found it in a news pa per with wide circu la-
tion. The argu ment holds that UK farmers should be allowed to grow genet-
ic ally modi fied (GM) crops, but activ ists opposed to GM are allegedly 
prevent ing this. Here are consec ut ive sentences from the conclu sion:

[1] UK farmers must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient farming methods based 

on tried and tested science.

   

[2] We need science-based decision- making. The world has moved on, and it’s time the anti-

science activ ists did too.

As the bolded words and arrows indic ate, one way in which sentences [1] 
and [2] are held together is through repe ti tion of ‘science’. With ‘science’ a 
prestige term, asso ci at ing GM with ‘tried and tested science’ and ‘science- 
based decision- making’ makes rhet or ical good sense. This is espe cially so if 
you are going to label anti-GM activ ists as anti- science.

While sentences [1] and [2] appear to hold together, in fact they lack 
stick ing power. I used a corpus to help me estab lish this. This is a body of 
texts from the same language in digital form. The contemporary corpus I 
used consists of over a billion words and contains a balance of many 
differ ent text types – conver sa tion, news, polit ics and so on. Due to its size, 
range and balance, I can treat it as a fairly reli able snap shot of English. 
‘Tried and tested science’ in sentence [1] does not exist in the corpus. 
Creative texts, partic u larly poetry, often contain unusual expres sions that 
would not be found in a corpus of English. Unusual is not neces sar ily bad. 
But ‘tried and tested science’ is from a serious argu ment, not a poem. When 
I first read the argu ment, ‘tried and tested science’ did not leap out as odd. 
So, the corpus is bene fi cial in reveal ing this blind spot. The corpus is also 
useful because it tells me instead that ‘tried and tested’ very regu larly asso-
ci ates with ‘tech nology’. This promp ted me to do some research and think a 
bit harder. GM is a tech no logy, not a science, genet ics being the relev ant 
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science here. ‘Tried and tested’ is better off asso ci at ing with ‘tech no logy’ in 
sentence [1]. But this breaks the link between sentences [1] and [2]. The 
argu ment unravels here, with its cred ib il ity affected:

[1] UK farmers must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient farming methods based 

on tried and tested science tech no logy.

[2] We need science-based decision- making. The world has moved on, and it’s time the anti-

science activ ists did too.

Traditionally, crit ical engage ment with an argu ment eval u ates the quality 
of its reas on ing. As I show in this book, billion- word corpora help make 
possible a supple ment ary or altern at ive criterion for judging the quality of 
an argu ment: its ‘cohe sion’ is stable or other wise relat ive to a norm of 
language use for a topic.

***

What if I also look at this argu ment from the concerns of the anti-GM activ-
ists whom the argu ment criti cises? Anti-GM activ ists make up a large group 
of campaign ers. Before the World Wide Web, trying to determ ine key 
concerns across a large number of campaign ers with the same goal would 
have been toil some. I prob ably would have had to settle for the concerns of 
a handful of well- known campaign ers. The problem with doing so, however, 
is that my selec tion would be open to the charges that it is limited and 
perhaps biased too. But I can get round such charges by access ing texts 
written by many differ ent anti-GM activ ists as part of related campaigns on 
differ ent websites. I can muster these digit ised texts into a corpus and use 
soft ware to under stand common concerns; my under stand ing would thus 
have ‘quant it at ive author ity’. One common concern I found out is that 
many farmers in the devel op ing world have had GM agri cul ture foisted 
upon them. This new inform a tion puts an earlier chunk from the argu ment 
in a differ ent light:

[3] 90% of those who choose to use GM crops are small- scale farmers 
living in devel op ing coun tries.

Assuming this alleg a tion to be true, sentence [3] is mislead ing in imply ing 
that freedom of choice in the use of GM has been habitual.

The reader will see that ‘choose’ is also mentioned in [1]. The repe ti tion 
of ‘choose’ adds to the argu ment’s cohe sion. But just because words on a 
page stick an argu ment together, this does not mean that the argu ment is 
cred ible relat ive to the posi tion being criti cised, char ac ter ised or poten tially 
affected by the argu ment’s outlook. Asking that UK farmers be given the 
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freedom to choose GM seems ironic in the light of the alleg a tion that many 
farmers in the devel op ing world do not always have this freedom. Relative 
to the ‘counter- discourse’, the link between ‘choose’ in [3] and [1] thus 
appears suspect:

[3] 90% of those who choose to use GM crops are small- scale farmers living in devel op ing 

coun tries.

[1] UK farmers must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient farming methods based 

on tried and tested science.

Small- scale farmers in the devel op ing world do not commonly have much 
power. The rela tion ship between power and social/economic inequal ity is 
import ant to this book. One of its posi tions is that showing hospit al ity to 
the socially/econom ic ally disad vant aged by using a corpus analysis to ascer-
tain their key concerns and desires, then explor ing the degree to which an 
argu ment unravels because it distorts or obscures these key concerns and 
desires, is to engage in an ethical reading.

I have shown snip pets of what the reader will find in this book: related 
ways of crit ic ally reading an argu ment inten ded for mass public consump-
tion via compar ison with some thing outside it. These decon struct ive ways 
of reading both draw on digit ised corpora to rigor ously make visible in an 
argu ment what may have previ ously been blind spots for the reader and, in 
turn, how their revel a tion can lead to the argu ment unrav el ling.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Orientation

1.1.1  Public sphere argu ments

The ref’s ludicrous decision . . . blog ging disgust at the elect or ate’s bad 
choice of senator . . . I think you’ll find it’s your turn to empty the dish-
washer . . . At the break fast table, in court, on our phones, in all manner of 
places, with all manner of media and over all manner of things, the mundane 
and the elev ated, we argue. And we don’t just engage in argu ment – arguing 
is an enter tain ing spec tator sport. A couple airing their dirty laundry on a 
bus, online clips of politi cians in hot- tempered dispute with ensuing fist i-
cuffs, and the more sedate pleas ure of listen ing to mean ing ful polit ical 
debate when that happens. Arguing is revel a tion too. Committing to a 
reasoned marshalling of our ideas which we are prepared to defend is to find 
out what we really think. And, to stomach counter- argu ments from friends 
and colleagues, rather than retch ing back with indig na tion, can promote 
improve ment of our ideas and differ ent paths of think ing. To argue, to 
consume counter- argu ments and digest them, is funda mental to being a 
human and funda mental to any progress. This is what makes the study of 
argu ment a tion – the process of arguing – and argu ment – the product of 
argu ment a tion – so fascin at ing.

While argu ment and argu ment a tion penet rate many aspects of life, this  
is only one book.1 I have a partic u lar focus here – ‘public sphere 
argu ments’. These are argu ments inten ded for wide consump tion in the 
public domain. Public sphere argu ments are part of our cultural connect ive 
tissue, having the power to shape agendas. The public sphere argu ments 
that I decon struct in this book are written. With the extraordin ary advance 
of the World Wide Web, written public sphere argu ments are more pervas ive 
than ever. Learning how to eval u ate effect ively such argu ments is then an 
import ant skill, vital to any parti cip a tion in national and inter na tional 
debates.

DOI: 10.4324/9781315622705-1



2 Introduction

1.1.2 Digitally-driven crit ical ways of reading

While there is no substi tute for the effort spent address ing know ledge gaps, 
consider the reader who is not wholly famil iar with the topic of an argu ment 
that concerns them. How might they still achieve a useful crit ical perspect ive 
in a rigor ous manner (with detailed know ledge devel op ment later an option)? 
The first crit ical way of reading I flagged in the preface does this, opening the 
reader up to the appre ci ation of poten tially relev ant absences from the argu-
ment and how they may adversely affect its cohe sion – how the text ties 
together. These are absences from how the topic is normally discussed, such 
as in the expres sion ‘tried and tested science’, regard less of how a topic is 
eval u ated. And, if an argu ment’s cohe sion suffers, if its sentences no longer 
stick together on the page, then there are prob ably reper cus sions for the 
sense we can make of it. If our reading compre hen sion suffers as a result of 
loss of cohe sion, the argu ment also lacks coher ence. In turn, its cred ib il ity 
suffers. The first crit ical way of reading has general applic a tion in that 
language use in any public sphere argu ment can be compared with the same 
in a large corpus. The concepts of cohe sion (a prop erty of the text) and 
coher ence (a prop erty of the mind) are key to this book.2

There are often two sides to an argu ment – and either side can use a well- 
known tactic: distort ing the other’s posi tion so that it is easy to then knock 
it down and claim a victory. This is known as a straw man fallacy. The 
second crit ical way of reading involves, in the first instance, ascer tain ing 
whether an argu ment has commit ted a straw man fallacy. As I flagged in the 
preface, this entails creat ing a corpus of texts written by those arguing for 
that stand point. Through use of soft ware tools we can find out their common 
concerns. The analyst then explores the extent to which the coher ence of the 
argu ment is affected by how it may have distor ted the stand point it is criti-
cising or omitted crucial elements of it. Both crit ical ways of reading, then, 
rest on the follow ing idea: an argu ment may appear cohes ive on the page 
and coher ent in our reading because of what it excludes.

1.1.3 Ethics of digital hospit al ity

The second crit ical way of reading applies to public sphere argu ments with 
two sides. That said, in this book I will focus on a partic u lar form of public 
sphere argu ment with two sides. This is one which misrep res ents the stand-
point of the relat ively power less, thus rein for cing – delib er ately or inad vert-
ently – a status quo of social and economic inequal ity. I take as obvious that 
the world is an unequal place in its soci etal oppor tun it ies, e.g. to educa tion, 
cultural capital, clean water, housing, trans port infra struc ture. The world is 
unequal too in how the Other is treated: e.g. girls and women, homo sexu als, 
those with differ ent skin colours. And the world is severely econom ic ally 
unequal in many ways. Here is one: hundreds of thou sands of chil dren live 
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priv ileged, privately educated lives in the developed world; hundreds of 
thou sands of chil dren live off rubbish dumps in the devel op ing world. I also 
take it as incon tro vert ible that a free market contrib utes to inequal ity of 
income. A free market rewards profes sions that can be ‘monet ised’. Premier 
league foot ballers provide enter tain ment; nurses provide care. Both have 
value. But members of the former profes sion will always be far richer because 
their profit poten tial is much greater. None of the above are polit ical state-
ments. I am merely describ ing life. Politics is the discourse and action politi-
cians and/or the popu lace engage in to change society, which can include 
action to reduce inequal ity in address ing the prob lems of the disad vant aged.

In looking at a public sphere argu ment from the posi tion of the socially/
econom ic ally disad vant aged, I yoke the second crit ical way of reading to an 
‘ethics of hospit al ity’. By this I mean that the analyst shows hospit al ity to 
relat ively power less groups with which they are unfa mil iar or do not know 
in any depth. This is an ethical deed because it entails leaving our own preoc-
cu pa tions for a moment and trying to under stand the goals, concerns and 
frus tra tions of those who would benefit from polit ical change which would 
address their social and economic disad vant age. Acting in this way inter rupts 
our routine perspect ives, enabling us to eval u ate an argu ment from a new 
point of view, to assess whether or not it is coher ent and thus cred ible relat ive 
to the ‘counter- discourse’. We are refreshed and exten ded in the process.

In the preface, from the comfort of my office, I looked at the snippet of an 
argu ment from the point of view of small- scale farmers in the devel op ing 
world. Ethical tourism? There is nothing like first- hand exper i ence of people’s 
prob lems. But most univer sity students – primar ily the target audi ence of the 
method being offered here for crit ic ally decon struct ing public sphere argu-
ments – are unlikely to be in a posi tion, or have the inclin a tion, to visit the 
devel op ing world just to complete their assign ment. They can voyage, instead, 
on the amazing resource of the World Wide Web beyond their natural 
habitat, and show ‘digital hospit al ity’ to those who are looking to change 
their circum stances. This does not mean, I should stress, that students are 
expec ted to take on the polit ics of (those who support) the disad vant aged. It 
is hardly the place of an educator to exhort students to follow a partic u lar 
polit ical outlook. It is, though, part of a teacher’s job descrip tion not only to 
help students to think for them selves but to encour age them to extend their 
hori zons, showing them appro pri ate soft ware tools to enable this.

1.2 The soft ware- based analysis of language use

1.2.1 Corpus linguistic method

Corpora (the plural of ‘corpus’) are crucial to the strategies of this book. 
The method used for analys ing digital language corpora is import ant too – 
corpus linguist ics. If you were asked to come up with the most recur rent five 
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word expres sions in English, it would be quite a diffi cult task. We don’t 
store inform a tion about our language use in this way. Yet, with corpora in 
the millions and increas ingly in the billions of words, we have access to such 
quant it at ive inform a tion. We don’t have to be stumped by the inad equa cies 
of our intu itions about language use. It cannot be over stated just how 
import ant this still recent devel op ment is. This is because, as the corpus 
linguist ics scholar, John Sinclair, said:

the ability to examine large text corpora in a system atic manner allows 
access to a quality of evid ence that has not been avail able before.

(Sinclair, 1991: 4)

And one quality of evid ence from a big corpus which largely eluded previ ous 
language study is that language use is highly patterned. Words habitu ally 
huddle together and habitu ally shun one another too. (So, as I high lighted, 
‘tried and tested’ commonly asso ci ates with ‘tech no logy’, but not ‘science’.) 
This insight of corpus linguist ics is import ant to the prac tices of this  
book.

1.2.2 Generating altern at ive subjectiv it ies

A key value of corpus linguistic method for this book is how it helps us to 
create ‘altern at ive subjectiv it ies’. By this I mean how it enables us to see a 
public sphere argu ment from points of view other than our own. The first 
crit ical way of reading enables a reader to look at the argu ment from the 
perspect ive of a subjectiv ity which knows how a topic is commonly spoken 
or written about. For example, this subjectiv ity would be able to spot that 
‘tried and tested science’ is a highly unusual expres sion. Since this subjectiv ity 
is asso ci ated with common discourse, I refer to it as a discurs ive subjectiv ity. 
The second crit ical way of reading relies on a differ ent subjectiv ity. This 
subjectiv ity equates to the recur rent concerns of the stand point which is 
opposed in an argu ment. I call this a stand point subjectiv ity. As I have said, 
a stand point I am inter ested in is that of the socially/econom ic ally disad-
vant aged. Since I have conten ded that it is an ethical deed to try to see things 
from the perspect ive of this group, I refer to this specific stand point 
subjectiv ity as an ethical subjectiv ity.

1.2.3 Digital human it ies and corpus linguist ics

More and more schol ars and students in the human it ies are using soft ware 
to facil it ate their engage ments with data. If someone is doing this, then they 
are doing their human it ies study digit ally. They are conduct ing work which 
would be seen as part of the digital human it ies. This is a diverse, excit ing 
and ever bloom ing set of prac tices in the human it ies (and, despite the name, 
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in the social sciences too). Transformation is key. Digital human it ies  
schol ars use soft ware to trans form the habitual way of research ing and 
teach ing. 

There is much cross- over between soft ware designed in corpus linguist ics 
for use by linguists and soft ware used by digital human ists whose research 
involves looking at language. You don’t need to be a linguist to use soft ware 
developed by corpus linguists product ively. However, there are tech niques 
of language analysis within corpus linguist ics which digital human ists may 
be less famil iar with, but could be useful to their endeav ours. I detail and use 
these tech niques extens ively in the book. Since use of soft ware drives the 
eval u at ive analysis of argu ment in this book, and no special ist frame work of 
linguistic analysis is required, the approach: i) sits across the digital human-
it ies and social sciences; ii) could thus be used by students and lectur ers open 
to the use of soft ware in a variety of discip lines where the study of public 
sphere argu ment is relev ant.

There are plenty of analyt ical frame works in linguist ics which are tech-
nically soph ist ic ated, demand ing to learn and chal len ging to apply  
success fully. But this is not the case for corpus linguist ics. Compared to 
many other approaches in linguist ics, it is access ible, and light on concepts 
and termin o logy. This is because it is much more a set of tech niques and 
prin ciples for the analysis of elec tronic language data than a complex  
theor et ical perspect ive on language. That said, it would be mislead ing to 
cast corpus linguist ics as only a method. It has produced import ant  
insights into language use. These have rami fic a tions for anybody concerned 
with language study, rami fic a tions that are less well known across the  
digital human it ies than they are in linguist ics. I detail, in Chapter 4, a 
number of these key insights since they are import ant for the approach of 
this book. I have produced a gloss ary where corpus linguistic terms are 
explained.

1.3 Deterritorialisations

Everything is some thing else from some thing already; nothing comes from 
nothing. The strategies of this book emerge from, and aim to enlarge, two 
tradi tions of pedagogy: crit ical think ing and crit ical discourse analysis.

1.3.1 Critical think ing

By ‘crit ical think ing’ I refer to a set of tech niques for the prac tical eval u ation 
of argu ments. In many text books which teach skills of argu ment analysis to 
univer sity students, there is usually much focus on the logical struc ture of an 
argu ment – the premises of the argu ment advanced in support of a conclu-
sion. Written public sphere argu ments – for they are the focus of this book –  
are rarely laid out with their premises in neat sequen tial fashion with a 
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conclu sion at the end. A basic assump tion of crit ical think ing is that if you 
want to get to grips with an argu ment, and eval u ate its logical struc ture, then 
you need to attempt what is called its recon struc tion – reor gan ising the text 
of the argu ment into its premises and conclu sion.

With a face- to-face inter locutor, we can keep check ing to see if we have 
recon struc ted their argu ment accur ately. A written public sphere argu ment 
is differ ent. How do we know if we are recon struct ing the argu ment into a 
form which the author would agree with if they are not around to ask? If the 
writer does not organ ise their argu ment in an obvious sequence of premises 
leading to a conclu sion, this can create diffi culty for the reader’s recon struc-
tion. This book produces altern at ive strategies for crit ical analysis of written 
argu ments which circum vent this poten tial problem for recon struc tion and 
bypass other chal lenges I will detail.

1.3.2 Pedagogical crit ical discourse analysis

Critical Discourse Analysis (hence forth CDA) is a multi- discip lin ary set of 
practical approaches which invest ig ates how language use can contrib ute to 
the repro duc tion of social and economic inequal ity, how language use can 
persuade listen ers and readers to (re)produce the values and agendas of the 
relat ively power ful which may not be in the interests of the relat ively  
power less. For example, crit ical discourse analysts have illu min ated how 
certain language use can help to sustain sexist or racist rela tions. Argument 
is a key persua sion genre and so, not surpris ingly, argu ment has been a 
focus in CDA.

One aim of CDA is pedago gical – to provide linguistic descript ive tools 
for students to facil it ate detailed aware ness of how texts can contrib ute  
to the domin a tion of the relat ively power less through, for example, 
distort ing or obscur ing their motiv a tions and actions. Understandably, 
these tech niques of linguistic analysis are not so access ible to those outside 
linguist ics. This book can be seen as also falling within CDA in its orient a-
tion to the socially/econom ic ally disad vant aged, and its focus on public 
sphere argu ments which distort their concerns or those of their support ers. 
Unlike much CDA, however, it largely dispenses with detailed linguistic 
descrip tion of texts in showing how students can exploit big data to  
reveal distor tion of the stand point of the socially/econom ic ally relat ively 
power less.

You can’t really do tradi tional CDA without having polit ical commit-
ments. This can create a problem when a student’s polit ical outlook is not 
yet so crys tal lised. This book expands the territ ory of pedago gical CDA to 
include an expli citly ethical perspect ive. In Part III, I will show how a 
student could construct an ethical subjectiv ity and still be doing CDA. This 
is not to water down CDA. As the reader will see, the ethical and polit ical 
can be related via the approach of this book.
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1.4 Stimuli

1.4.1 Jacques Derrida

I have talked so far about i) this book’s crit ical decon struct ive ways of 
reading; ii) its exploit a tion of corpus linguistic method; iii) the tradi tions 
from which it emerges and aims to open up. I have not yet mentioned the 
stimuli for this approach to the crit ical analysis of public sphere argu ments. 
One stim u lus is some ideas, gener ated in the 1960s, by the French philo-
sopher, Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) – ideas about language, meaning and 
reading. Derrida is synonym ous with an approach to the crit ical exam in a-
tion of texts known as ‘decon struc tion’. His approach to language and 
meaning is not an empir ical one. He arrives at his perspect ive through philo-
soph ical reflec tion. But, however impress ive your intel lect, to produce a 
wholly cred ible theory of language use you need to draw on lots of evid ence 
of how people use language. Otherwise, you risk build ing a philo sophy of 
language on mere spec u la tion. Much of Derrida’s perspect ive on language 
and meaning does not tally with evid ence from corpus linguistic study.

So, if Derrida’s perspect ive on language and meaning is unproven, why do 
I bother with him? To try to produce an altern at ive approach to the crit ical 
analysis of public sphere argu ments, a jolt out of the famil iar was in order. 
Engaging with Derrida provided this. The encounter with, for me, the exotic 
and estranging gradu ally became a reori ent a tion, stim u lat ing use of corpora 
for an alternative pedago gic ally based analysis of public sphere argu ments. 
Some key elements of Derrida’s philo sophy of language would need to be 
rejec ted on empir ical grounds – and I will provide reasons for this. So, the 
approach of this book is certainly not equi val ent to Derridean decon struc-
tion. That said, there are reading proced ures within Derridean decon struc-
tion that I admire and appro pri ate – so there is some conver gence between 
the two approaches.

1.4.2 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari

While my engage ment with Derrida flows across this book, there is a larger 
influ ence. One which chan nels this flow. This is the writing of another French 
philo sopher, Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995), and his collab or ator, the French 
psycho ana lyst, Félix Guattari (1930–1992). In partic u lar, a book they 
co- wrote, one of the most remark able books of twen ti eth- century philo-
sophy – A Thousand Plateaus. It was first published in French in 1980, and 
in English in 1987. But it is only really in the twenty- first century that its 
influ ence is being felt with force. A Thousand Plateaus is written as a rhizome. 
An actual rhizome is some thing botan ical, a hori zontal under ground stem 
which can sprout roots or shoots from any part of its surface. Rhizomes 
grow via subter ranean networks, helping to spread the plant over a large 
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area. Plants that have rhizomes include ginger, bamboo, orchids, Bermuda 
grass and turmeric. Because roots or shoots can sprout from any part of their 
stems, rhizomes do not have a top or bottom. This prop erty makes them 
distinct from most seeds, bulbs and trees. Deleuze and Guattari view the 
rhizome as a product ive image of creat ive thought, as unpre dict able, growing 
in various direc tions from multiple inputs and outputs, leading to fresh 
connec tions and discov er ies (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987[1980]: 23).

For Deleuze and Guattari, to live is to create and be open to trans form a-
tion. Don’t accept completely the ‘normal’ iden tity, way of think ing, of 
being, of doing things, the ‘territ ory’ we inhabit, which is most prob ably 
acci dental and arbit rary. Rather, open up that territ ory through a process 
which Deleuze and Guattari refer to as deter rit ori al isa tion. My engage ment 
with Derrida’s philo sophy of language is a deter rit ori al isa tion – I take it  
out of its original territ ory and plant it in very differ ent soil. Crucially, to 
deter rit ori al ise is to form a rhizome. We should be open not just to change 
but to unpre dict able change. Life is then more likely to be creat ive. What 
emerges in this book does so from a set of rhizo matic twist ings with 
Derrida’s ideas.

1.4.3 Ethical philo soph ical ground ing

In my engage ment with Derrida’s philo sophy of language, I was also led to his 
ethical outlook. Derrida’s ethics ended up influ en cing this book in a much 
more harmo ni ous way than his language philo sophy. It is a key basis for the 
ethical subjectiv ity in the second crit ical way of reading of this book. There is 
much conver gence between Derrida, Deleuze and Guattari in their ethical 
orientation – what can be described as becom ing- other. To be ethical means 
actively empath ising with the socially and econom ic ally relat ively power less, 
seeking to under stand how they exper i ence the world, appre ci at ing their 
prob lems and constraints from their perspect ive. An ethic of ‘becom ing- other’ 
is also trans form at ive since our own polit ical subjectiv ity can become 
decentred. We may find out things we did not know about an oppressed 
Other which, in turn, may lead us to adjust aspects of our polit ical outlook. 
Given CDA’s polit ical emphasis, the think ing of these philo soph ers could not 
be said, currently, to be major elements of its theor et ical base. As the reader 
will see, inter ac tion with these thinkers has assisted my attempt to deter rit ori-
al ise pedago gical CDA so as to include a pronounced focus on the ethical 
alongside the political.

1.4.4 Posthuman Critical Thinking and Posthuman  
Critical Discourse analysis

We rely more and more on intel li gent tech no logy; in turn, these tech no lo gies 
– which perform func tions better than we can, or indeed func tions beyond 
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our capab il it ies – are trans form ing life. It is not so far- fetched to say that 
port able and wear able tech no lo gies are becom ing integ ral to the human in 
the developed world. With the line between human and non- human intel li-
gent machines becom ing blurred, our lives are increas ingly ‘posthuman’ 
(Braidotti, 2013). Since this book encour ages the decen ter ing of human 
subjectiv ity through inter fa cing with machines for the creation of alter-
nat ive crit ical subjectiv it ies, it thus has a posthu man framing. The discurs ive 
and ethical subjectiv it ies are posthu man subjectiv it ies. In turn, the book 
presents a posthu man crit ical think ing and a posthu man crit ical discourse 
analysis.

1.5 Structure and chapter outline

I have cut the rest of this book up into four parts.
Part I consists of three chapters. Chapter 2 outlines chal lenges for the 

prac tical eval u ation of argu ments, and texts more gener ally, in crit ical 
think ing and pedago gical CDA. In so outlining, I flag a series of possib il it ies 
for an altern at ive approach to the evaluative analysis of public sphere argu-
ments which could circum vent these chal lenges. Chapter 3 sets out some key 
ideas in the work of Jacques Derrida that I crit ic ally appro pri ate for stim u-
lat ing the use of corpora for this altern at ive approach. The main focus of 
Chapter 4 is to outline prin ciples, concepts and analyt ical tech niques in 
corpus linguist ics which I use in Parts II and III.

Parts II and III demon strate the crit ical decon struct ive approach to public 
sphere argu ments, drawing on differ ent corpus linguistic programs and 
func tions. Part II (chapters 5–6) high lights the first way of reading. These 
chapters show where an argu ment can be decon struc ted because of depar-
tures from normal language use for a partic u lar topic. Part II shows how 
discurs ive subjectiv it ies can be gener ated for using as crit ical lenses on argu-
ments. Chapter 5 exam ines a public sphere argu ment which supports genet-
ic ally modi fied (GM) agri cul ture. Chapter 6 engages with a public sphere 
argu ment which supports, five years after it began, the inter ven tion of the 
US-led coali tion in Iraq in 2003.

Part III (chapters 7–9) demon strates the second crit ical way of reading. 
These chapters draw on corpora of texts to explore poten tially relev ant 
absences from the stand point attacked in a public sphere argu ment; on this 
basis, the chapters show where the argu ment unravels. Part III eval u ates 
argu ments which attack the stand points of relat ively power less groups who 
chal lenge the social/economic status quo. So the stand point subjectiv it ies 
that Part III constructs, for using as crit ical lenses on argu ments, are ethical 
subjectiv it ies. Chapter 7 looks at a public sphere argu ment contest ing a 
campaign which seeks to have a topless model page removed from a popular 
tabloid news pa per. Chapter 8’s argu ment data contests the ‘new atheism’ 
asso ci ated with intel lec tu als such as Richard Dawkins. Chapter 9 comes full 
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circle by looking at the pro-GM argu ment again – except this time from the 
vantage of an ethical subjectiv ity which equates to the counter- discourse of 
anti-GM activ ists. Moreover, Chapter 9 shows how the decon struc tion 
from Chapter 5 can be combined with this ethic ally-based decon struc tion. 
Lastly, in order to enrich and develop the decon struct ive strategies, as well 
as the method for gener at ing an ethical subjectiv ity, Chapter 9 also draws 
on ideas from Deleuze and Guattari (1987[1980]).

Part IV consists of two chapters which reflect upon and continue to enrich 
the strategy. Chapter 10 provides general reflec tion, situ at ing the approach 
as a posthu man crit ical think ing and a posthu man crit ical discourse analysis. 
Chapter 11 discusses the various deter rit ori al isa tions of the book.

Notes
1 ‘If you dip your toe in the water of argu ment studies, you realize that you’re on 

the edge of a small sea, and that in turn the sea is connec ted to bigger seas of 
ration al ity – the seas you were aware of turn out to be connec ted to oceans . . .’ 
Andrews (2005: 108).

2 More detailed discus sion of the concepts of ‘cohe sion’ and ‘coher ence’ comes in 
Chapter 5.
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Chapter 2

Critical think ing and  
pedago gical crit ical  
discourse analysis

2.1 Introduction

The argu ment- eval u at ing strategies of this book aim to open up the tradi-
tions of crit ical think ing and pedago gical Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). 
After provid ing some general cover age of these tradi tions, I high light a 
number of chal lenges with both crit ical think ing and pedago gical CDA for 
the analysis of written argu ments. It is, in part, from these chal lenges that 
the approach of this book emerges.

2.2 Critical think ing I: Dimensions of argu ment

2.2.1  Orientation

I have been talking about argu ments, but not yet provided a defin i tion. An 
argu ment is:

A system of propos i tions compris ing one or more premises advanced by 
an arguer in support of a conclu sion.

(Bowell and Kemp, 2015: 289)

‘Premises’ are a set of reasons given in an argu ment for why a reader or 
listener should buy into its conclu sion. We produce argu ments, then, to try 
to persuade a reader or listener of our point of view. Crucially, since it is 
based on reasons, the attempt to persuade has a rational basis. In turn, if the 
reader or listener decides to align with the point of view of the argu ment, 
this is because they have been ration ally persuaded by what they view as 
good reasons (Bowell and Kemp, 2015: 185–192).

Critical think ing refers to the learn ing of tech niques to improve our capa-
cit ies to eval u ate argu ments effect ively. A byproduct of crit ical think ing is 
that we improve our ability to produce ration ally persuas ive argu ments. 
Critical think ing is recog nised inter na tion ally as an import ant ability; there 
are numer ous text books devoted to teach ing it (e.g. Bowell and Kemp, 
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2015; Butterworth and Thwaites, 2013; Cottrell, 2011; Fisher, 2011; 
Jackson and Newberry, 2016; van den Brink-Budgen, 2010).1 The crit ical 
eval u ation of argu ment has, in fact, featured in many curricula over the 
centur ies, being trace able in the West to Ancient Greek philo soph ers. 
Contemporary approaches to the crit ical eval u ation of argu ment are still 
framed via inter sect ing dimen sions of argu ment – logical, rhet or ical and 
dialect ical – which bear some resemb lance to how Aristotle under stood 
these terms.2

2.2.2 Logic

One way in which we can eval u ate an argu ment is to look at the quality of 
its logical struc ture. Consider the follow ing:

Premise 1: All human beings are talen ted musi cians
Premise 2: The US pres id ent is a human being
_________________________________________________

Conclusion: The US pres id ent is a talen ted musi cian.

The conclu sion follows on from 1 and 2. Or put more academ ic ally, the 
conclu sion can be deduced from 1 and 2 – the premises of the argu ment. 
The above argu ment is deduct ively valid. But there is a problem with it. The 
first premise is obvi ously untrue. So, deduct ive valid ity is not the only 
criterion for judging the quality of the logical struc ture of the argu ment. The 
premises also need to be true. When the argu ment is both deduct ively valid 
and has true premises, its reas on ing is said to be sound. Here is a sound 
argu ment:

Premise 1: All human beings are mortal
Premise 2: Morrissey is a human being
_______________________________________

Conclusion: Morrissey is mortal.

Since this is a sound argu ment, we can say it is also ration ally persuas ive – 
because its reasons (premises) are true and the argu ment is valid. This kind 
of tight deduct ively valid argu ment is referred to as a syllo gism. In this type 
of reas on ing, it is ulti mately the form which matters rather than the content. 
The above argu ment fits into a more abstract gener al ised pattern which 
could apply to a gargan tuan number of other argu ments:

Premise 1: All Xs are Y
Premise 2: Z is X
_________________________

Conclusion: Z is Y.
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A strong root for syllo gistic reas on ing is Aristotle’s thought, partic u larly his 
book, Prior Analytics.

While we commonly use deduct ive logic in every day think ing, trying to 
crit ic ally eval u ate an argu ment using abstract syllo gisms such as the above 
can be rather straight jack et ing. The every day situ ations we want to assess 
may be too messy and partic u lar for the gener al ised pattern of a syllo gism 
to capture. Moreover, there are many contexts when we cannot be 100 per 
cent sure of the premises, but all the same we are convinced by the conclu-
sion. An example: the remains of the last Plantagenet king of England, 
Richard III – the inspir a tion for the eponym ous Shakespeare play – were 
lost for five centur ies. In February 2013, it was confirmed that a skel eton 
found under a Leicester car park was that of Richard III. This conclu sion 
was based on a combin a tion of evid ence from radiocar bon dating, compar-
ison with contem por ary reports of his appear ance, and a compar ison of his 
DNA with two matri lin eal descend ants of Richard III’s eldest sister. With 
the passage of time, there is no way of knowing with 100 per cent certainty 
that these are his remains. But, given the number of differ ent experts 
involved, and differ ent tests conduc ted, it is extremely plaus ible, a certainty 
of 99.9(recur ring) per cent, to conclude that these are the remnants of 
Richard III. The argu ment a tion theor ist Douglas Walton refers to this kind 
of argu ment as a plaus ible deduct ive argu ment (Walton, 2006: 69–75). 
Compared to a syllo gism, a plaus ible deduct ive argu ment involves a looser 
form of deduc tion where each premise would be qual i fied with some thing 
like ‘assum ing that this premise is true – and there is nothing to suggest 
other wise’.3

Related to Walton’s outlook, the branch of argu ment study known as 
informal logic developed from the 1970s onwards as a recog ni tion that 
every day argu ments need more flex ible criteria for judging their logical 
quality (Blair and Johnson, 1987). Since it is often diffi cult to tell if premises 
are 100 per cent true, informal logic avoids the criterion of sound ness. 
Instead, it uses three broad criteria to determ ine a good argu ment: accept-
ab il ity, relev ance and suffi ciency. Premises must be relev ant to whatever 
claim is being made, should furnish suffi cient support for the claim being 
advanced and be ration ally accept able. Acceptability is regarded as a more 
real istic criterion than truth.

2.2.3 Dialectic

Another time- honoured dimen sion to argu ment is dialectic. For Aristotle, 
and also Plato, dialectic is a way of crit ic ally testing ideas, and their consist-
ency, in a dialogue. A prot ag on ist puts forth a claim and then responds  
to a scep tical ques tioner – the antag on ist. In the dialectic, truth is sought 
co- oper at ively. Plato’s dialogues, where Socrates takes the role of antag-
on ist, illus trate well the dialectic (called also the ‘Socratic method’). 
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Nowadays dialectic is more likely to refer to the dialo gical exchange struc-
ture in a debate as well as the proced ural norms for govern ing how par- 
ticipants respond to one another. Dialectic is fairly obvious in a formal 
face- to-face debate – whether real or virtual. In written argu ment, dialectic 
is reflec ted in how the arguer is in crit ical dialogue with an oppos ing stand-
point, anti cip at ing its objec tions. Dialogue and dialectic are not neces sar ily 
the same. Dialectical exchanges are always dialo gical, but dialogues are not 
always dialect ical. For instance, a chat at a Llandeilo bus- stop about the wet 
weather is not an instance of dialectic.

Where dialect ical criteria are flouted, then the argu ment could be seen as 
invalid. For example, from a dialect ical perspect ive, we might take account 
of whether or not parti cipants in the argu ment had been given equal time to 
put their points across or if each parti cipant had gone to the trouble to give 
a fair account of their oppon ent’s posi tion before seeking to rebut it. Douglas 
Walton flags the dialect ical dimen sion in his defin i tion of argu ment (as well 
as the logical dimen sion). A success ful argu ment means for Walton:

that it gives a good reason, or several reasons, to support or criti cize a 
claim . . . there are always two sides to an argu ment, and thus the argu-
ment takes the form of a dialogue . . . The basic purpose of offer ing an 
argu ment is to give a reason (or more than one) to support a claim that 
is subject to doubt, and thereby remove that doubt.

(Walton, 2006: 1)

A well- known approach in argu ment a tion studies which makes the dialect-
ical dimen sion salient is pragma- dialectics. Frans van Eemeren and Rob 
Grootendorst are the main archi tects of this approach. The focus of pragma- 
dialectics is resol u tion of differ ences of opinion between differ ent parti ci-
pants in a debate. ‘Pragma’ refers to ‘prag mat ics’, the branch of linguist ics 
which studies how language users make meaning in differ ent contexts, such 
as making a claim or chal len ging a point in an argu ment. In the pragma- 
dialect ical model, parti cipants employ argu ment a tion to test the accept ab-
il ity of each other’s stand points. This is done by adher ing to ten rules which 
govern the argu ment a tion. These rules reflect the ‘dialectics’ bit of ‘pragma- 
dialectics’. If any of these rules is flouted, the argu ment a tion is regarded as 
unreas on able.4 Here is one of the pragma- dialectic rules – the stand point 
rule. This relates to the need not to distort the other party’s posi tion:

Attacks on stand points may not bear on a stand point that has not actu-
ally been put forward by the other party.

(van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 2004: 191)

Pragma- dialectics does not only have to be trained on face- to-face argu-
ments. It could be trained on written argu ment also. It should be noted that 
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pragma- dialectics is not alone in argu ment a tion studies in flag ging the 
import ance of dialect ical oblig a tions. This is flagged in informal logic too; 
see, for example, Johnson (2003). And an import ant point: while an author 
is dialect ic ally oblig ated to accur ately repres ent the central element or 
elements of the stand point they are attack ing, they can hardly be dialect ic-
ally oblig ated to engage with every single element of a stand point, partic u-
larly where space is an issue, e.g. in a news pa per opinion piece.

2.2.4 Rhetoric

A speaker might persuade by not appeal ing to reasons. The speaker’s utter-
ance may contain little rational content, but they still may be persuas ive 
because of their adept turn of phrase. Consider Adolph Hitler’s use of the 
‘blood pois on ing’ meta phor in his Mein Kampf (1925–1926) warning about 
the alleged dangers of Aryans inter breed ing with Jews:

All great cultures of the past perished only because the origin ally creat ive 
race died out from blood pois on ing.

Metaphor is also used in Dr Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech 
in 1963 calling for the end to racial segreg a tion in the USA. For example:

With this faith, we will be able to trans form the jangling discords of our 
nation into a beau ti ful symphony of broth er hood.

The above use of meta phor is a use of rhet oric. Here is a defin i tion of rhet-
oric I follow in this book:

Any verbal or written attempt to persuade someone to believe, desire or 
do some thing that does not attempt to give good reasons for the belief, 
desire or action, but attempts to motiv ate that belief, desire, or action 
solely through the power of the words used.

(Bowell and Kemp, 2015: 46)

In every day discourse, ‘rhet oric’ can conjure some thing negat ive or even 
deceit ful. Politicians are often accused of spout ing rhet oric – attempt ing  
to press our emotional buttons with words they think we wish to hear  
when there may be little substance behind the words. For Aristotle, in  
his enorm ously influ en tial book, The Art of Rhetoric, rhet or ical tech niques 
are, however, morally neutral (see Aristotle, 2004). This makes perfect 
sense. It is the purpose of persua sion which may be moral or immoral 
not the means avail able for achiev ing persua sion. Rhetorical tech niques, 
such as use of meta phor, can be used for good in King’s case or bad in 
Hitler’s.5
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I now consider some diffi culties which we may face when trying to eval-
u ate the rational persuas ive ness of written argu ments.

2.3 Critical think ing II: Evaluating written  
argu ments

2.3.1 Reconstruction

Many argu ments – partic u larly written ones – do not come in a readily iden-
ti fi able form of a set of premises leading to a conclu sion. In order to eval u ate 
the rational persuas ive ness of an argu ment, a basic assump tion of crit ical 
think ing is that the argu ment needs to be reor gan ised so that the premises 
and conclu sion are salient. The product of this extrac tion proced ure is often 
referred to as ‘stand ard form’. The crit ical think ing books mentioned in 
2.2.1 carry this assump tion. Here, for example in an excerpt from 
Butterworth and Thwaites (2013: 28–29):

because there are many ways in which an argu ment can be expressed, it 
is conveni ent to have one stand ard form for setting argu ments out. The 
custom ary way to do this, both in logic and crit ical think ing, is to place 
the reasons in a list, and to separ ate them from the conclu sion by a hori-
zontal line. The line performs the same func tion as words such as ‘there-
fore’ or ‘so’ in natural language reas on ing.

[. . .]
Reconstructing an argu ment in a stand ard form helps to make the 

reas on ing clear and assists with its subsequent eval u ation.

The argu ments in 2.2.2 and in this section are in stand ard form. This process 
of extract ing the argu ment’s logical struc ture, of distilling stand ard form, is 
known as recon struc tion.6

With a face- to-face argu ment, or say a real- time (‘synchron ous’) online 
debate, parti cipants can check with one another whether they have accur-
ately recon struc ted each other’s argu ments. What happens, though, when we 
are confron ted with a written argu ment with no access to the author? (Unless 
other wise flagged this is what I mean by ‘written argu ment’ in this book). 
Recall two sentences from the pro-GM argu ment I laid out in the preface:

[A] UK farmers must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient 
farming methods based on tried and tested science.

[B] We need science- based decision- making. The world has moved on, 
and it’s time the anti- science activ ists did too.

Here is one possible recon struc tion of its premises:
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Premise 1:  decision- making about agri cul ture should have  
a scientific basis

Premise 2: GM is based on science
_______________________________________________________

Conclusion 1: anti-GM activ ists are thus anti- science.
Conclusion 2:  anti-GM activ ists should stop resist ing a scientific atti tude 

to agri cul ture which, in turn, would allow UK farmers the 
freedom to choose GM agri cul ture.

But how object ive is my recon struc tion? Your inter pret a tion of the logical 
struc ture of the argu ment may be differ ent to mine, and you may take issue 
with what I did. You may recon struct the premises differ ently; you may say 
there should be only one conclu sion. And this recon struc tion is based on 
only two sentences from the argu ment (we shall see the complete argu ment 
in Chapter 5). The longer the argu ment, the more that possib il it ies open up 
for differ ent readers to reach differ ent recon struc tions.

2.3.2 Implicit premises

Commonly, we leave out premises in argu ments because we assume they are 
obvious to an audi ence and thus will easily be inferred. As illus tra tion, let 
me return to an earlier example. The follow ing argu ment is sound:

Premise 1: All human beings are mortal.
_______________________________________________________

Conclusion:  Therefore Morrissey is mortal

once we flag the impli cit premise:

Premise 2: Morrissey is a human being

Since ‘Morrissey’ logic ally entails ‘human being’ – and anyone who knows 
who Morrissey is will auto mat ic ally know this – here we have a straight for-
ward example of being able to recover an impli cit premise. In a real- time 
debate, we have, in prin ciple, the oppor tun ity to ascer tain from our inter-
locutor any impli cit premises. Yet, as I commen ted in the last section, this is 
not so possible with a written argu ment where the reader is not directly 
debat ing with its author. And what if the argu ment is long and complex? 
There may be many impli cit premises to recover, making the recon struc tion 
of an argu ment labor i ous.

When a writer constructs an argu ment, they have a partic u lar audi ence in 
mind. Given this, they do not have to spell everything out. They can rely on 
their audi ence to fill in impli cit premises, because they can assume relev ant 
back ground know ledge. But what if the crit ical analyst of the argu ment 
does not know the target audi ence? They would not be wholly convers ant 
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with the culture of the target audi ence, its values and back ground assump-
tions. In such circum stances, there is always the danger that the analyst 
either misses impli cit premises (under- inter pret a tion) or projects premises 
into an argu ment that the author did not intend and the target audi ence 
would not gener ate (over- inter pret a tion).7 There are ways of check ing the 
poten tial under/over- inter pret a tion of our recon struc tions. For example, we 
could get help from other analysts to see the degree to which they confirm 
our recon struc tion. If other analysts are members of, or know well the target 
constitu ency of the argu ment, all to the good. Moreover, there are soft ware 
tools which assist such collab or at ive recon struc tion by visu al ising the argu-
ment’s (impli cit) premises and conclu sion(s).8 This soft ware is partic u larly 
helpful where argu ments are lengthy and complex. All the same, if the most 
effect ive usage of this soft ware is collab or at ive, in better address ing poten-
tial over/under- inter pret a tion, this reduces its utility when we are faced with 
argu ments we wish to crit ic ally eval u ate solo.

2.3.3 Lack of know ledge of the topic

Another issue with assess ing an argu ment – a funda mental one – is reflec ted 
in the follow ing utter ance of Socrates from Plato’s Gorgias:

The orator need have no know ledge of the truth about things; it is 
enough for him to have discovered a knack of convin cing the ignor ant 
that he knows more than the experts.

(Plato, 1960: 38)

If we lack know ledge of the topic, we may be suscept ible to persua sion by 
char lat ans who either pretend know ledge or delib er ately omit things central 
to a topic. Without suffi cient know ledge of the argu ment’s topic, we are not 
in a posi tion to assess relev ant absences from the argu ment.

2.3.4 Lack of know ledge of the oppos i tion’s stand point 
and the ubiquity of straw man argu ments

In a real- time debate, an arguer’s distor tion of the oppos i tion’s stand point will 
more than likely be spotted by the oppon ent and imme di ately chal lenged. Yet, 
with a written argu ment, if the audi ence is not so famil iar with the stand point 
being criti cised, they could be swayed by the argu ment when it is a straw man. 
Tracy Bowell and Gary Kemp define a straw man argu ment as follows:

the tech nique used when an arguer ignores their oppon ent’s real posi-
tion on an issue and sets up a weaker version of that posi tion by misrep-
res ent a tion, exag ger a tion, distor tion or simpli fic a tion.

(Bowell and Kemp, 2015: 252)
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Straw man argu ments contra vene the stand point rule of pragma- dialectics 
(2.2.3) and are thus dialect ic ally falla cious argu ments. Moreover, as the 
argu ment a tion schol ars Scott Aikin and John Casey rightly hold, straw man 
argu ments are ubiquit ous:

One encoun ters the straw man virtu ally anywhere there is an argu ment. 
This is espe cially so in the heated exchanges about polit ics and reli gion 
on Cable TV talk shows, talk radio, inter net discus sion forums, and 
news pa per op- ed pages.

(Aikin and Casey, 2011: 87)

The above general defin i tion of a straw man by Bowell and Kemp can be 
discrim in ated. Talisse and Aikin (2006) argue for two differ ent forms of 
straw man: i) misrep res ent a tion and ii) selec tion. The first form involves a 
speaker or writer advan cing an argu ment which, while accur ately describ ing 
some elements of the stand point, misrep res ents crucial aspects. The second 
straw man type does not involve misrep res ent a tion. However, it is a highly 
select ive descrip tion; the antag on ist presents peri pheral aspects of the stand-
point as being equi val ent to the stand point’s main thrust. They do this 
because these peri pheral elements are easier to criti cise than the more central 
elements. Talisse and Aikin (2006) also call this second type of straw man 
the weak man.

Aikin and Casey (2011) expand upon Talisse and Aikin (2006) by 
propos ing a further sub- type of straw man argu ment – the hollow man. 
While the misrep res ent a tion straw man and weak man bear some resem-
blance to the stand point which is attacked in the argu ment, the hollow man 
is a complete fabric a tion. The proponent of the stand point which is being 
attacked simply did not advance an argu ment resem bling the stand point.

2.3.5 Deciding on irrel ev ance

What if an arguer makes irrel ev ant points? If we are not in the know, we 
may find it much more diffi cult to winnow relev ance from irrel ev ance. There 
is a chance that we just give up on the argu ment, think ing we are not intel-
li gent enough to under stand it when actu ally it is a weak argu ment, and the 
author has delib er ately brought in irrel ev ant mater ial to try to obfus cate the 
argu ment’s weak ness. This is more likely to work with longer argu ments:

Relevance is by defin i tion a rela tional notion (a premise is either relev ant 
or not with respect to a given conclu sion), thus assess ing it involves 
appre ci at ing the struc tural connec tions between differ ent parts of 
the discourse, often involving long and complex sequences of sub-  
argu ments.

[. . .]
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. . . relev ance is diffi cult to assess and there fore relat ively unprob lem-
atic to hide. As a consequence, unless the speaker is keen to invite criti-
cism against his posi tion, he has reason not to be too expli cit in signal ing 
the struc ture of his argu ments.

(Paglieri, 2009: 4)

One might counter, however, that if an author delib er ately obfus cates the 
logical struc ture of their argu ment through making it diffi cult to decide on 
the relev ance of certain inform a tion, then they have in effect sabot aged it, 
prevent ing the argu ment’s assess ment. Anticipating this counter, Paglieri 
(2009: 4) rebuts as follows. (‘Argumentative indic at ors’, mentioned below, 
are words such as ‘so’, ‘then’, ‘thus’):

we are all inclined to see struc ture where there isn’t any . . . Hence, in 
the absence of any argu ment at ive indic ator, we are quite willing to 
provide them for free, and this in turn justi fies a general tend ency to be 
rather evasive on the struc ture of one’s argu ments.

I concur. And this leads to another problem. In impos ing struc ture – effect ively 
over- inter pret ing the argu ment – we may be strength en ing the logical struc ture 
of an other wise weakly construc ted argu ment (Walton, 2005: 114–115).

2.3.6 Reconstructing an argu ment deforms cohes ive  
struc ture with poten tial loss of non- rational persuas ive text

Cohesion refers to how a text hangs together through its vocab u lary and 
grammar. For example, in:

Mary had a little lamb. Its fleece was white as snow.

cohesion is created across the sentences through ‘lamb’ and ‘its’. Cohesion 
in a text is hardly trivial. Indeed, as the linguists Ronald Carter and Walter 
Nash say, ‘The first require ment of any compos i tion is that it should “hang 
together” . . .’ (Carter and Nash, 1990: 189). Just like any effect ive text, the 
text of an argu ment needs to be well- formed:

Cohesion distin guishes well- formed texts, focus ing on an integ rated 
topic, with well- signalled internal trans itions . . . It is founded on a very 
simple prin ciple: each sentence after the first is linked to the content of 
one or more preced ing sentences by at least one tie.

(Fowler, 1996: 83)

Cohesion is crucial, then, to the effect ive ness of an argument and thus to its  
persuas ive ness.
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The three dimen sions to argu ment – logical, dialect ical and rhet or ical – can 
inter sect at differ ent points. This means that premises (logical) might be 
cohes ively linked by repeated rhet or ical lexis. Where these dimen sions inter-
sect, recon struc tion poten tially evicts cohe sion which relates to the rhet or ical 
dimen sion. This can be alle vi ated by using as much of the language of the 
original argu ment as possible in laying out the premises and conclu sion. Then 
again, there may be areas of an argu ment where repeated rhet or ical lexis does 
not inter sect at all with its logical struc ture. The upshot is that fillet ing logical 
struc ture in recon struc tion runs the risk that we lose import ant aspects to the 
argu ment’s cohe sion which carry non- rational persuas ive force.

2.3.7 Summary

If we want to eval u ate the rational persuas ive ness of an argu ment, we need 
to recon struct it. So, I hope it is clear I am not against recon struc tion. I also 
wish to be clear that there are times when we don’t exper i ence recon struct ive 
head aches because argu ments are eleg antly and econom ic ally construc ted; 
certainly, there are occasions when the road- map of premises to conclu sion 
is easy to follow. But there are other times. By stand ard ising the argu ment, 
we may be over- inter pret ing and under- inter pret ing impli cit premises. There 
are ways of trying to get round this issue, using other analysts and soft ware 
to facil it ate collab or at ive recon struc tion. But the more people we enlist to 
help us, the less conveni ent our crit ical engage ment with the argu ment 
becomes. And no matter how success ful the recon struc tion, it neces sar ily 
entails that we are break ing up the textual form in which the argu ment first 
appeared. This can mean we lose cohe sion relat ing to the argu ment’s rhet-
or ical (or dialect ical) dimen sion which does not inter sect with the logical 
dimen sion. Lastly, know ledge of the argu ment’s topic and stand point is key 
to its recon struc tion, helping us to separ ate out irrel ev ant mater ial. So, if our 
know ledge is insuf fi cient here, recon struc tion and subsequent eval u ation of 
the argu ment will be impeded. As the reader will see in Parts II and III, the 
strategies put forward seek to circum vent these recon struct ive chal lenges.

I have come to the end of my cover age of crit ical think ing. The strategies 
of Parts II and III also emerge from engage ment with another tradi tion – 
Critical Discourse Analysis, in partic u lar its pedago gical dimen sion. 
Sections 2.4, 2.5 and 2.6 provide cover age of this tradi tion.

2.4 CDA I: Introduction

2.4.1 Orientation

Critical Discourse Analysis (hence forth ‘CDA’) is the practical investigation of 
how language use may affirm  and indeed reproduce the perspect ives, values 
and ways of talking of the relat ively power ful, which may not be in the interests 
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of the socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less. Key to CDA schol ar ship is 
the rela tion ship between language and power. It is eclectic and inter dis cip-
lin ary, consist ing of a set of related approaches which attempt to describe, 
inter pret and explain how use of language, and other semi otic modes such as 
images, can contrib ute to such inequal ity. CDA schol ars are espe cially drawn 
to texts where the socially/econom ic ally disad vant aged are misrep res en ted or 
ignored by the power ful, e.g. media repres ent a tions of asylum seekers, and 
impov er ished immig rants. In seeing social inequal ity as a problem, CDA is 
then a problem- oriented form of discourse analysis (Wodak and Meyer, 
2016). Among CDA’s signi fic ant figures are Paul Chilton, Norman Fairclough, 
Teun van Dijk and Ruth Wodak. For compen dia of CDA work, see Richardson 
et al. (2013), Wodak (2013), Hart and Cap (2014) and Flowerdew and 
Richardson (forthcoming).

CDA’s take on ‘crit ical’ has its roots in the twen ti eth century in the work of 
the social theor ist and philo sopher Jürgen Habermas, and Frankfurt school 
theor ists such as Max Horkheimer, and further back to Karl Marx in the nine-
teenth century. ‘Critical’ usually means taking issue with how domin ance and 
inequal ity are repro duced through language use. Reproduction may be unwit-
ting. We may be consent ing to an inequit able status quo without being fully 
aware of how we are talking and acting. This state of affairs where we consent 
to be led or domin ated – unwit tingly or not – is known as hege mony, a concept 
gener ated by the Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci (Gramsci, 1971). When 
language use reflects social inequal ity (e.g. in the speech act at a wedding ‘I 
now pronounce you man and wife’9 as opposed to ‘I now pronounce you 
husband and wife’), CDA argues that sustained use of such unequal repres ent-
a tions can do ideo lo gical work in affirm ing hege mony. In CDA, ideo lo gies are 
repres ent a tions of the world which contrib ute to estab lish ing and main tain ing 
rela tions of power, domin a tion and exploit a tion.

A salient aspect of CDA is that it is polit ic ally commit ted, with analysts 
often being actively involved in chal len ging the phenom ena they study. 
Indeed, for crit ical discourse analysts, there can only ever be commit ted 
discourse analysis and so their polit ical stance (usually left- liberal) is often 
evident in their inter pret a tion of the data they examine. Of course, one does 
not need the appel la tion of ‘crit ical discourse analyst’ to be crit ical of how 
language use can be bound up with (ab)use of power. But where a crit ical 
discourse analysis differs from ‘lay’ critique, as well as uncrit ical reading, is 
in its ‘system atic approach to inher ent mean ings’, and the neces sity as it sees 
it to include the ‘self- reflec tion of the research ers them selves’ (Fairclough 
and Wodak 1997: 279).10

2.4.2 discourse/Discourse

Usually in CDA, ‘discourse’ has two differ ent but related senses (Fairclough 
2003: 3–4). The commu nic a tions scholar James Paul Gee refers memor ably 
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to these types of discourse as ‘little d’ discourse and ‘big D’ Discourse (Gee, 
2014), distin guish ing them by initial lower- case ‘d’ and capital ‘D’ respect-
ively. Let me start with ‘little d’ discourse. This is language in use. The ‘little 
d’ discourse of a conver sa tion refers to the mean ings made in inter ac tion 
with those features of context which are deemed relev ant, e.g. tone of voice 
of parti cipants, facial move ments, hand gestures. If the conver sa tion is 
recor ded, its text would be the tran scrip tion of the conver sa tion. ‘Little d’ 
discourse can also refer to mean ings activ ated in reading, that is, those 
mean ings we derive from the text in line with the know ledge we possess, the 
amount of effort we invest, our values, how we have been educated and 
social ised, our gender, and so on.

Perhaps ‘discourse’ seems an odd choice for the meaning we create in 
reading. But reading is, in fact, quasi- dialo gical. As we read, we pose ques-
tions of the text: ‘What is the author getting at?’; ‘What are they imply ing 
by that remark?’; ‘Where is the author taking me?’, and so on. The author 
‘replies’ to our ques tions. In reading, we thus make a discourse from a text. 
The situ ation we make a discourse in is known as the discourse prac tice. 
This will affect the kind of discourse we gener ate from a text. So, for 
example, a teacher reading a news pa per article at home in their leisure time 
would be one discourse prac tice. Alternatively, that teacher may use the 
same news pa per article in order to teach students some thing of the news 
genre – a differ ent discourse prac tice.

‘Big D’ Discourse is asso ci ated with the work of Michel Foucault, the 
French social theor ist/philo sopher. Foucault (1972[1969]) describes ‘big D’ 
Discourses as ways of talking about the world which are tightly connec ted 
to ways of seeing and compre hend ing it. For Foucault, Discourses place 
limits on the possib il it ies of artic u la tion (and by exten sion, what to do or 
not to do) with respect to the area of concern of a partic u lar insti tu tion, 
polit ical programme, culture etc. For example, differ ent reli gions promote 
their own Discourses which frame explan a tion of natural beha viour. Some 
now approve of ‘the big bang’ theory of the universe’s birth (scientific 
Discourse) but that its genesis was by divine means (reli gious Discourse). 
Importantly, for Foucault and for CDA, it is the power ful who ulti mately 
control Discourse and have the means to (re)gener ate it, such as news pa per 
moguls.

‘Big D’ Discourse is a more abstract and gener al ised notion than ‘little d’ 
discourse since it relates to the wider society and culture and how we behave 
in it – what is known as the sociocul tural prac tice. But Discourse is never 
separ ate from discourse. There is a two- way rela tion ship. The coali tion of 
many instances of discourse helps to repro duce and reshape Discourse. 
Conversely, Discourse can constrain what we say and how we activ ate 
meaning from texts in reading or in conver sa tion. So, for example, if a 
person is serious about their Islamic values (Discourse), this will prob ably 
affect how they respond (discourse) to a beer advert (text). Figure 2.1 shows 
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the rela tion ship between the concepts I have just high lighted. As the figure 
reflects, the socially situ ated nature of text consump tion and produc tion is a 
funda mental of CDA. Lastly, another assump tion in CDA is that word ings 
poten tially posi tion target readers and listen ers into partic u lar discourse 
activ a tions from a text which, in turn, could repro duce Discourse. So, 
detailed analysis of the text, in order to appre ci ate how this can occur, is a 
crucial oper a tion for the crit ical discourse analyst.

2.4.3 Argumentation

Any text type which can poten tially promote social/economic inequal ity is 
worth study ing in CDA. There have been ‘favour ites’, however. Because of 
their wide circu la tion, and thus marked poten tial for influ ence, news media 
texts have been a popular focus. Moreover, given CDA’s emphasis on how 
language use can contrib ute to social/economic inequal ity, ‘it is unsur pris ing 
that an import ant strand of theor et ical and applied crit ical discourse 
research should be devoted to the language of persua sion and justi fic a tion’ 
(Fairclough, Mulderrig and Wodak, 2011: 365). In other words, CDA has 
seen argu ment at ive texts as ripe for analysis.

Sustained pedago gical focus on argu ment is fairly recent in CDA, Isabela 
Fairclough and Norman Fairclough being its key developers. One of their 
aims is to help readers delib er ate on the logical struc ture of polit ical 

Figure 2.1 The rela tion ship between text and d/Discourse in CDA.

Process of production 

Text 

Process of consumption 

'1ittle d' discourse 

'big D' Discourse 

discourse practice 

sociocultural practice 



Critical thinking and CDA 27

argu ments; this delib er a tion can, in prin ciple, ground decision- making for 
subsequent polit ical action. Fairclough and Fairclough (2012)’s analyt ical 
frame work facilitates this. I shall come back to Fairclough and Fairclough 
(2012) in Chapter 11 in order to flag how the strategies of this book comple-
ment it. The pedago gical focus in CDA on the logical dimen sion of argu-
ment is recent. Traditional pedago gical CDA has been trained on media and 
polit ical texts, includ ing polit ical argu ments, where the analyt ical focus is 
the rhet or ical rather than logical dimen sion. It is to this tradi tion which I 
now turn.

2.5 CDA II: The rhet or ical dimen sion  
and pedagogy

2.5.1 Orientation

Now in its third edition, Norman Fairclough’s best known pedago gic ally 
based CDA book is Language and Power (Fairclough, 1989; 2001; 2015). 
A key purpose of his book is:

to help increase conscious ness of how language contrib utes to the 
domin a tion of some people by others, because conscious ness is the first 
step towards eman cip a tion.

(Fairclough, 1989: 1)

‘Emancipation’ is under stood here in a general sense – pulling off one’s 
blinkers and seeing the world as it is, how it exploits and domin ates others 
and seeing how d/Discourse contrib utes to this domin a tion. It is also to be 
under stood in a sense partic u lar to the indi vidual – how we might eman-
cip ate ourselves. In other words, we cease speak ing and acting in ways 
which only serve to confirm the unequal condi tions we inhabit. The argu-
ment made in Language and Power, and many other works in CDA, is that 
close and crit ical atten tion to language use can facil it ate these forms of 
conscious ness raising and eman cip a tion.

In the model that Language and Power offers, analysis of a text is referred 
to as descrip tion. This is done using ‘metalan guage’ – language used to 
describe language, e.g. ‘noun’ and ‘verb’ are instances of metalan guage. In 
Fairclough’s frame work, descrip tion is the first stage of three. The other 
stages are inter pret a tion and explan a tion. In the inter pret a tion stage of 
Fairclough’s model, the analyst conducts by- proxy analysis, seeking to under-
stand the kind of ‘little d’ discourse a member of the text’s target audi ence 
could produce. After complet ing the inter pret a tion stage, a crit ical discourse 
analyst moves to the explan a tion stage. In this stage, the analyst crit ic ally 
explains how the coali tion of many instances of related ‘little d’ discourse 
may do ideo lo gical work in the wider social and cultural context – the 
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‘sociocul tural prac tice’ – in sustain ing types of ‘big D’ Discourse asso ci ated 
with social/economic inequal ity. Figure 2.2 shows Fairclough’s tripart ite 
analyt ical frame work in rela tion to Figure 2.1.

Different metalan guages may be used in the descrip tion stage. But the 
predom in ant one in CDA – and the one employed in Language and Power 
– has been systemic func tional grammar (SFG). This is a form of linguistic 
descrip tion developed by Michael Halliday from the 1960s onwards (see 
Halliday and Matthiessen, 2014). SFG is a very detailed linguistic descript ive 
tool- kit. When applied to a text, it can help an analyst under stand with 
preci sion how its clauses func tion in the commu nic a tion of meaning. SFG 
has been used in CDA to artic u late rigor ously where media texts distort or 
obfus cate the actions and agendas of relat ively power less groups (See, for 
example, Fowler et al., 1979; Kress and Hodge, 1979; Kress, 1985; 
Fairclough, 2015; Bloor and Bloor, 2007). I deal with how SFG can be used 
to artic u late distor tion first.

2.5.2 Distortion

As part of a crit ical discourse analysis, O’Halloran (2011) provides an SFG 
descrip tion of a news story involving eco- protest ers. The story comes from 
the UK popular tabloid news pa per – The Mirror. It spec u lates on a series of 
actions which eco- protest ers are to execute at Heathrow Airport the next 
day. Here are the first three sentences of a text of 461 words:

Figure 2.2 Fairclough’s CDA frame work (adapted from Fairclough, 2010: 133).
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1 Air protest ers target trav el lers.
2 Police are on a war footing at the UK’s biggest airport as they wait for 

2,000 protest ers determ ined to cause chaos for 3 million trav el lers.
3 The organ isers of a week- long Camp for Climate Action are hell- bent 

on bring ing Heathrow to a halt in ‘mass direct action’ that could cost 
tens of millions of pounds.

It should be clear that the text is biased from the off, e.g. the negat ive lexis 
‘war- footing’; ‘chaos’. That said, without a system atic analysis of the whole 
text, I could be accused of ‘cherry- picking’ data – select ively using parts of 
a text to suit a ready- made inter pret a tion. Perhaps the text is biased initially 
but once we read on, it might turn out to be much fairer in its treat ment of 
eco- protest ers?

SFG is useful in enabling a system atic and compre hens ive account of a 
text’s ‘angle of repres ent a tion’, not just in its lexis but in how lexis and 
grammar are combined for partic u lar func tions in clauses. In analys ing 
clauses func tion ally, SFG makes a distinc tion between types of parti cipants 
engaged in an action. In the above three sentences, we can see that the 
protest ers are construed as the agents of actions. SFG refers to the agent of 
an action as ‘Actor’ and what is affected in the action as ‘Goal’. Table 2.1 
shows a func tional analysis of the action processes of the first three sentences:

Table 2.1 Functional analysis of action processes in The Mirror text

Protesters as Actor Action process Goal

1. Air protest ers target trav el lers
2. 2,000 protest ers to cause chaos
3. The organ isers . . . Action bring ing to a halt Heathrow

Table 2.1 shows clearly how the opening of the text construes the 
protest ers as Actors whose actions will have negat ive impact on airport- 
related Goals. Indeed, in the 25 sentences of the entire text, when protest ers 
are described it is mostly via actions in which they (or their campaign) are 
real ised as Actor (26 times) and act on Goals (people or things) in a negat ive 
manner. The primary aim of the protests – to raise aware ness of the rela tion-
ship between aero plane CO2 emis sions and climate change – is never really 
made expli cit. The text is system ic ally biased against the eco- protest ers.

2.5.3 Absence and obfus ca tion

Below is an excerpt of a speech by the former prime minis ter of the UK, 
Tony Blair, which is analysed in Fairclough (2000). The speech, which was 
given in 1998 to the ‘Confederation of British Industry Annual Dinner’, is 
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an argu ment for a ‘third way’ in econo- polit ics between the laissez- faire of 
the right and govern ment inter ven tion of the left:

We all know this is a world of dramatic change. In tech no logy; in trade; 
in media and commu nic a tions; in the new global economy refash ion ing 
our indus tries and capital markets. In society; in family struc ture; in 
communit ies; in life styles.

Add to this change that sweeps the world, the changes that Britain 
itself has seen in the twen ti eth century – the end of Empire, the toil of 
two world wars, the reshap ing of our busi ness and employ ment with 
the decline of tradi tional indus tries – and it is easy to see why national 
renewal is so import ant. Talk of a modern Britain is not about disown ing 
our past. We are proud of our history. This is simply a recog ni tion of 
the chal lenge the modern world poses.

The choice is: to let change over whelm us, to resist it or equip 
ourselves to survive and prosper in it. The first leads to a frag men ted 
society. The second is point less and futile, trying to keep the clock from 
turning. The only way is surely to analyse the chal lenge of change and 
to meet it. When I talk of a third way – between the old- style inter ven-
tion of the old left and the laissez- faire of the new right – I do not mean 
a soggy comprom ise in the middle. I mean avowing there is a role for 
Government, for the team work and part ner ship. But it must be a role 
for today’s world. Not about picking winners, state subsidies, heavy 
regu la tion; but about educa tion, infra struc ture, promot ing invest ment, 
helping small busi ness and entre pren eurs and fair ness. To make Britain 
more competitive, better at gener at ing wealth, but do it on a basis that 
serves the needs of the whole nation – one nation.11

In Fairclough’s comment ary on Blair’s argu ment, he notes how the verb 
‘change’ has been turned into a ‘noun’. This process is known as ‘nomin al-
isa tion’. By turning a verb into a noun, the causes and effects of the change 
Blair refers to are obscured:

Nominalisation involves abstrac tion from the diversity of processes 
going on, no specific a tion of who or what is chan ging, a back    ground    ing 
of the processes of change them selves, and a fore ground ing of their 
effect . . . The absence of respons ible agents further contrib utes to 
construct ing change as inev it able. And one effect of the lists of changes 
. . . (begin ning ‘In tech no logy . . .’) is to iron out import ant distinc     tions 
in this regard – changes in ‘family struc ture’ are more adequately  
repre s en ted as changes without respons ible agents than changes in 
‘trade’.

(Fairclough, 2000: 26–27)
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In a nutshell, since Blair does not use ‘change’ as a verb, it is not clear who 
the Actors initi at ing change are and who are being affected by change 
(Goals). His holistic and thus vague/super fi cial treat ment of ‘change’, as one 
big thing that needs to be respon ded to, makes good sense rhet or ic ally 
speak ing. By this I mean that his rhet or ical strategy is more likely to carry 
an audi ence than a more trans par ent speech which accur ately high lights 
differ ent forms of change which are not neces sar ily related. The latter kind 
of speech would need to get into specifi cs and detailed differ ences, as well as 
describ ing differ ent Actors initi at ing change, thus demand ing too much 
concen tra tion from its audi ence.

Fairclough’s analysis is written for a popular audi ence – so under stand-
ably he does not provide a compre hens ive and system atic SFG analysis of 
Blair’s argu ment. But for an academic analysis of Blair’s speech, students 
would be expec ted to show they can provide just that in order to avoid 
charges of cherry- picking. Such an analysis can be operose. As a taste, take 
just the first sentence of Blair’s speech: ‘We all know this is a world of 
dramatic change’. The English language distin guishes a number of processes, 
not just action processes as we saw earlier. Good students would, for 
example, high light how repres ent ing change as a nomin al isa tion – refer ring 
to it as a kind of thing that exists rather than as an action process which is 
initi ated by humans – is facil it ated by use of an exist en tial process (‘is’) as 
SFG would label it. SFG refers to the thing that exists as the Existent 
(Table 2.2):

Table 2.2 Functional analysis of ‘This is a world of dramatic change’

Existential Process Existent

This is a world of dramatic change

The use of the exist en tial process makes ‘a world of dramatic change’ seem 
like a fact. And the factual status of this propos i tion is enhanced by Blair’s 
use of another type of process – mental process – in other words, a process 
that takes place in the mind. The process I am refer ring to here is ‘know’. 
Blair’s saying that ‘we all know that change is a fact’ rein forces the alleged 
factual status here through trying to make his audi ence compli cit in this 
know ledge. To reflect the fact that a mental process is differ ent in kind from 
an action process and an exist en tial process, SFG ascribes differ ent names 
– Senser and Phenomenon – for parti cipants in mental processes (see 
Table 2.3). The clausal func tional descrip tion of the first sentence of Blair’s 
speech is as follows:
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Table 2.3 Functional analysis of ‘We (all) know this is a world of dramatic 
change’

Senser Mental process Phenomenon

We know this is a world of dramatic 
change

Functional struc ture of the Phenomenon

Existential Process Existent

This is a world of dramatic 
change

I must emphas ise that what I have outlined is just one bit of a very large 
palette of analyt ical possib il it ies in SFG. Moreover, it should be stressed 
that CDA exam ines gram mat ical phenom ena that are not exclus ive to SFG, 
e.g. pronoun usage, modal ity, mood, voice.12

2.5.4 Reflection

When analysts use SFG in the descrip tion stage of their crit ical discourse 
analysis, it helps them to system at ic ally explain how language is used to 
distort and obfus cate. Moreover, if the SFG descrip tion is done compre-
hens ively, it helps analysts avoid the charge that they have cherry- picked 
mater ial from the text to support their inter pret a tion. All the same, such 
applic a tion of SFG is only a second- order oper a tion. Application of SFG 
doesn’t reveal distor tion/obfus ca tion of social actors and other phenom ena 
in texts – the first- order oper a tion. How could it? Only posses sion of 
relev ant know ledge enables such revel a tion. Moreover, from my CDA 
teach ing, I know that some students can become frus trated with apply ing 
SFG. They don’t fathom why they have to go to so much trouble to ground 
system at ic ally what they intu ited already. If SFG descrip tion were a first- 
order oper a tion – if you actu ally needed SFG to reveal rather than explain 
distor tion and obfus ca tion that you couldn’t other wise see – then the labour 
needed to apply it accur ately is more likely to feel worth it for those who are 
not so inter ested in explain ing how polit ical language can nefar i ously 
operate.

When Fairclough promotes the use of SFG in CDA, he is in effect endors ing 
how SFG was used in a precursor of CDA, the Critical Linguistics of the 
1970s and 1980s whose work culmin ated in a number of books (e.g. Kress 
and Hodge, 1979; Fowler et al., 1979; Fowler, 1991). Fairclough has used 
SFG in a similar way to Critical Linguistics (though I should stress that 
Fairclough’s work greatly exceeds the scope of Critical Linguistics in, for 
instance, his social- theor et ical account of language and ideo logy). Reading the 
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works of Critical Linguistics, one can at times come away with the impres sion 
that its authors think that linguistic analysis is actu ally neces sary for reveal ing 
distor tion and obfus ca tion.13 Furthermore, Critical Linguistics was developed 
in a pre- digital time. An aim of this book is to exploit the afford ances of digital 
tools and corpora to go beyond the limit a tions of Critical Linguistics. Not to 
system at ic ally unpack, in a labour- intens ive manner, distor tion/obfus ca tion 
that could well be obvious already, but crucially to help rigor ously spot distor-
tion and obfus ca tion that we could not see so readily other wise.

A final issue in this section I wish to flag. In my exper i ence, when students 
engage confid ently in a crit ical discourse analysis, this is often because they 
possess a developed polit ical subjectiv ity. This can enable an assured crit ical 
engage ment with texts which espouse a differ ent polit ical perspect ive from 
that held by the student. Likewise, Fairclough’s polit ical subjectiv ity – social ist 
in Fairclough (1989) – is what ulti mately guides many of his textual inter-
pret a tions and explan a tions in Language and Power, enabling a confid ent 
crit ical engage ment with texts espous ing polit ical lines differ ent from his 
own.14 As is self- evident, you can’t do CDA – or any form of polit ical reading 
– unless you have polit ical commit ments. But since it is a developed polit ical 
subjectiv ity which ulti mately facil it ates an assured crit ical discourse analysis, 
what if a student’s polit ical outlook is not yet so crys tal lised? Another aim of 
this book is to try to evolve a form of pedago gical CDA to accom mod ate this 
student.15 As the reader will see, this is not to impose polit ical subjectiv it ies 
on them, but instead to show how students can foster ethical subjectiv it ies of 
their choos ing which can then facil it ate crit ical analysis.

2.6 CDA III: Use of corpora

2.6.1 Illuminating ‘big D’ Discourse

The advant ages of using big data have been exploited in CDA for the last 
10–15 years (see, for example, Baker, et al. (2008); Hidalgo Tenorio (2009); 
Mautner (2016); O’Halloran (2009). Large collec tions of texts from the same 
language – corpora – can provide relat ively conveni ent insight into ‘big D’ 
Discourse. By way of illus tra tion, consider Figure 2.3 originally from 
O’Halloran (2009). This consists of concord ance lines which are gener ated 
using corpus linguistic soft ware. Concordance lines allow research ers to 
compare how a word or expres sion is used across the differ ent texts of a 
corpus (the singu lar of ‘corpora’). Figure 2.3 consists of concord ance lines 
which feature the expres sions, ‘Eastern Europe’, ‘East European(s)’, ‘Eastern 
European(s)’ or ‘the East’ (where this referred to Eastern Europe). I searched 
for these expres sions in a corpus of all news texts published by the popular UK 
tabloid news pa per, The Sun, in six consec ut ive weeks from 20 March to 30 
April 2004. The 37 concord ance lines in Figure 2.3 show the complete results 
of the search.
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The reason I chose this six- week period is, on 1 May 2004, ten new coun-
tries joined the European Union. Eight of these coun tries are from Eastern 
Europe – Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Slovakia and Slovenia. The European Union allows free move ment of its 
citizens across member states. So, citizens from these coun tries, from 1 May 
2004, were eligible to live and work in the UK. Figure 2.3 thus high lights how 
The Sun recur rently treated the expres sions mentioned shortly before this key 
date. As the concord ance lines show, ‘East(ern) Europe(an(s))’ occurs in 
negat ive co- texts, e.g. ‘arres ted’, ‘crim inal scam’, ‘false pass port’, ‘suspec ted 
visa scam’, ‘under qual i fied doctors and nurses’, ‘vice girls’. Since ‘East(ern) 
Europe(an(s))’ is also recur rently asso ci ated with large numbers, the implic a-
tion for regular readers of The Sun during this 6 week period is that large 
numbers of undesir ables would shortly be arriv ing. A key value of the 
concord ance lines is that they provide a conveni ent quant it at ive window on 
‘big D’ Discourse. They show with preci sion how repeatedly biased The Sun 
was in its treat ment of prospect ive Eastern European immig ra tion shortly 
before 1 May 2004.

Figure 2.3  Thirty- seven concord ance lines for ‘east(ern) Europe(an(s))’ from The Sun’s 
news texts published six weeks before 1 May 2004.

March 12 : Ms Hughes reveals 25 , 000 east Europeans were let into Britain in a 
fiasco . Experts predict up to 54 , 000 East Europeans could head to the UK when 

MigrationWatch UK predicts some 40 , 000 East Europeans will migrate here . Chairman 
get OUT of the UK for good - just as East Europeans are queuing to get IN , a 

new rules are dOdged or challenged by East European migrants . The Government 
just how easy it is to get a false east European passport and e xploit the 

business plans - many identical - for East Europeans . This gave them the right 
crunch point " - days before millions of East Europeans become eligible to live 

countries to allow for the arrival of East Europeans . But he will outline the 
had been snapped up last night by poor East Europeans seeking a better life in 
crackdown on migrants , it emerged that East European vice girls are set to join 
lottery time for (cali) girls from the East because they can earn in a night what 
54 , 000 due to high unemployment in the East . And there are fears services like 
access to jobs for up to seven years . East Europeans who find legitimate work in 

, 000 . Provisional figures show 138 , 000 eastern Europeans visited in January and 
If this trend continues , 1 ,376 , 000 eastern Europeans will come to Britain 

and unelected institution . 30A 700 , 000 Eastern Europeans arrived LAST year By NIC 
Political Correspondent NEARLY 700 , 000 eastern Europeans arrived in Britain last 
rity stay under a month . Visitors from eastern Europe rose 23 per cent trom 
masters . The men and warnen - all from eastern Europe - were arrested in dawn 
underqualified doctors and nurses fram Eastern Europe when their count ries join 

ber-stamping of bogus applications from eastern European count ries , but instead of 
1 keep a tight grip on immigration from Eastern Europe . He is right to recognise 
out that many thousands of people from Eastern Europe could be heading here after 

head for Britain . With coach loads from Eastern Europe tipped to arrive on Sunday 
in a wave of migrants from impoverished Eastern Europe . The Sun followed the 
een told about a suspected visa scam in eastern Europe . Ms Hughes met Prime 
ive criminal scam has been operating in eastern Europe with the full knowledge and 
which nationals of future gU nations in eastern Europe can come to Britain and set 
s said the survey did not show how many Eastern Europeans returned horne . But the 
land , Czech Republic and Hungary . Many eastern Europeans will then be free to 
Statistics figures reveal the number of eastern Europeans coming to the UK i5 

hours before May 1 arrives and most of eastern Europe has the right to live here . 
Real culprits DON ' T blame the people of Eastern Europe for heading for Britain . The 
ve checks to hurry through a backlog of eastern bloc applicants was "only the tip 
er-stamping regime to clear backlogs of eastern European applications in a 

Kosice was repeated all through Eastern Europe . Thousands set off to 
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2.6.2 Addressing criti cisms of CDA

CDA has not escaped criti cism (e.g. Blommaert, 2005; Martin, 2004; 
Stubbs, 1997; Widdowson, 2004). Probably its major critic has been Henry 
Widdowson. Two major criti cisms in Widdowson (2004) are as follows. 
CDA can be:

• arbit rary: the analyst selects elements of a text which interests them or 
they find polit ic ally objec tion able. But another crit ical discourse analyst 
may home in on differ ent aspects of the text, perhaps on the basis of 
differ ent polit ical objec tions.

• circu lar: polit ical judge ments are made about the text at the outset and 
then rati fied by subsequent analysis instead of being derived from the 
analysis.

To be as convin cing as possible, it is in the interests of the crit ical discourse 
analyst to show rigor ously how they have separ ated out how their polit ical 
atti tudes might be direct ing what they notice as distor tion/obfus ca tion from 
distor tion/obfus ca tion which is in a text regard less of their polit ical atti-
tudes. Indeed, it makes good prac tical sense for a crit ical discourse analyst 
to go to the trouble to reduce arbit rar i ness and circu lar ity as far as possible. 
Otherwise, they are vulner able to the rather easy rebuke: ‘well, you would 
say that, you’re left- wing, liberal etc’. It is worth saying, also, that avoid ing 
arbit rar i ness and circu lar ity is hardly some thing that only crit ical discourse 
analysts should care about. Any convin cing text analysis should imple ment 
proced ures to check these things.

Use of corpora in CDA has helped to improve meth od o lo gical rigour by 
address ing charges of arbit rar i ness and circu lar ity and, in turn, to mitig ate 
attack from critics. Let me illus trate by return ing to O’Halloran (2009). In 
this paper I examined a partic u lar Sun text, published on 1 May 2004, 
which announced the acces sion of ten coun tries to the European Union. As 
mentioned, I knew from corpus analysis that the categor ies of ‘East(ern) 
Europe(an(s))’ were negat ively eval u ated in many texts published by The 
Sun in the six weeks leading up to 1 May 2004. Interestingly, ‘Eastern 
European’ was employed in the 1 May text in a neutral way. But because I 
had know ledge of relev ant ‘big D’ Discourse here, I could make the follow ing 
‘inter pret a tion stage’ analysis (Figure 2.2) with a certain robust ness: even 
though ‘Eastern European’ was neutral in the text, for a regular and 
compli ant reader of The Sun this expres sion poten tially triggered, in their 
‘little d’ discourse activ a tion from the 1 May 2004 text, a ‘big D’ Discourse 
around immig ra tion which is biased against Eastern Europeans. Crucially, 
going to the corpus released me from inter pret at ive arbit rar i ness and circu-
lar ity. I did not locate in the text things that I objec ted to or was intrigued 
by that day. Instead, I was direc ted to some thing in the text by empir ical 
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evid ence outside the text. This meant I was able to focus in a non- arbit rary 
manner on how ‘Eastern European’ was used in this text, using quant it at ive 
results from the corpus analysis to provide a non- circu lar qual it at ive  
inter pret a tion.

2.6.3 ‘Data- driven CDA’ and pedago gical utility

When corpora have been used in CDA, the approach is often referred to as 
‘corpus- based CDA’ (e.g. de Beaugrande, 2001). Using ‘corpus- based’ as a 
pre- modi fier is a fairly stand ard way of refer ring to foci and discip lines 
which employ corpus linguistic method (‘corpus- based soci o lin guist ics’; 
‘corpus- based trans la tion’, etc.). Saying a research method is ‘corpus- based’ 
(‘corpus- assisted’ or ‘corpus- informed’ are altern at ives) does not mean you 
must only use corpus linguist ics. Indeed, corpus- based CDA has used quant-
it at ive analysis to supple ment qual it at ive text descrip tion such as with SFG 
(e.g. Coffin and O’Halloran, 2006). But, as I just showed, crit ical text 
analysis which both relies on and is direc ted by the results of corpus mining 
can be performed without detailed qual it at ive meta lin guistic descrip tion. 
What might instead be called corpus- driven CDA is entirely possible.16 
Indeed, I think that a data- driven approach has the poten tial to open up 
parti cip a tion in CDA to non- linguists and be used in other discip lines in the 
human it ies and social sciences. This is because a data- driven CDA enables 
a less arbit rary and circu lar inter pret a tion of a text without the labour- 
intens ive ness of compre hens ive text descrip tion. Learning a metalan guage 
requires consid er able time and effort which students on non- linguistic 
degree programmes are under stand ably much less likely to want to invest. 
In contrast, corpus linguistic tools can be learned straight for wardly (see 
Chapter 4). You don’t need to be a linguist to exploit them. Corpus 
linguist ics is concept- light too relat ive to other approaches in linguist ics. 
Finally, just so the reader is clear, I am not dimin ish ing the value of metalan-
guage, such as for explain ing in detail how d/Discourse can do ideo lo gical 
work. I am saying though that detailed meta lin guistic text descrip tion in 
CDA is not always neces sary – it depends on your goals.

2.6.4 Other points

Concordance analysis of media texts usefully provides a ‘window’ on ‘big 
D’ Discourse – but the window may not always provide the most panor amic 
view, espe cially for pervas ive ‘big D’ Discourse such as types of reli gious 
discourse. After all, such ‘big D’ Discourse will circu late not only in 
newspaper texts (which are easy to aggregate into a corpus), but in conver-
sa tions in homes and places of worship, where the data is harder to access. 
One other thing to bear in mind is that a ‘big D’ Discourse may be plural 
and inter sect ing. For example, the anti-Eastern European Discourse in The 
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Sun could also be linked to a Discourse of British national iden tity. In other 
words, when one is being anti-Eastern European in the UK, one might be 
affirm ing one’s national iden tity also.

Another point. Henry Widdowson’s criti cisms of CDA, in partic u lar, 
have influ enced my think ing about CDA. While he didn’t pull his punches, 
I read him as trying to get CDA to raise its game rather than decim ate it. 
Besides, you can’t decim ate CDA. It’s not, or shouldn’t be, a polit ical move-
ment but an intel lec tual space for the study and reflec tion of how language 
use can contribute to the sustain ing of social and economic inequal ity. 
Figures will come and go, the methods, concepts and theor ies may change, 
the name may change, but the focus will remain so long as there are schol ars 
inter ested in the rela tion ship between language, power and ideo logy. This is 
how I see CDA at least. Reflecting Christopher Hitchens’ dictum that ‘there 
can be no progress without head- on confront a tion’ (Hitchens, 2004:173), 
and given the quality of Widdowson’s contest a tion, it was clear these were 
criti cisms worth think ing about.

2.7 Woulds and would- nots

In this chapter, I have outlined some key aspects of crit ical think ing and 
pedago gical CDA (as well as CDA more gener ally). I have also flagged a 
number of issues and chal lenges with these tradi tions. Later, I respond to 
these digit ally which, in turn, leads to some deter rit ori al isa tion of these 
tradi tions and the emer gence of a supple ment ary/altern at ive crit ical strategy 
for analysis of public sphere argu ments. Below is a list of what this strategy 
would and would not be, or do, based on the issues and chal lenges high-
lighted in this chapter:

IT WOULD:

• be a form of crit ical think ing in using corpora to gain:

a) know ledge of how a public sphere argu ment’s topic is habitu ally 
discussed regard less of how the argu ment is eval u ated. This would 
enable the analyst to judge relev ant absences from how the argu-
ment discusses the topic;

b) know ledge of how the stand point being criti cised in a public sphere 
argu ment is habitu ally discussed by its adher ents. This would 
enable the analyst to judge relev ant absences from how the argu-
ment frames that stand point and thus help them to eval u ate whether 
or not the stand point is distor ted or obfus cated.

• be also a form of CDA in expos ing distor tion/obfus ca tion of a socially/
econom ic ally relat ively power less Other who is criti cised, char ac ter ised 
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or poten tially affected for the worse by the stand point of a public sphere 
argu ment.

• in using corpus linguistic method, help reduce substan tially charges of 
arbit rar i ness and circu lar ity in analysis of a public sphere argu ment and 
thus continue to respond to criti cisms of pre- digital CDA.

• by being a data- driven CDA, keep text descript ive metalan guage to an 
abso lute minimum, and thus be access ible to non- linguists.

• be a form of CDA which could be used by students whose polit ical 
outlook is not yet so crys tal lised.

IT WOULD NOT:

• break up the text of a public sphere argu ment – the argu ment’s cohe sion 
would remain intact.17

• be a recon struct ive approach, thus avoid ing chal lenges detailed in 2.3 
such as recov er ing impli cit premises and decid ing on irrel ev ance in the 
argu ment.

Since I would be avoid ing a recon struct ive approach with this ‘shop ping 
list’, the possib il it ies of a reverse eval u at ive strategy seemed like it might  
be worth explor ing – a decon struct ive approach. And, since I would be 
enga ging with the original text of the argu ment, this led me to pose the 
follow ing ques tion: what might a crit ical decon struct ive approach to an 
argu ment’s cohe sion look like? Given the emphasis on recon struc tion in 
crit ical think ing, the import ance of an argu ment’s text struc ture is under-
played in this tradi tion. But it is certainly high lighted in CDA where recon-
struc tion of an argu ment’s logical struc ture has been tradi tion ally much  
less salient. For example, Norman Fairclough flags cohe sion as relev ant  
to a text’s ‘. . . struc tur ing as a mode of argu ment a tion’ (Fairclough, 1992: 
235).

Cohesion in a text depends on lexical and gram mat ical repe ti tion as well 
as repe ti tion of lexis from the same ‘semantic field’ (Definition Box 2.1). For 
a public sphere argu ment, these repe ti tions help to frame how it treats the 
topic and the stand point it criti cises. In my use of ‘frame’, I echo Robert 
Entman’s well- known defin i tion:

Framing essen tially involves selec tion and sali ence. To frame is to select 
some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 
commu nic at ing text, in such a way as to promote a partic u lar problem 
defin i tion, causal inter pret a tion, moral eval u ation, and/or treat ment 
recom mend a tion for the item described. Typically frames diagnose, 
eval u ate, and prescribe . . .

(Entman, 1993: 52)
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Since framing involves selec tion, by the same token it may involve signi-
fic ant exclu sion. The latter might involve omis sions which are delib er ate 
and/or inad vert ent.

What if a public sphere argu ment only appeared cohes ive on the page and 
coher ent in our reading because of what it excluded? On my initial rec-
k on ing, if you could show rigor ously that an argu ment’s framing – its cohe-
sion and/or coher ence – cracks because of relev ant absences from its 
discus sion of the topic or the stand point it attacks, this could affect the cred-
ib il ity of the argu ment. Not only would we have revealed the argu ment to 
be a straw man, but we would have an exact ing appre ci ation of its straw 
man status. Moreover, identi fy ing an argu ment’s cohe sion is concep tu ally 
straight for ward and ‘meta lin guistic- lite’ too.

Definition Box 2.1 Grammatical and lexical 
words; semantic field

Grammatical words: 
Non- content based words such as auxil i ary verbs (‘is’ in ‘he is wanted 
for murder’), conjunc tions (‘if ’), determ iners (‘the’), prepos i tions ‘(in’), 
pronouns (‘she’).

Lexical words: 
Words that carry the main inform a tion content of a text and belong to 
four classes: nouns (‘diction ary’); lexical verbs (‘walk’); adject ives (‘hot’); 
adverbs (‘beautifully’).

Semantic field: 
Words that can be grouped together through similar meaning. For 
example, ‘army’, ‘tank’, ‘soldier’ can be grouped under the semantic 
field of ‘war’.

The follow ing section shows some initial results of playing with these ideas.

2.8 Towards a crit ical decon struct ive approach to 
a public sphere’s argu ment’s cohe sion/coher ence

2.8.1 Framing and cohe sion/coher ence

Let me go back to the Tony Blair speech frag ment in 2.5.3 and the argu ment 
he was making for a third way in polit ics. By tracing its cohe sion, the analyst 
gets to see clearly how an author repeatedly frames their argu ment. 
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We all know this is a world of dramatic change. In tech no logy; in trade; in media and 
commu nic a tions; in the new global economy refash ion ing our indus tries and capital 
markets. In society; in family struc ture; in communit ies; in life styles.

Add to this change that sweeps the world, the changes that Britain itself has seen in 
the 20th century – the end of Empire, the toil of two world wars, the reshap ing of our 
busi ness and employ ment with the decline of tradi tional indus tries – and it is easy to see 
why national renewal is so import ant. Talk of a modern Britain is not about disown ing 
our past. We are proud of our history. This is simply a recog ni tion of the chal lenge the 
modern world poses.

The choice is: to let change over whelm us, to resist it or equip ourselves to survive 
and prosper in it. The first leads to a frag men ted society. The second is point less and 
futile, trying to keep the clock from turning. The only way is surely to analyse the chal-
lenge of change and to meet it. When I talk of a third way – between the old- style 
inter ven tion of the old left and the laissez- faire of the new right – I do not mean a soggy 
comprom ise in the middle. I mean avowing there is a role for Government, for the 
team work and part ner ship. But it must be a role for today’s world. Not about picking 
winners, state subsidies, heavy regu la tion; but about educa tion, infra struc ture, promot ing 
invest ment, helping small busi ness and entre pren eurs and fair ness. To make Britain more 
competitive, better at gener at ing wealth, but do it on a basis that serves the needs of the 
whole nation – one nation.

Figure 2.4 Cohesive chains in the Tony Blair speech frag ment

Figure 2.4 shows differ ent cohes ive chains via differ ent types of annota tion. 
Bolded text shows repe ti tion of the lexical words ‘change(s)’. In high lighter 
are gram mat ical words express ing the second person plural (‘we’; ‘our’) 
which links to ‘Britain’. Underlined are the repe ti tion of ‘world’ and ‘global’, 
both words being part of the same semantic field. Words in italics form part 
of a differ ent semantic field – busi ness and wealth creation. As the cohes ive 
chains show, Blair promotes a link between the globe, the UK, change and 
busi ness/economy. Whether or not one agrees with the rea-s on ing of the 
speech, the argu ment seems to have coher ence – we can make unified sense 
of it. But from a green polit ical perspect ive, one could argue that Blair has 
omitted to mention one major global ‘dramatic change’, espe cially as it is 
exacer bated by the econo- polit ics he espouses – climate change.18 Once we 
include ‘climate change’ as one of the global changes listed in the speech, the 
cohe sion, and thus the framing of the speech, is less effect ive. After all, the 
repeated ‘change’ that Blair refers to is mainly economic change rather than 
major change in weather patterns. Once the cohe sion of the argu ment is 
altered in this way, its coher ence is disturbed. It is now hard to make unified 
sense of the speech. The argu ment’s cred ib il ity is reduced.

2.8.2 Relevant absences from an argu ment

Or is it? How convin cing really is this decon struc tion? Blair was giving a 
speech at a British Industry Annual Dinner. He could always counter that 
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mention ing climate change at such an event would be irrel ev ant – even if he 
had wanted to. Blair might also retort some thing like, ‘You would say I 
neglected to mention climate change – your polit ics biases you to see this 
absence.’ We are back, then, to Widdowson’s critique of CDA: my polit ical 
subjectiv ity neces sar ily prompts me to notice this absence. Others might not.

How then do we estab lish what consti tutes a relev ant absence from an 
argu ment regard less of polit ical subjectiv ity? As I will show in Parts II and 
III, corpus linguistic method is very useful for helping to ascer tain relev ant 
absences from public sphere argu ments, espe cially because it comes with the 
meth od o lo gical advant ages I have already detailed. And, once we can show 
relev ant absences, we are in a more cred ible posi tion to high light how an 
argu ment’s cohes ive struc ture is negat ively affected with ensuing loss of 
coher ence and thus cred ib il ity.

2.8.3 Rhizomatically enga ging with Derrida

I needed help to extend meth od o lo gic ally and theor et ic ally this initial phase 
of devel op ment. I cast around for possible bedfel lows. A poten tially fruit ful 
point of theor et ical and meth od o lo gical contact – merely because of its 
name – I thought might be ‘decon struc tion’. From what I knew (or what I 
thought I knew), it was a set of ‘strategies’ for crit ical reading initi ated by 
the philo sopher, Jacques Derrida; it showed, amongst a number of many 
things, how the struc ture of a text gives the impres sion of semantic stabil ity 
but is actu ally precari ous; ‘absence’ is import ant within decon struc tion (all 
to be revealed). Given my interest in produ cing a decon struct ive analysis of 
the cohes ive struc ture of a public sphere argu ment based on absences, 
Derridean decon struc tion thus seemed, on the surface at least, like it might 
be a useful linkup.

Submersing into Derrida’s philo sophy of language, I found that certain 
core elements failed to convince. I couldn’t ‘apply’ all of Derrida’s language 
philo sophy exactly, but I thought I might be able to use it in another way. 
To try to produce an altern at ive approach to the crit ical analysis of public 
sphere argu ments which involved corpus linguistic method and the ‘shop-
ping list’ of 2.7, what I actu ally needed was a jolt out of the famil iar. By 
cross ing from the empir ical fields of corpus linguist ics /corpus- based CDA 
into the very differ ent field of Continental philo sophy, I would engage rhizo-
mat ic ally with Derrida and see what ideas this inter ac tion might give me. In 
Chapter 3, I lay out the Derridean conceptions of language that I have 
played with. Some I ‘threw away’, but others I ended up using as product ive 
stimuli for creat ing the crit ical reading strategies of this book.
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Notes
 1 Sometimes crit ical think ing is under stood in a broader sense to capture crit ical 

eval u ation not just of argu ments but of other intel lec tual products such as 
explan a tions, hypo theses, inform a tion, theor ies and so on (see Johnson, 1992).

 2 I lay out the logic- rhetoric-dialectic tripart ite perspect ive on argu ment a tion 
because of its classic status and because it is still commonly employed in argu-
ment a tion studies and crit ical think ing for guiding analysis of argu ment. 
Discussion of the tripart ite perspect ive in Wenzel (1990) is a common refer ence 
in argu ment a tion studies. I should flag that the three perspect ives are not rigid 
separ a tions. Not only can they inter sect in an argu ment, the distinc tions between 
logic/rhet oric/dialectic can become blurred. See Johnson (2009), Kock (2009), 
Blair (2012) and Jørgensen (2014) for discus sion and debate of where distinc-
tions can become fuzzy.

 3 Deduction is not the only form of logical think ing. What is known as ‘induc tion’ 
is another. When reas on ing is based on the repeated confirm a tion of obser va-
tion, it is said to be induct ive (Bowell and Kemp, 2015: 103–111).

 4 See van Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004: 190–196) for all ten rules.
 5 This book is oriented to the crit ical consump tion of argu ments. Because of this, 

I keep mention of Aristotle to a minimum. In the light of his huge influ ence on 
rhet oric, this may seem odd. But ‘The Art of Rhetoric’ and a book on crit ical 
think ing have differ ent goals. Aristotle’s book is not only a theor ising of rhet oric, 
but a manual for orators. This means that it is more focused on the produc tion 
of rhet oric for persuad ing a partic u lar audi ence than on consump tion of rhet-
oric, i.e. a major focus of crit ical think ing. In the light of these differ ences, the 
more cover age of Aristotle’s approach to rhet oric I would provide, the more 
space would be needed to clear up possible confu sions vis-à- vis my use of Bowell 
and Kemp’s take on rhet oric. One possible source of confu sion is the double 
meaning of ‘rhet oric’: i) the study / theor ising of persuas ive commu nic a tion 
(Aristotle’s meaning – let’s call it meaning 1) and ii) the non- rational persuas ive 
resources of language (Bowell and Kemp’s meaning – let’s call it meaning 2). 
Things are not so simple, however, since these mean ings are not completely 
distinct. Aristotle would include non- rational persuas ive tech niques (meaning 2) 
under rhet oric (meaning 1) along with ration ally persuas ive tech niques. The 
latter he refers to as logos – how an author has used reasons and evid ence to 
persuade their partic u lar audi ence. A key aspect of logos or ‘rhet or ical reason’ is 
the orator’s use of enthym emes – argu ments with delib er ately missing premises 
for the audi ence to gener ate. Should the audi ence ‘take the bait’ in this way, there 
is the prospect that they might acqui esce with the orator’s point of view. Bowell 
and Kemp do not get into logos or enthym emes in their discus sion of rhet oric.

 6 It is also referred to as ‘stand ard isa tion’, e.g. Govier (2012).
 7 On the ‘over- inter pret a tion’ and ‘under- inter pret a tion’ of texts, see also 

O’Halloran and Coffin (2004); O’Halloran (2009).
 8 For more inform a tion, see Simon Buckingham-Shum’s ‘argu ment mapping over-

view’ at http://www.slide share.net/sbs/argu ment- mapping-overview [accessed 
July 2016] and Tim van Gelder’s website, espe cially http://timvan gelder.
com/2009/02/17/what- is-argument- mapping/ [accessed July 2016]. See also: 
http://www.argunet.org/ [accessed July 2016].

 9 I thought perhaps that this was a dated example, until I watched the highest 
gross ing musical for adults at time of writing, Mamma Mia (2008), which is also 
very popular with girls. Spoiler alert – it finishes with the Meryl Streep and  
Pierce Brosnan char ac ters being pronounced ‘man and wife’. Moreover, multiple 

http://www.slideshare.net/sbs/argument-mapping-overview
http://www.timvangelder.com/2009/02/17/what-is-argument-mapping/
http://www.timvangelder.com/2009/02/17/what-is-argument-mapping/
http://www.argunet.org/
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news pa pers used the expres sion ‘man and wife’ when report ing celebrity 
weddings, e.g. http://www.daily mail.co.uk/tvshow biz/article-2772608/George-
Clooney-Amal-Alamuddin- wedding-bands- make-appearance- man-wife.html 
[accessed July 2016].

10 Increasingly, the trend is to refer to ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’ by the broader 
expression ‘Critical Discourse Studies’ (CDS) (e.g. Hart and Cap, 2014; 
Flowerdew and Richardson, forthcoming). This reflects the fact that CDA not 
only involves the practical analysis of texts, but may also involve other things 
such as political theorising. The increasing use of ‘CDS’ seems a reasonable 
move. That said, I would argue it is useful to retain the term CDA where the 
focus is the practical analysis of text data, which much of CDS still involves – 
CDA, then, as a focus in CDS. And, given my own practical pedagogical focus 
on text analysis, and that this book seeks to deterritorialise pedagogical CDA, 
this is why I retain the term CDA (while I am happy to see the approach, more 
broadly, as a form of CDS).

11 Tony Blair (1998) Speech at the Confederation of British Industry Annual Dinner 
27 May (reprin ted in Fairclough, 2000: 25–26).

12 See Fairclough (2015: 129–30) for a ‘linguistic check- list’ for conduct ing the text 
descrip tion part of a crit ical discourse analysis.

13 Consider for example the follow ing from Fowler (1991: 67): ‘. . . crit ical 
linguist ics was devised in response to . . . prob lems of fixed, invis ible ideo logy 
permeat ing language . . . Critical linguist ics seeks, by study ing the minute details 
of linguistic struc ture in the light of the social and histor ical situ ation of the text, 
to display to conscious ness the patterns of belief and value which are encoded in 
the language – and which are below the threshold of notice for anyone who 
accepts the discourse as “natural”.’

14 ‘. . . I write as a social ist with a gener ally low opinion of the social rela tion ships 
in my society and a commit ment to the eman cip a tion of the people who are 
oppressed by them’ (Fairclough, 1989: 5).

15 For an inter est ing take on the link between CDA and North American rhet oric/
compos i tion pedagogy, see Huckin, Andrus and Clary-Lemon (2012).

16 I appro pri ate here the well- known distinc tion between ‘corpus- based’ and 
‘corpus- driven’ linguist ics found in Tognini-Bonelli (2001). A corpus- based 
approach uses evid ence from the corpus to show how pre- exist ing linguistic 
categor ies (nouns, verbs etc.) are used. In contrast, a corpus- driven approach 
does not impose ready- made linguistic categor ies on the data, allow ing the 
invest ig ator to better appre ci ate new linguistic species that may emerge.

17 This is not an original pref er ence. For some time, the argu ment a tion scholar 
Scott Jacobs has held the view that we should seek to under stand the full 
‘message’ of the argu ment at ive text which would include simul tan eously its non- 
logical elements (see Jacobs, 2000; 2009).

18 Blair’s speech was delivered in 1998. In 1995, ‘The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change’ had produced its second major report warning of the dangers 
of build- up of green house gases: avail able at http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/climate- 
changes-1995/ipcc-2nd- assess ment/2nd- assessment-en.pdf [accessed July 2016].

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-2772608/George-Clooney-Amal-Alamuddin-wedding-bands-make-appearance-man-wife.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-2772608/George-Clooney-Amal-Alamuddin-wedding-bands-make-appearance-man-wife.html
http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/climatechanges-1995/ipcc-2nd-assessment/2nd-assessment-en.pdf
http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/climatechanges-1995/ipcc-2nd-assessment/2nd-assessment-en.pdf
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Chapter 3

Deconstruction and  
Jacques Derrida’s philo sophy 
of language

3.1 Meaning in surplus of the text’s struc ture

A good place to begin in outlining Derrida’s ideas about language is one of 
his funda mental premises – meaning is never stable. We may suppose the 
mean ings in texts that we read are solid and reli able, but Derrida claims this 
is an illu sion. Meaning is always escap ing from the text’s struc ture:

There is a continual flick er ing, spill ing and defus ing of meaning – what 
Derrida calls ‘dissem in a tion’ – which cannot be easily contained with 
the categor ies of the text’s struc ture, or within the categor ies of a 
conven tional crit ical approach to it . . . All language, for Derrida, 
displays this ‘surplus’ over exact meaning, is always threat en ing to 
outrun and escape the sense which tries to contain it.

(Eagleton, 1996: 116)

The reason mean ings are in surplus of the text’s struc ture, the reason an 
author is wrong to think that the text they gener ate is unified, consist ent and 
stable, is the natural condi tion of meaning – unde cid ab il ity. For Derrida, ‘no 
meaning can be fixed or decided upon’ (Derrida, 2004a[1979]: 64). If all 
concep tual terms have unde cid able mean ings, then there is more meaning in 
a text than it can cope with. An assump tion of decon struc tion is that close 
reading will show this. One key aspect of a decon struct ive reading is to 
shine a light on mean ings which are in surplus of the text and how they 
adversely affect the stabil ity of the text struc ture. Here is the decon struc tion 
scholar Julian Wolfreys provid ing a synop sis of what Derrida does when he 
reads:

Derrida alights upon a single theme, term, word, concept. In so doing, 
he trans forms the struc ture of the text — concept, insti tu tion, theme 
— through examin ing how that single figure oper ates in the struc ture as 
a whole, in excess of the struc ture . . . The figure in ques tion, far from 
calming down the produc tion of a single meaning in the overall economy 



Jacques Derrida’s philo sophy of language 45

of the text, troubles that logic, making the univocal meaning unde cid-
able . . . Derrida’s discus sion performs in other words the textual oscil-
la tion always already within the struc ture.

(Wolfreys, 2001: 119)

To avoid the risk that this sounds all rather abstract, I go straight to a 
demon stra tion of a Derridean decon struct ive reading, which relies on the 
assump tion that word mean ings are ulti mately unde cid able.

3.2 A demon stra tion of decon struct ive reading

3.2.1 Plato’s Pharmacy

There are numer ous instances of decon struct ive read ings to use as illus tra-
tion – from Derrida and from other schol ars who work in decon struc tion. I 
have chosen one demon stra tion from an essay of Derrida’s – ‘Plato’s 
Pharmacy’ (1981a[1968]). This is because it is one of his best known essays, 
and it is reas on ably access ible (though long) should the reader wish to 
follow this up.

The essay concerns itself with Plato’s Phaedrus.1 This is a conver sa tion 
between Socrates and a young Athenian man, Phaedrus. One part of 
Phaedrus that Derrida focuses on comes near the end. At this point, Socrates 
is arguing that writing is bad and speech is good. As support for this posi-
tion, Socrates invokes the Egyptian myth of the inven tion of writing. In this 
myth, a char ac ter called Theuth invents writing. He presents his creation to 
the king of Upper Egypt, reck on ing his inven tion to have major bene fits. 
This is what he says to the king (as repor ted by Socrates):

my King, [writing] will make the Egyptians wiser and will improve their 
memor ies: my inven tion is a recipe (phar makon) for both memory and 
wisdom.

(quoted in Derrida, 1981a[1968]: 81)

But the king is not a fan of writing:

this inven tion will produce forget ful ness in the souls of those who have 
learned it because they will not need to exer cise their memor ies, being 
able to rely on what is written, using the stim u lus of external marks that 
are alien to them selves rather than, from within, their own unaided 
powers to call things to mind. So it’s not a remedy (phar makon) for 
memory, but for remind ing, that you have discovered. And as for 
wisdom, you’re equip ping your pupils with only a semb lance of it, not 
with truth. Thanks to you and your inven tion, your pupils will be 
widely read without benefit of a teacher’s instruc tion; in consequence, 
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they’ll enter tain the delu sion that they have wide know ledge, while they 
are, in fact, for the most part incap able of real judge ment.

(quoted in Derrida, 1981a[1968: 104–5)

In a nutshell, for the king writing is bad because it does nothing to improve 
the ability to remem ber. Socrates aligns himself with the king’s response.

Derrida notices that the king’s response is based on a partic u lar struc ture – 
the struc ture of pairs of terms which are in oppos i tion to one another.  
Such terms are known as binary oppos i tions. The binary oppos i tions that 
Derrida (1981a[1968]: 105–6) isol ates in the king’s response to Theuth are 
as follows:

speech: good; inside the mind; true; reality; memory;
writing: bad; outside the mind; false; delu sion; forget ful ness.

3.2.2 Undecidability of ‘phar makon’ leads to  
decon struc tion of binary pairs

Once Derrida has isol ated the binary struc ture in the king’s response, he 
goes on to show how this struc ture falls apart. This is due to surplus meaning 
in the king’s response which is all too easily over looked. If you go back to 
the dialogue between Theuth and the king, you will see the word phar-
makon in brack ets. This is the Romanised version of the Ancient Greek 
word that Plato used. You will also see it has been trans lated as ‘recipe’ in 
Theuth’s assess ment of his inven tion:

[writing] is a recipe (phar makon) for both memory and wisdom

and trans lated as ‘remedy’ in the King’s under stand ing of writing:

[writing] is not a remedy (phar makon) for memory, but for remind ing, 
that you have discovered.

Derrida points out that, in Ancient Greek, phar makon had several mean-
ings, not just ‘remedy’ and ‘recipe’. Oddly, while phar makon could mean 
some thing posit ive – ‘remedy’ – it also could mean some thing negat ive – 
‘poison’. How can this be? How can some thing have both a posit ive and 
negat ive meaning at the same time? This ambi gu ity is a troub ling state of 
affairs for Derrida. It is why he calls phar makon an unde cid able.

The trans lator, faced with a word which has differ ent mean ings, will use 
co- text to guide their choice of which word to choose in their trans la tion.  
By ‘co- text’, I refer to the surround ing text or ‘linguistic context’. But  
just because a trans lator chooses not to acknow ledge the possib il ity that 
phar makon could, instead, have been trans lated as ‘poison’ in the above 
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passages, it does not follow that this meaning is not lurking. A crucial 
assump tion for Derrida is that words retain all their senses regard less of the 
sense the trans lator has chosen for their trans la tion. Since the meaning of 
‘poison’ is still in phar makon in Phaedrus even if trans lat ors ignore it, for 
Derrida it acts inad vert ently in excess of the binary struc ture of the king’s 
response to Theuth:

If the phar makon is “ambi val ent”, it is because it consti tutes the 
medium in which oppos ites are opposed, the move ment and the play 
that links them among them selves, reverses them or makes one side 
cross over into the other (soul/body, good/evil, inside/outside, memory/
forget ful ness, speech/writing, etc.).

(Derrida, 1981a[1968]: 130)

So, when Theuth says that writing is ‘a recipe (phar makon) for memory’, 
Plato is unaware that his text, in fact, spills an altern at ive meaning that 
writing is also a poison for memory. And, when the king says that writing 
‘. . . is not a remedy (phar makon) for memory’, Plato is equally unaware 
that another meaning is leaked: writing is not a poison for memory. Writing 
is simul tan eously good and bad as well as not good and not bad. The result 
of this leaking text is the follow ing: Socrates’ argu ment that writing is good 
and speech is bad falls apart. Much as he tries, he cannot segreg ate speech 
as good from writing as bad in his thesis. Summarising Derrida’s reading, 
here is the decon struc tion scholar Michael Naas:

beneath this philo soph ical logic of the either- or (phar makon as either 
remedy or poison depend ing on the context), beneath the sover eign rule 
of this logic of non- contra dic tion, there are the traces of a funda mental 
ambi val ence or unde cid ab il ity (phar makon as both remedy and poison, 
neither remedy nor poison) that disrupts the meaning and order and 
even the bound ar ies and limits of Plato’s texts.

(Naas, 2014: 234)

I have provided an example of Derridean decon struc tion. Let me pull out 
some assump tions in this way of reading.

3.3 Textual blind spots

3.3.1 Texts can mean some thing other than inten ded

As should be clear in Derrida’s analysis of Phaedrus, Plato is unaware that 
the text he wrote is spill ing altern at ive meaning. Pharmakon is for Plato 
what Derrida calls a ‘blind spot’. This means that, for Derrida, the text of 
Phaedrus is beyond the control of its author:
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Deconstruction is some thing which happens and which happens inside; 
there is a decon struc tion at work within Plato’s work, for instance.

(Derrida, 1997: 9)

Indeed, for Derrida, any text can be shown to mean some thing other than 
inten ded. This is why a decon struct ive reading:

must always aim at a certain rela tion ship, unper ceived by the writer, 
between what he commands and what he does not command of the 
patterns of the language that he uses.

(Derrida, 1976[1967]: 158)

In so doing, the reading:

attempts to make the not- seen access ible to sight . . .
(Derrida, 1976[1967]: 163)

This does not mean, though, that the decon struct ive reader can make a text 
mean anything s/he likes since the analyst cannot ignore “that which the 
text imposes on you or the struc tures which determ ine the singu lar ity of the 
text” (Wolfreys 2001: 119). Derrida stresses that any decon struct ive reading 
must first be ‘faith ful’ to the text; it must recover as far as possible the inten-
tions of the author before it goes on to show how the text might exceed 
these inten tions, leading to crum bling of its struc ture. This is why Derrida 
speaks of decon struc tion as a double- reading.

3.3.2 Metaphors as stray signi fi ers

One blind spot that Derrida fixes on in texts – some thing that a reader may 
have a tend ency to pass by – is casual meta phor. The author may have 
produced a partic u lar image without think ing too much about it. Derrida, 
however, shows how meta phors may actu ally be stray signi fi ers in exceed ing 
an author’s inten ded meaning. Let me illus trate the point by return ing to his 
decon struct ive reading of Plato’s Phaedrus. Socrates is conven tion ally under-
stood to be Plato’s mouth piece. So, when Socrates argues that writing is bad 
and speech is good, this is usually taken to be Plato’s view. But strangely, as 
Derrida (1981a[1968]) points out, Plato is unable to sustain this argu ment 
without employ ing meta phors drawn from inferior writing. For example, 
Phaedrus asks Socrates to define the type of wisdom that is super ior to 
anything that can be found in written texts. Socrates replies as follows:

The sort that goes together with know ledge and is written in the soul of 
the learner.

(quoted in Derrida, 1981a[1968]: 148)
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Socrates is allud ing to one of Plato’s central ideas that wisdom and know-
ledge are internal, rather than in writing which is external to the mind. One 
purpose of educa tion for Plato is to draw out our already extant internal 
wisdom. But Socrates falls back on a writing meta phor (‘written in the soul 
of the learner’) to describe some thing which is super ior to writing! Or as 
Derrida (1981a[1968]: 149) puts it:

a meta phor [is] borrowed from the order of the very thing one is trying 
to exclude from it.

This meta phor is yet another example of stray signi fic a tion in a text which 
the author is seem ingly unaware of, disturb ing their inten tions.2

3.3.3 Reading the text from outside- inside

Many forms of text analysis use a linguistic descript ive system or metalan-
guage to trace the text, to describe its constitu ents. Metalanguage is imposed 
from the outside onto the text as we saw with use of systemic func tional 
grammar (see Chapter 2). These meta lin guistic tracings do not seek to 
deform the text, to change it. In contrast, when Derrida claims to show that 
a text decon structs itself, he is not coming at the text from the outside only. 
He conducts an ‘inside- outside’ reading. On the one hand, he is outside the 
text as a reader looking in – just like a systemic func tional grammarian or a 
crit ical discourse analyst – in fact, any reader. But as he does in his reading 
of Phaedrus, he also brings out of the shadows the surplus meaning of a 
text. He comes from the outside to high light how a text is already decon-
struct ing itself on the inside. As Derrida says:

decon struc tion is not an oper a tion that super venes after wards, 
from the outside, one fine day; it is always already at work in the 
work . . .

(Derrida, 1989[1988]: 73)

3.4 The marginal and the excluded

3.4.1 General points

I do not ‘concen trate’, in my reading . . . either exclus ively or primar ily 
on those points that appear to be the most ‘import ant’, ‘central’, 
‘crucial’. Rather, I decon cen trate, and it is the second ary, eccent ric, 
lateral, marginal, para sitic, border line cases which are ‘import ant’ to 
me and are a source of many things, such as pleas ure, but also insight 
into the general func tion ing of a textual system.

(Derrida, 1988a[1977]: 44)
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As reflec ted in the quota tion above, Derrida’s read ings of philo soph ical 
texts often advance not by focus ing on the centre of the work but its margins. 
Something at the margins is less visible than some thing at the centre, and 
thus could be a blind spot for a reader. In turn, the reader is less likely to be 
aware that a stray signi fier at the margins is snag ging at the struc ture of the 
text, troub ling its inten ded meaning. One premise of decon struc tion is that 
it is through the margin al isa tion of terms, concepts or ideas that the impres-
sion of unity and stabil ity in a text can be created. But not just margin al isa-
tion. This impres sion can be created through exclu sion too. As Bennington 
(1993: 284) says:

The reading work carried out by Derrida consists in the loca tion of 
these excluded terms or these remains that command the exclud ing 
discourse . . .

The overall purpose of a decon struct ive reading flows from this basic 
premise – to show how the impres sion of a text’s semantic stabil ity is 
depend ent on pushing certain elements to the margins or suppress ing them 
alto gether. Conversely, once the decon struct ive critic brings marginal or 
excluded elements to the centre of the text, it can be shown to be unstable.

3.4.2 The foot note

One margin that Derrida has fastened onto are foot notes. He has shown  
in a number of read ings how a foot note can trouble the centre of the work. 
Let me illus trate this using a decon struct ive reading which relates to visual 
art. One focus of Derrida (1987a[1978]) is Immanuel Kant’s Critique of 
Judgement, first published in 1790, where the great Enlightenment philo-
sopher sets out his aesthetic theory. In this book, Kant refers to a work of 
art as an ergon (Ancient Greek for ‘work’). But there are things that Kant 
wishes to limit in aesthetic judge ment of an ergon. If an ergon is a paint ing, 
then it would not include the frame. If the ergon is a build ing then it would 
not include columns. These elements are, for Kant, examples of parerga 
(singu lar parer gon) – what is beyond the ergon. Kant mentions the idea of 
the parer gon in a foot note in Critique of Judgement. It is not some thing that 
is import ant to his aesthetic focus on the ergon, but he feels it should be 
mentioned all the same. The idea of the parer gon thus gets tucked away in 
a foot note – iron ic ally, a kind of parer gon all of its own.

Sweeping dust under the carpet makes it disap pear from view only. For 
Derrida, this foot note parer gon is, in fact, a hidden decon struct ive agent in 
Kant’s text, contam in at ing his desire for ergo nomic purity in the art work. 
Kant’s delim it ing of the ergon from the parer gon is a delu sion. This is 
because parerga are always affect ing how we view an ergon, just as the 
content of a foot note can affect how we read the main body of the text. For 
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example, how we view a paint ing can be affected by where it is framed, lit 
and hung (in a gallery, in our living room, in an outside public space, etc.) 
as well as how it is framed, hung, lit (e.g. elec tric light, candle light, sunlight). 
Indeed, parerga may exist in the centre of artworks. Making Columns for 
the Tower of Babel by Stanley Spencer is a good example.3 In this paint ing, 
three men are each construct ing a column. There is no sign of the rest of the 
Tower of Babel. While columns are parerga for Kant, here they are at the 
centre of the ergon. With examples in this vein, Derrida complic ates Kant’s 
divi sion of ergon and parer gon.4

3.4.3 ‘Either/or’ versus ‘both/and’

More gener ally, Derrida’s decon struc tion of Kant’s desire for ergo nomic 
purity is in line with his anti thet ical atti tude to ‘either/or’ logic. This is a 
logic that he sees as being a key compon ent of ‘western meta phys ics’ – the 
way people in the West, allegedly, think about the world around them, 
think ing some thing must be one thing and thus not another. Derrida, 
instead, follows a logic of ‘both/and’. Things do not have to be one thing or 
the other – they could be both or perhaps many things simul tan eously. For 
instance, we do not have to look at the central elements of a paint ing whilst 
ignor ing the marginal elements, and vice versa. We can enjoy, as Derrida 
does, looking at a work of art by explor ing the complic a tions – whether 
inten ded or not – between its ‘central’ elements and its ‘marginal’ elements. 
We can look at both simul tan eously.

3.5 Reading a text while allow ing the Other  
to speak

3.5.1 Why decon struc tion is not a method

Discussing what Derrida and others do in their decon struct ive read ings is, 
perhaps, the easiest way into decon struc tion. Things get trick ier when we 
try to create a defin i tion of decon struc tion. If all meaning is unde cid able, 
there is no stable defin i tion of anything. This is why it is a lot easier to say 
what decon struc tion is not rather than what it is (Derrida, 1991[1983]). 
And one thing that Derrida tire lessly repeated that decon struc tion is not is a 
method:

I am wary of the idea of methods of reading. The laws of reading  
are determ ined by the partic u lar text that is being read. This does  
not mean that we should simply abandon ourselves to the text, or 
repres ent and repeat it in a purely passive manner. It means that  
we must remain faith ful . . . to the injunc tions of the text. These injunc-
tions will differ from one text to the next so that one cannot prescribe 
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one general method of reading. In this sense, decon struc tion is not a 
method.

(Derrida, 2004b[1981]: 155)

To come up with a method of reading would be, by the lights of Derridean 
decon struc tion, to create some thing determ in ate, some thing stable. But this 
would be completely against the spirit of unde cid ab il ity. Deconstruction 
should never conform to a fixed set of proced ures. We saw in 3.2.2 how 
Derrida shows the binary categor ies of Socrates’ argu ment to be in a state of 
decon struc tion. Due to binary oppos i tions in texts being one focus of the 
early Derrida, a common percep tion of what decon struc tion does is that it 
high lights instabil ity in binary categor ies in texts. In reality, this is only one 
proced ure amongst many, and one proced ure amongst many to come since 
decon struc tion cannot be fixed. As Miller (1991: 231) says, decon struc tion 
‘can only be exem pli fied, and the examples will of course all differ’.

3.5.2 The only ‘rule’ of decon struc tion

But while decon struc tion cannot be form al ised, there is one thing all decon-
struct ive read ings have in common. Martin McQuillan (2001: 6) boils this 
down nicely:

Deconstruction only has one rule: allow the other (what is differ ent, the 
not- me) to speak.

Allow what is not so obvi ously present in the text a voice. This ‘Other’ 
might be a suppressed or ignored meaning such as the poison meaning of 
phar makon. As Derrida says:

Deconstruction is always deeply concerned with the other of language.
(Derrida, 2004b[1981]: 154)

But other ness does not have to be linguistic. Deconstruction asks that we 
recog nise what is differ ent, left out, or ‘queer’ in polit ics, culture. Indeed, 
the Other does not have to exist. It could be an ‘Other- to-come’ (see 3.10).

I have given some idea of how decon struc tion works and how the   
‘unde cid ab il ity of meaning’ thesis is import ant to it. Let me now pro- 
vide an explan a tion of why Derrida thinks ‘unde cid ab il ity’ of meaning is the 
natural state of affairs. To appre ci ate this, we need to go back to a crucial 
start ing point for Derrida’s think ing – the Swiss linguist, Ferdinand de 
Saussure (1857–1913). Measured by his impact, which he never lived to  
see, Saussure is possibly the most import ant linguist of the last 100 years. 
His ideas have been taken up in several discip lines such as anthro po logy, 
cultural studies, soci ology as well as linguist ics.
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3.6 Ferdinand de Saussure

3.6.1 ‘Course in General Linguistics’

The book with which Saussure is most famously asso ci ated is the Course in 
General Linguistics (Cours de linguistique générale). This was published in 
1916, three years after Saussure died. This is not a conven tion ally authored 
mono graph. It is, in fact, a writing- up of Saussure’s lectures at the University 
of Geneva given between 1906 and 1911. It was compiled by two of 
Saussure’s former students, Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye.

3.6.2 Difference

Key to under stand ing Saussure’s approach to language and meaning is the 
idea of differ ence in meaning between words. When we look at a word such 
as ‘palace’, we might ordin ar ily under stand it as the dwell ing of very rich 
people, possibly aris to crats. This is not how Saussure would under stand 
‘palace’. The meaning of ‘palace’ would be how it differs from other types 
of abode such as ‘mansion’, ‘detached house’, ‘flat’, ‘tent, etc. For Saussure 
(1974: 120):

in language there are only differ ences without posit ive terms.

Meaning is created not in the sign, but through the differ ences between 
signs.

3.6.3 Langue and parole

Saussure divides language up into two key domains. Langue encom passes 
its abstract, system atic rules and conven tions; it is inde pend ent of indi vidual 
users. Actual utter ances, usage of the language system, he refers to as parole. 
For Saussure, parole is messy. It is produced by indi vidual speak ers and thus 
idio syn cratic. This does not make it amen able to study. Langue, on the 
other hand, is system atic since it is a set of rules shared by a community. So, 
it is not indi vidual but social. Since it is system atic, this facil it ates its explor-
a tion. It is import ant to under stand that, for Saussure, the study of langue 
takes prior ity over the study of parole.5 His ‘differ en tial’ theory of meaning 
relates to the language system, to langue only.

3.6.4 Syntagms and paradigms

The study of langue is twofold for Saussure. There are the rules for the 
combin a tion of words in a clause or sentence or what Saussure referred to 
as a syntagm. So, one of the reasons we grasp ‘the lion bit the man’ is our 
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know ledge of a funda mental of English clause struc ture: the order of subject- 
verb-object. But all manner of animals might bite a man – a snake, a tiger 
and so on. The ‘lion’ slot could poten tially be replaced with numer ous other 
animate skin perfor at ors. For Saussure, we select options for slots in a 
sentence from a set of possib il it ies – in this example the set of animals which 
bite. He used the expres sion ‘asso ci at ive rela tions’ for this set of possib il it ies 
(Saussure, 1974[1916]: 125–127), but this has become known as a paradigm. 
It is visu al ised as a vertical dimen sion of choice to contrast with the hori-
zontal dimen sion of choice in the syntagm – both of which alter meaning. 
Given that the paradigm is vertical and the syntagm is hori zontal, they are 
also conceived as axes – the syntag matic axis and paradig matic axis respect-
ively. All of the above is reflec ted in Figure 3.1.

Figure 3.1  The paradigm for animate skin perfor at ors (‘X’) in rela tion to the syntagm 
‘The X bit the man’.

3.6.5 The sign

Saussure’s basic linguistic object is the sign. He defines a sign as being 
composed of a ‘signi fier’ – the form which the sign takes – and the ‘signi fied’ 
– the concept it repres ents. So the word ‘apple’ is a signi fier with the signi fied 
being the concept of apple. Furthermore, when Saussure refers to ‘sign’, 
usually he refers to a single word. Lastly, Saussure stresses the arbit rary nature 
of signi fi ers. To denote the roundish, often green fruit, English uses ‘apple’ as 
a signi fier, whereas Finnish uses ‘omena’ and Vietnamese uses táo, and so on. 
There is nothing ‘appley’ about the signi fier ‘apple’. If it were desir able, all 
manner of words – ‘cronsh’, ‘splamph’, etc. – could be used instead.
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Having laid out some funda mental ideas from Saussure, I move on to 
high light ing how Derrida engages with these ideas in the concoc tion of his 
language philo sophy.

3.7 Derrida’s engage ment with Saussure

3.7.1 Meaning deficit

Derrida agrees with Saussure that meaning is gener ated through  
differ ences:

words and concepts receive meaning only in sequences of differ ences . . .
(Derrida, 1976[1967]: 70)

He also agrees that signs are arbit rary (Derrida, 1982c[1968]: 11). But if the 
meaning of ‘hovel’ is the meaning of not- palace, not- flat, not- detached 
house, etc., then the meaning of hovel is not completely there. Put another 
way, Saussure’s distinc tion between signi fier and signi fied does not hold 
since there cannot be a pure, grasp able signi fied:

the signi fied concept is never present in and of itself, in a suffi cient pres-
ence that would refer only to itself. Essentially and lawfully, every 
concept is inscribed in a chain or in a system within which it refers to 
the other, to other concepts, by means of the system atic play of differ-
ences.

(Derrida, 1982c[1968]: 11)

It follows that there is always a deficit of meaning in the sign’s make- up. 
And these are not just signs in langue. For Derrida, this happens in parole 
too. Indeed the parole-langue distinc tion is blurred for Derrida (Bennington, 
1993: 72–73).

3.7.2 The trace

While Derrida accords with Saussure’s differ en tial approach to meaning, he 
goes further than Saussure with his idea of the trace. Since every sign can 
only obtain meaning in itself by differ ing from other signs in the linguistic 
system, this must mean that every sign retains the traces of the signs that it 
is not. All signs are thus caught up in a network of other signs:

Nothing, neither among the elements nor within the system, is anywhere 
ever simply present or absent. There are only, every where, differ ences 
and traces of traces.

(Derrida, 1981b[1972]: 24)
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For a sign to mean, it must carry a trace of other signs in the system  
against which it is defined. And this does not just apply to the linguistic 
system. A sign in a sentence (i.e. in parole) carries traces of other signs  
in the sentence’s chain of signs (Derrida, 1981b[1972]: 24; 28–29). With 
exem plary lucid ity, Madan Sarup explains how the trace oper ates  
senten tially:

When I read a sentence the meaning of it is always somehow suspen ded, 
somehow deferred. One signi fier relays me to another; earlier mean ings 
are modi fied by later ones. In each sign, there are traces of other words 
which that sign has excluded in order to be itself. And words contain 
the trace of the ones which have gone before. Each sign in the chain of 
meaning is somehow scored over or traced through with all the others, 
to form a complex tissue which is never exhaust ible.

(Sarup, 1988: 36)

Again, we see the focus on the sign as word. Lastly, the trace is thus  
another way of explain ing the instabil ity of meaning. There cannot ever  
be pure, self- contained, stable meaning if a sign is ‘contam in ated’ by traces 
of other mean ings. For example, in Phaedrus, the remedy trans la tion of 
phar makon is contam in ated by the trace meaning of poison. Derrida’s 
reading strategy here is to open up the text of Phaedrus to the trace meaning 
of poison. This strategy is, in fact, a general one in decon struc tion:

The text is to be read not as a series of signs, but of traces . . .
(Powell, 2006: 59)

3.7.3 Spectral mean ings

Since the trace is both present and absent, it is not really some thing  
that you can see or hear. It is not part of our habitual exper i ence of the 
mater ial world (Derrida, 1976[1967]: 62; 75). It is spec tral. As Royle  
(2000: 7) says:

Deconstruction has to do with traces . . . [a] ghostly concep tion of 
language.

If you ‘see’ a ghost, what indeed do you see? Your eyes evolved to register 
sensa tions from the mater ial world – the world of pres ence. A ghost is  
some where between pres ence and absence, the appar i tion being between  
the living world and the dead world. The ghost is thus an unde cid able. And 
it is its ghostly nature, the neither- one-thing- nor-the- other char ac ter of the 
trace, that contrib utes to instabil ity of meaning in the sign. Returning to 
Plato’s Pharmacy (Derrida, 1981a[1968]): though the ‘poison’ meaning in 
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phar makon is not conven tion ally taken into account in translating the 
section of Phaedrus I high lighted, it still haunts the text. Like a ghost, the 
poison meaning in phar makon is there and not there. In fact, Derrida 
invokes ghost meta phors in his work, seeing his approach to reading as a 
‘haunto lo gical’ process, a search for spec tral mean ings which elude the 
casual reader.

3.7.4 Deferral

By arguing that we never grasp fully present meaning because the  
meaning of a word is what it is not, Derrida is making an argu ment  
about where the meaning of a word is in a linguistic system, i.e. distrib uted 
across it. Put more abstractly, it is an argu ment related to meaning in  
space. Another argu ment that he makes, and one that goes beyond 
Saussure, relates to meaning in time. Derrida argues that the meaning of a 
signi fier never reaches its destin a tion – the signi fied. Meaning is continu ally 
deferred:

In the system of differ ences that language is, every signi fier func tions by 
refer ring to other signi fi ers, without one ever arriv ing at a signi fied.

(Bennington, 1993: 33)

This is differ ent from Saussure who is clear that reach ing a signi fied is 
achiev able from engage ment with a signi fier.

3.7.5 Difference and defer ral  différance

In French, the verb différer has two senses: ‘to differ’ and ‘to defer’. Derrida 
(1982c[1968]) coins the term ‘différance’ – a combin a tion of differ ence 
and defer ral – to suggest how meaning is both differ en tial and deferred and 
thus never fully present on two counts. Différance does not name what 
Saussure refers to as differ ences between terms in langue. It is a more 
abstract idea. Aside from indic at ing the continu ous defer ral of meaning, 
différance names the capa city for signs and concepts to be differ ent from 
one another in the first place which, in turn, facil it ates the gener a tion of 
meaning through differ ence. Or, as Bennington (1993: 71) puts it, différance 
names ‘. . . the differ en ti al ity or being- differ ent of those differ ences’. 
Concepts, words, phrases, texts, and so on are inher ently unstable if their 
meaning is (spatially) differ en tial – depend ent on what is not there – and 
(tempor ally) continu ally out of reach. Lastly, since différance allows for 
concepts to be differ ent from one another, Derrida holds that it cannot be a 
concept itself. This is why he refers to différance as a ‘non- concept’. Indeed, 
the trace, phar makon, supple ment (3.8) and archi- writing (3.10.2) are also 
non- concepts for Derrida.
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3.8 The supple ment

3.8.1 Orientation

Derrida continu ally rear tic u lates his vision of unde cid ab il ity. Another way 
he does this is through his under stand ing of supple ment a tion. When we 
think of a supple ment, it is common to think of it as an add- on, as some-
thing extra. For example, a vitamin supple ment is an add- on to our diet. We 
know this since our dinner guests would think it odd if we were to put a 
vitamin pill on our dinner plate along with our meat and two veg. Derrida 
would agree that a supple ment such as a vitamin pill is indeed a dietary add- 
on. Nevertheless, for him, the idea of a supple ment is more subtle and, 
indeed, unde cid able. Derrida writes that every supple ment:

harbors within itself two signi fic a tions whose cohab it a tion is as strange 
as it is neces sary. The supple ment adds itself, it is a surplus . . . But the 
supple ment supple ments. It adds only to replace. It inter venes or insinu-
ates itself in- the-place- of.

(Derrida, 1976[1967]: 144–145)

For Derrida, then, the ‘logic of supple ment a tion’ is an unde cide able inside- 
outside rela tion (Derrida, 1976[1967]: 215). To under stand this idea of 
‘inside- outside’ rela tion, let me regur git ate the vitamin example. On the one 
hand, the vitamin pill adds extra nutri ents to the diet from outside as we 
have seen; the vitam ins can be said to be in surplus of the normal diet. As a 
result, the diet increases from ‘normal diet’ to ‘normal diet + vitamin supple-
ment’. On the other hand, from inside the diet, the supple ment replaces 
vitam ins which are lacking. After all, why would we take a vitamin supple-
ment unless we had, or thought we had, a defi ciency? From this other 
perspect ive, the vitamin supple ment does not increase the diet because it 
completes it in filling up the defi ciency. In a nutshell, for Derrida, a supple-
ment is both simul tan eously:

• outside what is supple men ted and thus in surplus of it;
• inside what is supple men ted and thus not in surplus of it.

Figure 3.2 visu al ises these two ways of under stand ing supple ment a tion.

3.8.2 The supple ment and simul tan eous absence/presence 
and surplus/deficit of signi fic a tion

With it being inside and outside at the same time, Derrida holds that ‘the 
supple ment is madden ing because it is neither pres ence nor absence . . .’ 
(Derrida 1976[1967]: 154). Ruminating on vitam ins one more time, when 
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the vitamin tablet is added to the diet from outside, it is not part of the 
normal diet; in supple ment ing the normal diet, in being an add- on to it, it is 
still absent from the normal diet. Yet, from the other perspect ive, in 
complet ing the diet the vitamin tablet must be a part of it, present within the 
diet. The supple ment is just like the trace and différance in exhib it ing a 
simul tan eous state of pres ence and absence.

The supple ment is another way of appre ci at ing Derrida’s surplus/deficit 
vision of language and meaning. He sees the strange inside/outside rela tion 
of the supple ment as the condi tion of the sign. As Arthur Bradley, says, 
explain ing Derrida’s philo sophy of language:

language works through a process of infin ite supple ment a tion where 
the job of complet ing or fulfilling meaning is always devolved onto the 
next sign along in space and time . . .

(Bradley, 2008: 71)

Figure 3.2 Two ways of under stand ing the supple ment.

A: the supplement adds to and grows that which is supplemented 

B: the supplement replaces a deficit; it does not grow that which is supplemented, 
but campletes it 
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As we try to under stand a sign using other signs, we are supple ment ing that 
sign from outside, adding on extra or surplus dimen sions to meaning. But 
simul tan eously, we are trying to replace the defi ciency of meaning inside the 
sign. Since signi fic a tion is a simul tan eous supple ment ary process of insti-
tut ing insideness/outsideness which is equi val ent to a simul tan eous process 
of insti tut ing surplus/deficit, it follows, for yet another reason, that any sign 
is unde cid able. That is to say, it is the unde cid able inside- outside nature of 
signi fic a tion which contrib utes to instabil ity in the signi fier.

3.8.3 Reading a text via its supple ment

Another way of looking at decon struct ive reading is to see it as reading a text 
via its supple ment. For instance, when Derrida decon structs Kant’s Critique 
of Judgement, it is a reading which is conduc ted from a supple ment ary piece 
of inform a tion – the foot note contain ing Kant’s ideas on the parer gon. This 
foot note – like any foot note – supple ments the main text body from the 
outside. But from Derrida’s perspect ive, it also illu min ates and complic ates 
a deficit on the inside. In his decon struc tion of Kant, the deficit is in Kant’s 
idea that a work of art can exist in a state of purity separ ate from how it is 
framed, lit, hung or how it is looked at from the cultural perspect ive of the 
viewer – the viewer is yet another supple ment to a text or artwork after all.

I have been talking mainly about how Derrida under stands the sign. Let 
me move to high light ing how Derrida treats (what is usually under stood as) 
a bigger semi otic object – ‘text’.6

3.9 Text and context

3.9.1 Looking beyond borders

For Derrida, if all signs are marked by the traces of other signs, this must 
mean:

the presumed inter i or ity of meaning is already worked upon by its  
own exter i or ity. It is always already carried outside itself. It already 
differs (from itself) before any act of expres sion. And only on this condi-
tion can it consti tute a syntagm or text. Only on this condi tion can it 
‘signify’.

(Derrida, 1981b[1972]: 28–29)

To under stand a text, then, we need to appre ci ate that each of its syntagms 
will bear traces of mean ings which are not present in the text, but not absent 
either. We should not only approach a text in terms of the mean ings in it, in 
terms of its pres ences. To under stand a text, para dox ic ally we need to look 
beyond its borders.
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Or ‘borders’ in inver ted commas. Given the pres ence/absence nature of 
signi fic a tion, the spillage of différance, the ghostly trace, and the troubled 
inside/outside rela tion of the supple ment, it should be clear that, from 
Derrida’s vantage, borders are unsettled, e.g. the border between a sign and 
what it is not, the border between terms in a binary oppos i tion. And this is 
very true of how he conceives of ‘text’:

all those bound ar ies that form the running border of what used to be 
called a text, of what we once thought this word could identify, i.e. the 
supposed end and begin ning of a work, the unity of a corpus, the title, 
the margins, the signa tures, the refer en tial realm outside the frame, and 
so forth. What has happened . . . is a sort of overrun that spoils all these 
bound ar ies and divi sions and forces us to extend the accred ited concept, 
the domin ant notion of a ‘text’ . . .

(Derrida, 2004a[1979]: 69)

The border of a text is thus an illu sion since the outside cannot be shut out:

the limit of the frame or the border of the context always entails a 
clause of nonclos ure. The outside penet rates and thus determ ines the 
inside.

(Derrida, 1988b[1988]: 152–153)

Here, it is import ant to under stand that Derrida is both includ ing and going 
beyond the concept of inter tex tu al ity (Kristeva, 1980). This notion conven-
tion ally describes those links in a text to other texts and contexts that an 
author has inser ted into their work. For example, Samuel Beckett has the 
char ac ter Winnie say in his play Happy Days ‘Oh fleet ing joys – oh some-
thing lasting woe’, a delib er ately imper fect recall of a line from John Milton’s 
Paradise Lost. In other words, Winnie’s utter ance is an inter tex tual echo of 
Paradise Lost. Given what I have written, it should be easy to see how 
Derrida embraces the idea of inter tex tu al ity. But inter tex tu al ity is just one 
phenomenon asso ci ated with the border less text.

3.9.2 No final context, no final reading

And since there are no borders to a text, there can be no final reading – the 
‘final’ reading of any text is perpetu ally deferred. Fresh contexts will continu-
ally lead to new inter pret a tions of the text. We may read a text today and 
come to it again in ten years. We would find new reson ances in it because 
the context has changed – us. In Derridean terms, this experience can be said 
to supplement our old reading of the text, being both outside it and inside it 
simultaneously. And if there is no final reading to a text, then there can be 
no final deconstructive reading either. If any text is in a state of deconstruction 
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that must apply to the text that demonstrates the deconstructive reading 
too. And that deconstructive reading of a deconstructive reading can be 
deconstructed, and so on. We are never in a position to put a fortress around 
any text protecting it from the possibility that it can be read differently in a 
different context. As Derrida says:

no meaning can be determ ined out of context, but no context permits 
satur a tion.

(Derrida, 2004a[1979]: 67)

A closed system of textual meaning is an impossib il ity for Derrida; it is not 
possible to fix the meaning of a text in a final way.7

3.10 The creat ive trans form at ive basis of  
decon struc tion

3.10.1 Opening up to suppressed or forgot ten differ ence

What I have written about decon struc tion so far may sound as if this set of 
reading strategies is rather negat ive. Doesn’t it just amount to showing how 
texts are not in control of them selves? This is a common misper cep tion. 
Despite the perhaps rather negat ive sound ing name, ‘decon struc tion’ is 
trans form at ive. Deconstruction denat ur al ises the centre because it is:

an open ness to reading which responds to the possib il it ies of differ ence.
(McQuillan, 2000a: xv)

By opening up a concept, binary pair or text to ‘suppressed’ or ‘forgot ten’ 
differ ence not only does decon struc tion take place, but the ‘natural’ order  
of things is trans formed through appre ci at ing plur al ity and differ ence. Let 
me illus trate via one of Derrida’s late decon struc tions. Derrida (2002a) 
decon structs the category of ‘the animal’. This absurdly groups, and in so 
doing obscures, the signi fic ant differ ences between a super- diverse, non- 
homo gen is able array of species (think of the differ ences between an amoeba 
and a wolf, or a whale and a tape worm). In decon struct ing ‘animal’, Derrida 
also decon structs the human/animal binary pair which natur al ises human 
exper i ence as ‘non- animal’ when we have biolo gical common al it ies with 
great apes, prim ates, and mammals as well as, more gener ally with other 
animals, shared vulner ab il ity, suffer ing and mortal ity. Consider too the 
numer ous species of bacteria and other microbes that are found in the 
human digest ive system (the ‘human micro bi ome’). Rather than mere para-
sites, they facil it ate diges tion and support the immune system. In what sense 
then are we completely ‘human’ given a mutu ally bene fi cial rela tion ship 
with billions of tiny animals inside us? Derrida substi tutes the human/animal 
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binary with his neolo gism animot (in French, ‘animaux’ means ‘animals’, ‘mot’ 
means ‘word’; ‘animaux’ and ‘animot’ have the same sound.). Animot 
promotes the idea that the rela tion ship of other animals to humans is depend ent 
to a large degree on how we name them/us. In doing so, Derrida decentres the 
human, produ cing in effect a posthu man ist reading (see Part IV).

Derrida refers to a binary oppos i tion such as ‘human/animal’ as a ‘violent 
hier archy’ (Derrida, 1981b[1972]: 39) because one term is priv ileged in the 
pair at the expense of the marginal term. But if the stabil ity of the priv ileged 
term is depend ent on exclu sion of the less priv ileged term, then how stable 
really is the centre? There is only stabil ity to the extent that we have forgot ten 
about the excluded or the marginal. By making visible how the centre’s 
stabil ity is depend ent on exclu sion, the centre if subver ted and reform of the 
polit ical, cultural and economic space can ensue.

3.10.2 Deconstruction and inven tion

The move to bring the margins to the centre in decon struc tion is just one 
step in trans form ing the text. This is because, while the ‘violent hier archy’ is 
addressed in revers ing the centre term for the marginal term, we are still left 
with the same binary terms – just in reverse order of priv ilege. The aim of 
decon struc tion is more radical: not only over turn ing the hier archy but intro-
du cing new concepts which go beyond the struc ture of the original binary 
oppos i tion of ‘western meta phys ics’ (Derrida, 1981b[1972]: 38). For 
Derrida, to decon struct a binary pair is to bring:

low what was high, and the irrupt ive emer gence of a new ‘concept’, a 
concept that can no longer be, and never could be, included in the 
previ ous regime

(Derrida, 1981b[1972]: 39)

Deconstruction is then as much a creat ive process as a process of desed i-
ment a tion of struc tures. Indeed, Derrida is expli cit about this:

Deconstruction is invent ive or it is nothing at all.
(Derrida, 1992: 337)

Derrida invents a number of terms which go beyond current binary pairs 
and their violent hier archy such as ‘animot’. Another of his neolo gisms is 
archi- writing (arche-écriture). Derrida (1976[1967]) argues against the view-
point of Saussure that speech should be prior it ised over writing. Indeed, he 
makes the bold claim that speech has been priv ileged over writing through out 
the history of Western philo sophy. (Derrida’s reading of Phaedrus is strongly 
related to this outlook). When we listen to someone’s speech, we think we 
are more in touch with their meaning than if they had written it down. 
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Writing is cut- off from the pres ence of its author so how can we trust writing 
as much as we can speech? But as the reader will know by now, Derrida 
critiques the idea that there can ever be self- present meaning – in writing or 
speech. There are just traces of signs in a network of endless differ ences. 
Derrida invents the term archi- writing to name this phenomenon – what he 
regards as the true condi tion of both speech and writing. Through this inven-
tion, he not only reverses what he perceives as the ‘violent hier archy’ of 
Western think ing, of speech (priv ileged) / writing (non- priv ileged), he also 
subsumes the reversed hier archy by the new concept.

3.10.3 Non- predestined, trans form at ive reading via 
opening the text out to the Other

Derrida’s concep tion of philo sophy is oriented towards an altern at ive future 
which can be facil it ated via decon struc tion of the current order:

decon struct ive invent ive ness can consist only in opening, uncloset ing, 
destabil iz ing fore clu sion ary struc tures so as to allow for the passage 
toward the other.

(Derrida, 1992: 341)

From opening up a passage to the Other, current under stand ing and manner 
of doing things is trans formed:

everything in decon struc tion is turned toward opening, expos ure, 
expan sion, and complexi fic a tion, toward releas ing unheard- of, 
undreamt- of possib il it ies to come . . .

(Caputo, 1997: 31)

Importantly, this future, if it is to contain new possib il it ies, must be under-
stood as non- tele olo gical, as open and not determ ined. And the same applies 
to the reading process itself:

it is bad to predes tine one’s reading . . .
(Derrida, 1987b[1980]: 4)

Not to allow a reading to take unpre dict able turns through the encounter 
with the Other is the anti thesis of decon struc tion since trans form at ive 
under stand ing of the text, and the exper i ence of a new future are stifled.

3.11 Two broad types of decon struc tion

In this sketch, I have given examples of two broad types of decon struc tion. 
One type is alleged to happen already in a concept, binary pair, text and so 
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on because of the inher ent unde cid ab il ity of language. This type of decon-
struc tion is illus trated by Derrida’s analysis of phar makon in Plato’s 
Phaedrus (Derrida, 1981a[1968]). In the second type, it is Derrida who is 
actively perform ing the decon struc tion, not language. This second type of 
decon struc tion is illus trated by Derrida’s analysis of ‘animal’ and the 
‘human/animal’ binary (Derrida, 2002a). In Chapter 4, I will show that 
Derrida’s philo sophy of language is suspect. In turn, this prob lem at ises the 
first broad type of decon struc tion. The second type – which I regard as both 
sound and import ant – is not prob lem at ised because it does not depend on 
Derrida’s philo sophy of language. (In fact, once key elements of Derrida’s 
philo sophy of language collapse, this must mean he is the agent of all of his 
decon struc tions.)

3.12 What I haven’t done in this sketch

I have come to the end of my sketch of decon struc tion where I have had a 
large focus on Derrida’s philo sophy of language. But there is much more to 
Derrida than his language philo sophy, some thing which was fairly settled by 
the early 1970s. He was a prolific and wide- ranging scholar who engaged 
with numer ous other thinkers such as Austin, Freud, Hegel, Heidegger, 
Husserl, Levinas, Lévi-Strauss, Marx, Nietzsche and Rousseau as well as 
liter ary (crit ical) figures such as Artaud, Blanchot, Joyce, Kafka, Mallarmé, 
Ponge and Shakespeare. His panor amic gaze took in topics such as archi tec-
ture, art, decision- making, ethics, law, polit ics, psycho ana lysis, reli gion and 
trans la tion. Staggeringly, he wrote around 70 books as well as multiple 
contri bu tions to edited volumes (Attridge, 2008: 12). I hope it is clear then 
that what I have outlined in this chapter is a slice – albeit a signi fic ant one – 
of Derrida’s think ing.

Since my inclu sion of this chapter on Derrida is ulti mately for util it arian 
reasons, I have had to shear a good deal of philo soph ical context for the 
gener a tion of his ideas. All of Derrida’s ‘non- concepts’ are, in fact, attached 
to the text whose reading led to their inven tion (e.g. ‘archi- writing’ from 
engage ment with Saussure’s Cours) or to a complic a tion of an exist ing 
notion (e.g. ‘supple ment’ from engage ment with Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 
Essay on the Origin of Languages). It is also import ant to flag that Martin 
Heidegger’s work looms over Derrida’s. To prop erly appre ci ate decon struc-
tion, it needs to be under stood in rela tion to phenomen o logy, gener ally, and 
specific ally to Heidegger’s notions of Abbau or Destruktion. ‘Deconstruction’ 
is, in fact, a trans la tion into French from these German philo soph ical terms. 
And while I have mentioned ‘decon struc tion’ promis cu ously in the chapter, 
Derrida did not initially priv ilege this term, using it only infre quently. 
‘Deconstruction’ became a kind of ‘master’ term for Derrida’s follow ers in 
the 1970s and 1980s, which was nothing to do with the wishes of le maître 
himself. But since the word gained a life of its own, Derrida came to terms 
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with what he couldn’t control and started to use ‘decon struc tion’ in a more 
sustained manner. It is import ant also to under stand the struc tur al ism of 
Claude Lévi-Strauss in order to situate Derrida’s early research – I have  
not gone into this, merely flag ging some key ideas of Saussure whose ideas 
were funda mental for struc tur al ism. For all of the things I have not done, I 
apolo gise. But to provide such extens ive cover age would slow things when 
the point of the rhizo matic engage ment with Derrida is to force a ‘product ive 
colli sion’.8 Perhaps to ‘Derrideans’ – who would hate the term as well as my 
use of the expres sion ‘Derridean Deconstruction’ – I should perhaps also 
apolo gise for the oppor tun istic ransack and appro pri ation of Derrida’s 
ideas that is coming.

In Section 3.13, I lay out ideas from Derrida which I regard as product ive 
for stim u lat ing an altern at ive strategy for the crit ical eval u ation of public 
sphere argu ments (see Parts II and III). Some of these ideas will be straight-
for ward lifts; other ideas from Derrida I appro pri ate for my own ends while 
reject ing some key elements of his philo sophy of language.9

3.13 Derridean ideas and themes that I  
recon tex tu al ise in Parts II and III

Background assump tions for why texts decon struct:

• the text over runs its ‘natural’ borders – the meaning of a sign in a text 
is, in part, what is not there;

• decon struc tion in a text depends on differ ence and ghostly traces of 
meaning;

• the impres sion of unity or stabil ity at the centre of a text’s struc ture is 
depend ent on mean ings which are pushed to the margins – and thus not 
so readily appar ent – and/or excluded – and thus not appar ent at all for 
many readers;

• texts contain stray signi fi ers – blind spots – which the author may well 
not notice such as casual meta phor;

• stray signi fi ers are surpluses in the text;
• one surplus meaning, anywhere in the text, can have a marked effect on 

the stabil ity of a text’s struc ture;
• supple ment ary meaning is both outside and inside the text.

Deconstructive reading proced ure. To engage with a text is:

• to describe and then complic ate/trans form that text;
• to produce a double- reading – under stand ing the text in its own terms, 

trying to ascer tain the inten tions of the author, before showing where 
the text exceeds these inten tions;

• to allow the Other (what is differ ent, the not- me) to speak;
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• to be concerned with ‘the Other of language’, appre ci at ing the text’s 
‘spec tral’ mean ings and making them visible;

• to explore the implic a tions for the text’s struc ture from reading it via its 
traces;

• to read from ‘outside’ of the text using a supple ment such as a foot note;
• to show how a supple ment to a text illu min ates meaning deficit within 

that text;
• to go to a text’s margins and/or to look beyond them;
• to appre ci ate simul tan eously a text’s absences as much as its pres ences, 

showing how these absences affect the text’s pres ences;
• to inter vene in a text both from the outside and the inside;
• to respond to possib il it ies of suppressed differ ence in a text;
• not to predes tine a reading, i.e. a decon struct ive reading should not be 

predict able.

The decon struct ive approach of this book draws on the method called 
‘corpus linguist ics’. Chapter 4 outlines this method. In Parts II and III, the 
reader will also see the above Derridean ideas appro pri ated for differ ent 
ends via corpus linguistic insights.

Notes
 1 Pronounced FEEDrus.
 2 See also Derrida (1982a).
 3 Available at http://www.wikiart.org/en/stanley- spencer/making- columns-for- 

the-tower- of-babel-1933 [accessed July 2016].
 4 See Derrida (1982b) for another well- known decon struc tion of a text using one 

of its foot notes. The text here is Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time.
 5 ‘. . . to say that we cannot under stand the internal linguistic organ ism without 

study ing external phenom ena is wrong’ (Saussure, 1974: 22).
 6 Though see Widdowson (1995) where he points out there are, in fact, many 

single word texts (e.g. ‘Exit’ in a theatre) or even single letter texts (‘F’ on a 
public toilet).

 7 Word meaning is not just unstable for Derrida because unde cid ab il ity is a natural 
state of affairs. It is also because words constantly shift their meanings in differ ent 
co- texts and in differ ent contexts. For Derrida, insert ing signs into new co- texts 
and contexts continu ally produces new mean ings which are both partly differ ent 
from and partly similar to previ ous under stand ings. This para dox ical condi tion 
of same ness / differ ence, Derrida calls iter ab il ity (Derrida, 1982d).

 8 For readers looking for a clear, extens ive over view of decon struc tion, see 
McQuillan (2000b).

 9 ‘Since Derrida claimed that language, by its very nature, under mined any 
meaning it attemp ted to promote, Madeleine wondered how Derrida expec ted 
her to get his meaning’ (Eugenides, 2011: 47). In the interests of schol arly rigour, 
I have done my best to render accur ately core theses in Derrida’s think ing around 
language. All the same, if his unde cid ab il ity thesis was correct, an accur ate 
render ing of Derrida would be impossible (see Section 4.6).

http://www.wikiart.org/en/stanley-spencer/making-columns-forthe-tower-of-babel-1933
http://www.wikiart.org/en/stanley-spencer/making-columns-forthe-tower-of-babel-1933
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Chapter 4

Corpus linguist ics and digital 
text analysis

4.1 Introduction

The main purpose of this chapter is to outline key concepts, prin ciples and 
meth od o lo gical advant ages of corpus linguist ics which are crucial to the 
approach of this book. ‘Corpus linguist ics’ sounds rather special ist. To non- 
linguists, it may sound forbid ding. There are plenty of analyt ical frame-
works in linguist ics which are complex, requir ing substan tial intel lec tual 
invest ment to learn and apply effect ively. But this is not so for corpus 
linguist ics. Compared to many other approaches in linguist ics, it is light on 
concepts and termin o logy and straight for ward to pick up. This is because it 
is much more of a set of methods and prin ciples for the analysis of digit ised 
language data than an elab or ate theor et ical angle on language. You don’t 
need to be a linguist to use, in a product ive way, soft ware designed by 
corpus linguists. And yet it would be wrong to just see corpus linguist ics 
only as a method. It has gener ated import ant insights into the nature  
of language use, which I shall detail in this chapter. These insights have 
consequences not just for linguists but for anybody inter ested in language 
study. They inform Parts II and III.

Corpus linguist ics can be seen as part of the digital human it ies. Or, if this 
is too contro ver sial a state ment for some, certainly analyt ical tech niques in 
corpus linguist ics can be used by digital human ists. Since the crit ical reading 
strategies of this book draw on corpus linguist ics, rather than special ist areas 
of linguist ics, this is why I see the strategies of this book as fitting within the 
digital human it ies (or more prop erly the ‘digital posthuman it ies’ – see Part 
IV). In other words, I see the approaches of this book as usable not just on 
modules in critical thinking and / or Critical Discourse Studies, but on a 
range of human it ies courses where public sphere argu ment is a focus. To 
help appre ci ate this, I provide a sketch of the digital human it ies and its core 
commit ments, and then high light similar commit ments in corpus linguist ics.

In Parts II and III, I will appro pri ate the Derridean ideas outlined in 
Chapter 3 for conjur ing a crit ical decon struct ive approach to the analysis  
of public sphere argu ments. Some of this appro pri ation will involve 
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straight for ward lifting. But where Derridean ideas conflict with a corpus 
linguistic perspect ive, straight for ward lifting natur ally is not possible. 
Towards the end of the chapter, I high light these conflicts. This helps clear 
the way for using Derridean ideas as a product ive stim u lus.

4.2 Digital (post)human it ies

4.2.1 Orientation

The term ‘digital human it ies’ refers to human it ies research, teach ing, and 
creation which takes place at the junc tion of comput ing and the discip lines 
of the human it ies (such as history, philo sophy, linguist ics, liter at ure, art, 
archae ology, music, and cultural studies), as well as social sciences. Digital 
human it ies used to be known as ‘human it ies comput ing’, with its roots 
going back to just after the Second World War. Commonly accor ded the 
status of father of digital human it ies was a real- life ‘father’ – the Italian 
priest, Roberto de Busa. In 1946, he spawned the idea of an index to enable 
search ing through the complete works of the theo lo gian St Thomas Aquinas. 
The project was sponsored by IBM. In 2005, the web- based version of this 
index became avail able.1

After the public a tion, in 2004, of the online antho logy, A Companion to 
Digital Humanities,2 the term ‘Digital Humanities’ caught on quickly as an 
umbrella term to describe the applic a tion of compu ta tional methods in the 
arts and human it ies. Humanities comput ing was commonly seen as using 
computers to assist human it ies schol ar ship. In contrast, digital human it ies 
not only expresses a commit ment to this view point, but exploits digital 
resources for the trans form a tion of the human it ies (Berry, 2012: 5). The 
afford ances of new tech no lo gies are anim at ing swathes of schol ars to explore 
the trans form at ive possib il it ies of doing human it ies research. Projects range 
from digit ising histor ical sources to enabling ready searches of these archives 
to the use of soft ware for ‘data visu al isa tion’, render ing complex numer ical 
data in strik ing visual repres ent a tions not only to engage with but to ease 
under stand ing. The land scape of the digital human it ies is bound less as new 
soft ware continu ally comes on stream and new applic a tions are imagined. 
Such is the speed and take- up of new tech no lo gies in the human it ies that it 
is hardly crystal- ball gazing to say that even tu ally all human it ies research 
will be digit ised in some way or other.

It is not crystal- ball gazing either to see that what we under stand as 
‘educat ing the human’ will look very differ ent in the future. Intelligent tech-
no logy is not a mere human pros thesis but becom ing integ ral to the human. 
With the line between human and non- human intel li gent machines becom ing 
blurred, the condi tion of our lives is increas ingly ‘posthuman’ (Braidotti, 
2013). In turn, this is leading to a recon fig ur ing of the under pin ning assump-
tions of the human it ies and what educa tion means (Snaza et al., 2014; Snaza 
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and Weaver, 2015; Taylor and Hughes, 2016). Put another way, while the 
human it ies are digit ising, they are also under go ing muta tion into posthuman-
it ies (see Part IV). It is early days in this process; muta tion is scattered and 
partial. The embryonic posthu man it ies are unavoid ably imbric ated with 
human ism. This book is enmeshed in this change, inev it ably reflect ing the 
current hybrid ity.

4.2.2 Core commit ments

Scholarship in the digital human it ies is growing at a pace (e.g. Arthur  
and Bode, 2014; Meyer, E. and Schroeder, R., 2015; Terras, Nyhan and 
Vanhoutte, 2013; Warwick, Terras and Nyhan, 2012). Given the range and 
speed of the digital human it ies, coming up with a tidy defin i tion is not 
straight for ward. It is prob ably easier to sketch research in the digital human-
it ies in terms of a number of core commit ments. Below are some that are 
fairly obvious to me:

• Automation reduces manual labour and human error: these are key 
advant ages of working with soft ware since human beings tire over long 
stretches of data, being prone to errors of data iden ti fic a tion and 
count ing.

• Big data: the bigger the dataset we work with, the more surpris ing, and 
thus inter est ing, our find ings; the more robust our gener al isa tions from 
our find ings too.

• Critical making: enga ging with tech no logy to make a mater ial product 
which in turn enables crit ical think ing and reflec tion on the world.

• Datafication: recon sti t ut ing the world as quan ti fied data for a partic u lar 
value.

• Data mining: soft ware can extract illu min at ing inform a tion from a 
large set of data.

• Data annota tion makes invest ig a tion more targeted: soft ware invest ig a-
tion becomes more effi cient when we can target partic u lar types of data 
that are of interest to us. This means prepar ing the dataset by labelling 
the things that we wish to focus on. For some things, this can be done 
auto mat ic ally, e.g. labelling all nouns in a collec tion of texts. This kind 
of labelling is referred to as data annota tion.

• ‘Distant reading’: e.g., analysing language use in all of Shakespeare’s 
comedies may shed light on a single Shakespearean comedy.

• Empirical study: a commit ment to evid ence- based study of authen tic 
data rather than spec u lat ive research.

• Facilitating under stand ing and inter pret a tion of texts: having data  
in digit ised format does not just facil it ate its quant it at ive invest ig a tion. 
Challenging texts can also be made easier to under stand and  
inter pret.
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• Quantitative analysis: data extrac tion habitu ally has a quant it at ive 
basis. Yet, qual it at ive analysis is never far away – quant it at ive data will 
need to be inter preted.

• Quantitative find ings are object ively gener ated: the results of the soft-
ware analysis are object ive – the soft ware gener ated them, not the 
human analyst.

• Quantitative results provide a non- arbit rary rationale for qual it at ive 
analysis: qual it at ive explor a tion of a dataset does not have an arbit rary 
start ing point if it targets the most, or least, frequent phenom ena in the 
dataset.

• Pattern recog ni tion: data mining can render the invis ible visible. 
Information that seemed previ ously diarrhoeal may in fact contain 
regular patterns.

• Subjective inter pret a tion is groun ded: inter pret a tion is unavoid ably 
subject ive. But it can carry more convic tion when it is groun ded empir-
ic ally in lots of object ively gener ated data.

• Visualisation: data can be presen ted in often strik ing, easy to under-
stand ways and ones which can assist inter pret a tion.

4.2.3 Digital text analysis

The commit ments of 4.2.2 are usually in evid ence in soft ware- based analysis 
of digit ised texts. This sub- discip line of digital human it ies is often called 
‘text analysis’ (e.g. Argamon, 2009). ‘Digital text analysis’ is, to my mind, a 
better expres sion since this removes misun der stand ing that ‘text analysis’ 
might refer to the non- soft ware- based analysis of texts. Let me flag the 
power of a simple digital text analysis for assist ing with the under stand ing 
and inter pret a tion of a chal len ging text, James Joyce’s Ulysses (1992[1922]), 
in partic u lar one of its most demand ing chapters – chapter 18. This final 
chapter is written from the perspect ive of one of the central char ac ters of the 
book, Molly Bloom. We have a torrent of Molly’s thoughts while she lies in 
bed next to her husband, Leopold; she is think ing of her lover Blazes Boylan 
as well as Leopold. The chapter uses a stream- of-consciousness tech nique 
reflec ted in its sparing use of punc tu ation, which places demands on the 
reader. Worse still it is a chapter of 24,196 words! Ulysses is freely avail able 
in digital format,3 which means this ‘big data’ can be analysed with soft-
ware, thus helping a reader make sense of it.

Consider Figure 4.1, a graphic repres ent a tion gener ated with the freely 
avail able tool Voyant, designed by Stefan Sinclair and Geoffrey Rockwell 
(Sinclair and Rockwell, 2015). Voyant has a number of func tions. One 
thing it can do is calcu late the most frequent words in a text or corpus and 
visu al ise them in a word cloud. In the word cloud (Figure 4.1 and magni fied 
in Figure 4.2), the size of the word correl ates with its frequency in the 
chapter. One of the most frequent words in the chapter is ‘yes’, occur ring 91 
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times. The quant ity of ‘yes’ seems to suggest it is part of the design of the 
chapter. We have a reason, then, for inspect ing this word further to see how 
it is used in chapter 18. In other words, examin ing ‘yes’ qual it at ively in 
chapter 18 would not be an arbit rary choice (see also 4.5.3). One inter pret-
a tion of the use of ‘yes’ in the last chapter is that Joyce is simu lat ing Molly’s 
auto- revelry and its hasten ing to apogetic rapture. This is not so expli cit in 
the chapter – so it remains an inter pret a tion and thus unavoid ably subject ive. 
Still, this inter pret a tion can be made more convin cing by ground ing it in 
object ively gener ated data. Look at the graphic at the top right of Figure 4.1. 
This indic ates how ‘yes’ becomes more frequent towards the end of the 
chapter; that is to say, becom ing more frequent relat ive to other words. The 
quant it at ive climax lends support for the above inter pret a tion.

Another advant age of text analysis soft ware is that it creates a repres ent-
a tion of the text which is ‘foreign’ to the actual data. As Stephen Ramsay 
says:

It is one thing to notice patterns of vocab u lary, vari ations in line length, 
or images of dark ness and light; it is another thing to employ a machine 
that can unerr ingly discover every instance of such features across  
a massive corpus of liter ary texts and then present those features in a 
visual format entirely foreign to the original organ iz a tion in which these 
features appear.

(Ramsay, 2011: 16–17)

Figure 4.2  Magnified word cloud for chapter 18 of Ulysses using Sinclair and Rockwell 
(2015).
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It is this estranging of the original text which is partic u larly fruit ful for the 
inter pret at ive process. The object ively gener ated ‘foreign’ repres ent a tion 
places brakes on our natural human propensity to move quickly to inter-
pret a tion. When we are faced with a chal len ging and unfa mil iar text, there 
is a danger that we try to make sense by making it fit habitual frames. In so 
doing, we may miss key aspects of its textu al ity. Dealing with an object ively 
gener ated foreign repres ent a tion of the text not only provides a mech an ism 
for reining in this human propensity. It can also lead to what Ramsay calls 
a ‘heightened subjectiv ity’ in our response to the text (Ramsay, 2011: x). 
The soft ware- gener ated repres ent a tion gives us pause and helps us to raise 
our inter pret at ive game. Having to engage with an inter me di ary repres ent a-
tion, we are jolted out of the famil iar, and pushed to think harder about the 
qual it ies of text behind it which led to this repres ent a tion.

I now move to outlining corpus linguist ics. As the reader will see, the core 
commit ments of digital human it ies that I flagged in 4.2.2 apply to corpus 
linguist ics too.

4.3 Corpus linguist ics: Introduction

4.3.1 Orientation

The reader will know by now that corpus linguist ics (hence forth ‘CL’) is the 
software-based, quant it at ive invest ig a tion of a collec tion of elec tronic texts; 
such a collec tion is referred to as a “corpus” – a body of texts which is 
usually compiled in a prin cipled manner.4 There has never been a time when 
so much English language data has been readily avail able for invest ig a tion. 
The World Wide Web contains billions of words of English usage and is 
increas ingly being trawled for corpus construc tion. Advances in compu ta-
tional memory and search soft ware mean that big corpora consist ing of 
billions of words, derived from the web and else where, can readily be stored 
and swiftly explored. With these tech no lo gical devel op ments, linguists in 
the twenty- first century are in an excit ing posi tion to invest ig ate English use 
on a massive scale. It is no exag ger a tion to claim that the use of corpora has 
revolu tion ised English language descrip tion.

The invest ig a tion of large amounts of language data in elec tronic form 
brings signi fic ant advant ages. First, linguists are able to discover things 
about language use which may other wise remain invis ible. As one of the 
chief archi tects of corpus linguist ics says:

the language looks rather differ ent when you look at a lot of it at once.
(Sinclair, 1991: 100)

Second, invest ig a tion of a corpus provides a quant it at ive, and thus robust, 
basis for confirm ing or falsi fy ing intu itions about language use. This means 
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that linguists no longer have to spec u late about how people gener ally use a 
language, some thing which is obvi ously prone to error. Third, the labour, 
time- drain and tedium of manual analysis of large quant it ies of language use 
data have been substan tially shriv elled.

4.3.2 John Sinclair

Many of the ideas from corpus linguist ics that I flag in this chapter emanate 
from the research of John Sinclair (1933–2007). Here is another corpus 
linguist, Michael Stubbs, on Sinclair’s achieve ment:

Sinclair is one of the very few linguists who has discovered many things 
which people had simply not noticed, despite thou sands of years of 
textual study – because they are observ able only with the help of computer 
tech niques which he helped to invent.

(Stubbs, 2009: 116)

Sinclair prior it ised methods for the analysis of digit ally stored, natur ally 
occur ring language data rather than a theory (Hunston and Francis, 2000: 
14–15). By defin i tion, CL deals with observ able data and is thus within the 
philo soph ical tradi tion of empir i cism. The salient word for Sinclair is ‘evi- 
d ence’. Sinclair was an uncom prom ising empir i cist and his under stand ing of 
language use is based on count less obser va tions of it at scale. With corpora 
in the millions and increas ingly in the billions of words, we have access to 
evid ence that is beyond the dreams of linguists living before the latter part 
of the twen ti eth century.

The first elec tronic corpus (Brown Corpus) was compiled in 1964 at 
Brown University by Nelson Francis and Henry Kučera. It contained a 
million words of American English from docu ments which had been 
published in 1961. In the UK at around the same time, Sinclair produced the 
first elec tron ic ally search able spoken corpus at the University of Edinburgh 
(1963–1965). It contained 166,000 words of informal conver sa tion in 
English. In 1970, he co- wrote the first report on research into corpora and 
many of the seeds for later ideas were contained in this report (Sinclair et al. 
2004). Then he took a step back from corpus research because of hard ware 
and soft ware limit a tions. In 1980, when the tech no logy had developed suffi-
ciently to enable extens ive study of corpora, Sinclair organ ised a contract 
with the publish ers Harper Collins for the produc tion of a new kind of 
diction ary – one based on large corpora of written and spoken language. The 
corpus is known as COBUILD (Collins Birmingham University International 
Language Database). The ground break ing Collins Cobuild diction ary was 
published in 1987.

In a short time, the COBUILD diction ary’s vision ary use of digitised 
corpora trans muted lexico graphy. Today, most author it at ive diction ar ies 
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are groun ded in large elec tronic corpora. The Oxford English Dictionary, 
for example, is now based on a very large elec tronic corpus – the  
Oxford English Corpus (OEC). At the time of writing, it consisted of 
around 2.5 billion words from texts across a wide number of genres such  
as news, magazine articles and message board post ings in UK, US, 
Australian and other national vari et ies of English.5 The OEC is predom in-
antly a web- based corpus – that is, a corpus derived from a language on  
the web. Given its range and balance of genres, as well as its size, it is 
regarded as one of the most author it at ive bases for judge ments about 
contem por ary language use. Corpus linguist ics, then, has revolu tion ised 
lexico graphy. This is ‘sexier’ than first appears. Every liter ate person uses a 
diction ary.

4.3.3 Big is beau ti ful

A funda mental prin ciple of corpus linguist ics is that we should not rely on 
our intu ition of language use as to what is frequent and what is not. We may 
be able to work out from intu ition alone that the gram mat ical word ‘the’, 
say, is usually very frequent in most texts. But this guess ing game becomes 
harder, and error- prone, when we start to reflect on what might be the  
tenth, elev enth, twelfth, etc., most common lexical word in stand ard US 
English usage or its most common five-word expres sions. We do not 
memor ise inform a tion in this way. Even if we are profi cient speak ers with 
decades of using a language, we cannot readily access this inform a tion in 
our mind. Because it is commit ted to looking at language at scale, the  
great power of corpus linguist ics – just like any branch of the digital human-
it ies – is that it can render the invis ible visible. Language use is always under 
our nose, but until corpus linguist ics we did not know what was under a lot 
of noses.

A good example of this is provided by Michael Stubbs. Stubbs (2007) 
discovered that world is one of the top ten nouns in the British National 
Corpus, a corpus of 100 million words. He found through concord ance 
searches that one reason it is so common is it occurs in frequent expres sions 
such as ‘the most natural thing in the world’, ‘one of the world’s most gifted 
scient ists’. Expressions such as these in which super lat ives are used, or  
rank ings are employed, are very frequent in English, but it is diffi cult  
without large corpora to intuit this so clearly. Once the evid ence is presen ted, 
it is common for the cynic in some of us to say ‘well, it’s obvious that use  
of ‘world’ is so frequent’. With hind sight, corpus linguistic find ings may 
seem self- evident to profi cient speak ers. All the same, we are kidding 
ourselves that we would have been able to intuit, with complete confidence, 
quant i tative- based phrasal facts about language without use of corpora.

Having sketched corpus linguist ics, I move on to flag ging some key 
concepts and insights that emerge from looking at ‘a lot of language data at 
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once’. I draw on the 1.5 billion words UKWaC corpus to illus trate some 
key corpus linguistic insights. UKWaC is accessed via the soft ware, 
Sketchengine.6

4.4 Key concepts and insights from corpus 
research

4.4.1 Word patterns

A key insight from thou sands upon thou sands of obser va tions of corpora is 
that language use is patterned – words commonly asso ci ate with one or 
more other words. Where there is regular co- occur rence of lexical words, 
this is referred to as colloc a tion. Consider the word ‘rife’.7 In UKWaC, there 
are 2857 instances of ‘rife’. A common collocate of ‘rife’ is ‘speculation’, 
which co-occurs 141 times. Figure 4.3 is a randomly gener ated sample 
concord ance of ‘rife’ colloc at ing with ‘spec u la tion’ consisting of 30 lines. 
Words imme di ately to the right of ‘rife’ are in alpha bet ical order. This enables 
the spot ting of word patterns. Concordancing – the process where concord-
ance lines are produced – is a key tool for the corpus linguist.

Concordances high light not only how lexical words commonly co- occur 
but also how lexis and grammar do so. Again, one can see this with the ‘rife’ 
examples in Figure 4.3. ‘Rife’ asso ci ates also with the gram mat ical word, 

Figure 4.3  Thirty randomly gener ated concord ance lines showing colloc a tion between 
‘rife’ and ‘spec u la tion’ from the UKWaC corpus.

the transaction , and speculation was< rife > about the buyer , their intentions 
speculation and anticipation are very < rife > about what Apple will announce at 
in her personal life , speculation i8 < rife > about what it rneans for her 
development . Last year speculation was< rife > about whether Cloudera , 

and speculation continues to be < rife > as to what each report actually 
We realise thac speculation is < rife > as Co whecher 2012 represents the 

we were headed, so speculation was< rife > as we toured the sights of London . 
the problem , currency speculation is < rife > due to sanctions affecting 
shipment . Rumor and speculation are< rife > in eastern Democratic Republic of 
be coming soon . Such speculation is < rife > in Israel , where the editors of 

at the moment with speculation < rife > in many areas of the globe 
death . Rumour and speculation were < rife > in the locality . They felt 
be among them , but speculation was < rife > on social media websites about who 

Nineveh region , specu1ation is < rife > that Duaa ' s murder was really a 
have cratered , and speculat10n 1s < rife > that GM will declare bankruptcy, 

on Rafa Benitez . With speculation < rife > that Rafa ' s exit could be sooner 
Charkhari Assembly seat , speculation 1s < rife > that she is also among the 

Among the NGOs , speculation was< rHe > that the "latinos " had come up 
"a 10ng time ago", speculation i8 < rife > that the minister in fact wished 

suicide is unknown but speculation is < rife > that the pair had been pressured 
reasons , although speculation is < rife > that the situation was similar co 

Cup of Nations and speculation is < rife > that the Super Eagles could be 
Anil , at a time when speculation i5 < rife > that the two , who have been bitter 

barrels . However , speculation i5 < rife > that this amount is not reflective 
the new regulations , speculation is now < rife > that this might not be the case , 

came after the online community was< rife > with rumors and speculation . 
up to the meeting were exciting and < rife > with speculation . Not so for 

the print and electronic media was< rife > with speculation (what ' s new) 
$100 million. Wall Street has been < rife > with speculation as analysts 

After reading months of Internet blogs < rife > with speculation over the 
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‘that’, such as in ‘spec u la tion is rife that . . .’. Where there is a common asso-
ci ation between a lexical word and a gram mat ical word, this is known as 
collig a tion. Just like colloc a tion, explor a tion of large corpora shows that 
collig a tion is a funda mental fact of language usage.

The word we investigate in a corpus is called the ‘node’ word.  Another 
concept in corpus linguistics, ‘word span’, refers to the number of words 
either side of the node word which determines the scope of the investigation.  
In line with the advice of Jones and Sinclair (1974), I used above a n±4 word 
span where n is the node word. In Figure 4.3, ‘rife’ is the node word. When 
I gener ated the concord ance, I instruc ted Sketchengine to find only colloc-
ates in the texts of UKWaC four places to the left of ‘rife’ and four places to 
the right of ‘rife’.

4.4.2 Language use consists of semi- fixed, semi- abstract 
word patterns

Collocation and collig a tion describe local asso ci ations between two words. 
But frequently repeated word patterns commonly consist of several words. 
One longer pattern in Figure 4.3 is as follows:

spec u la tion + be + rife + that + clause

Longer patterns, consist ing of lexical and gram mat ical words, are known as 
phras eo lo gies. Prototypical phras eo lo gies, just like proto typ ical colloc a tion 
and collig a tion, tell us what regular every day language use is like.

It is import ant to appre ci ate that phras eo lo gies are semi- fixed. For instance, 
you can add adverbs to a phras eo logy such as in ‘spec u la tion is already rife 
that . . .’ or ‘spec u la tion is now rife that’ and so on. And you don’t have to 
use ‘spec u la tion’. You could use ‘rumours’, ‘reports’, ‘gossip’ – corpus evid-
ence shows that these are common colloc ates of ‘rife’ too. Though phras eo-
lo gies are pliable, there are limits to this. For example, you will be unlikely 
to find much evid ence in an American English corpus for use of ‘spec u la tion’ 
in the plural with ‘rife’ such as ‘spec u la tions have been rife that . . .’.

Given that ‘rumours’, ‘spec u la tion’, ‘gossip’ are from the same semantic 
field, a more abstract perspect ive on the phras eo logy ‘spec u la tion + be + rife 
+ that + clause’ is to say that it has a pref er ence for colloc a tion with ‘conjec-
ture’ words. When a word pattern carries a pref er ence for a partic u lar 
semantic group of words, Sinclair refers to this as a semantic pref er ence 
(Sinclair, 2004: 142). This must mean that phras eo lo gies are not just semi- 
fixed. They are semi- abstract also as reflec ted in the follow ing repres ent a-
tion of the above phras eo logy:

[CONJECTURE WORD] + be + rife + that + clause.

‘CONJECTURE WORD’ is an abstrac tion, a slot that needs to be filled.
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The semi- fixed, semi- abstract phras eo lo gical nature of language use is a key 
finding of corpus linguist ics. It is not as if linguists prior to corpus linguist ics 
had failed to notice fixed phras eo lo gies – or idioms – such as ‘a stitch in time 
saves nine’. Yet, fixed expres sions were tradi tion ally seen as atyp ical language 
use. That language use primar ily consists of semi- fixed, semi- abstract patterns 
of vari able size is hard to know without copious evid ence.8

4.4.3 Idiom prin ciple

From abund ant evid ence that language use is habitu ally patterned in semi- 
fixed and semi- abstract phras eo lo gies, Sinclair coined his idiom prin ciple:

The prin ciple of idiom is that a language user has avail able to him or 
her a large number of semi- precon struc ted phrases that consti tute single 
choices, even though they might appear to be analys able into segments.

(Sinclair, 1991: 110)

There are three funda mental entail ments of the idiom prin ciple. The first is 
that:

The idea of a word carry ing meaning on its own would be releg ated to 
the margins of linguistic interest, in the enumer a tion of flora and fauna 
for example.

(Sinclair, 2004: 30)

The second is that:

There is ulti mately no distinc tion between form and meaning.
(Sinclair, 1991: 7)

If we want to under stand the meaning of a word, we need to under stand  
not only its common colloc ates but its common collig ates. Drawing from 
corpus evid ence, over and over Sinclair illus trated how mislead ing it is  
to decouple lexis and grammar. The third entail ment is that we only engage 
with words indi vidu ally when we have to (what Sinclair calls the ‘open 
choice’ prin ciple).

4.4.4 Traditional diction ary meaning can be mislead ing

Let me return to the word ‘world’. If you went to an old, pre- corpus 
diction ary, you would prob ably find one of its salient mean ings is ‘the earth 
and its inhab it ants’. This is the defin i tion I found in the Chambers Student 
Dictionary published in 1976. Now consider ‘world’ in the follow ing text 
frag ment:
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It’s a Friday evening at one of Bangalore’s most happen ing hip- hop 
dives, TGIF. The place is cramped with the weekend party crowd; 
every one’s downing ulti mates, gener ous servings of cock tails that come 
in huge goblets; and the music never stops. Ah, the music – this evening 
it’s a live band that seems caught in engin eer ing- school limbo. You 
know the kind; earnest sorts who think the world of Floyd, Dire Straits, 
and The Doors. And yes, they do play Hotel C . . . [my bold9].

The meaning of ‘world’ in this text is very differ ent from the above diction ary 
meaning. In fact, ‘world’ in the above cannot be replaced with ‘earth’. This 
marked discrep ancy between tradi tional diction ary meaning and textual 
meaning of a word is very common. And not only is this state of affairs 
habitual, but it is very common for the meaning of a word to vary greatly in 
differ ent texts. For example, the meaning of ‘world’ in the follow ing text 
extract from John Kennedy Toole’s novel, A Confederacy of Dunces,

In this film she was a bright young secret ary whom an aged man of the 
world was trying to seduce [my bold].10

is differ ent again.
For Sinclair, the two issues I have drawn atten tion to are prob lems. But 

they only exist as prob lems if one’s analyt ical object is the single word rather 
than the phras eo logy. To return to the first example, corpus evid ence tells us 
that ‘world’ commonly colloc ates with ‘think’ in the follow ing phras eo logy:

‘SOMEONE(S) (+ who) think(s) the world of SOMETHING(S) / 
SOMEONE(S)’.

This is a semi- abstract pattern since obvi ously we need to specify the 
someone(s) and the some thing(s). The pattern is also semi- fixed. We could 
also choose to use a relat ive pronoun such as ‘who’ and so on. With this 
phras eo logy as our start ing point, we can see that there is no marked discrep-
ancy between ‘SOMEONE(S) (+ who) think(s) the world of SOMETHING(S) 
/ SOMEONE(S)’ and ‘earnest sorts who think the world of Floyd, Dire 
Straits, and The Doors’. This is because ‘earnest sorts who think the world of 
Floyd, Dire Straits, and The Doors’ is a concrete instan ti ation of a pre- 
exist ing semi- fixed, semi- abstract pattern. The online version of the Oxford 
English Dictionary provides the ‘SOMEONE(S) (+ who) think(s) the world 
of SOMETHING(S) / SOMEONE(S)’ phras eo logy.11

It is becom ing clear, I hope, that the reason there is a discrep ancy between 
tradi tional diction ary meaning and text meaning is that tradi tional diction-
ar ies were not based on corpus evid ence. In making their focus largely the 
meaning of single words, lexico graph ers were unaware of the semi- abstract, 
semi- fixed patterned nature of almost all word meaning. In contrast, modern 
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diction ar ies based on a big corpus provide a good deal of phras eo lo gical 
inform a tion for words.

4.4.5 Lemmas and patterns

When we refer gener ally to words, we use what linguists call the lemma – the 
simplest form of a word, morpho lo gic ally speak ing. The singu lar ‘eye’ and the 
plural ‘eyes’ are word forms of the lemma eye (lemmas are indic ated conven-
tion ally by small capit als). An inter est ing finding in corpus research is that 
differ ent word forms of the same lemma can have differ ent colloc a tions, collig-
a tions and phras eo lo gies. For instance, corpus evid ence shows that the plural 
‘eyes’ regu larly colloc ates with colours such as ‘in ‘blue eyes’ and ‘brown eyes’. 
Yet, the singu lar ‘eye’ colloc ates with colours much less commonly. It is found 
instead in recur rent expres sions such as ‘it is too faint to see with the naked eye’, 
‘the eye of the hurricane’, ‘an eye for an eye’, and so on (Stubbs, 1996: 38). The 
upshot of all of this is that it can be restrict ing, and perhaps poten tially 
mislead ing, to look at a lexical word in a phras eo logy only in terms of its lemma.

4.4.6 Lexical priming

Building on Sinclair’s insights, the discourse analyst Michael Hoey argues that 
corpus evid ence illu min ates the kind of expect a tions we have about how 
partic u lar words fit into partic u lar language struc tures and these expect a tions 
are ‘genre, domain, and situ ation ally- specific’ (Hoey, 2005: 165). For example, 
when we are reading a news pa per, our expect a tions about colloc a tion would 
be differ ent from when we are listen ing to someone while engaged in a conver-
sa tion. He refers to such expect a tion as priming. As Hoey (2005: 8) asserts:

We can only account for colloc a tion if we assume that every word is 
mentally primed for colloc a tional use. As a word is acquired through 
encoun ters with it in speech and writing, it becomes cumu lat ively loaded 
with the contexts and co- texts in which it is encountered, and our 
know ledge of it includes the fact that it co- occurs with certain other 
words in certain kinds of context. The same applies to word sequences 
built out of these words; these too become loaded with the contexts and 
co- texts in which they occur.

Like Sinclair, and Hunston and Francis, Hoey stresses that ‘all prim ings . . . 
are matters of prob ab il ity not require ment’ (Hoey, 2005: 51). The concept 
of priming works because of the routin ised nature of much of exist ence. But 
while a fair amount of the time, we are able to predict vocab u lary choices 
by a speaker in partic u lar domains, there will be instances when our expect-
a tions are not real ised. For instance, a speaker or writer might delib er ately 
play with our colloc at ive expectations in playful language such as a poem, 
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joke or a news pa per head line. Moreover, it is import ant to state that corpus 
linguists are usually limited to invest ig at ing corpora consist ing of texts from 
a range of sources and thus produced by many differ ent indi vidu als. This 
means that:

the computer corpus cannot tell us what prim ings are present for any 
language user, but it can indic ate the kinds of data a language user 
might encounter in the course of being primed.

(Hoey, 2005: 14)

Hoey introduces the contrast ive idea of posit ive priming and negat ive 
priming. Echoing earlier, we are posit ively primed for the colloc a tion of 
‘blue’ with ‘eyes’ since the frequency of corpus evid ence suggests we will 
have encountered this colloc a tion many times. In contrast, we are negat ively 
primed to expect language data such as

it is too faint to see with both naked eyes

since the corpus evid ence suggests we are not routinely exposed to the 
colloc a tion of ‘naked’ and ‘eyes’.

4.4.7 Ambiguity

Something else that corpus evid ence illu min ates is the relat ive rarity of non- 
delib er ate ambi gu ity in language use, as opposed to delib er ate ambi gu ity for 
purposes of play.12 To high light this, Stubbs (2001: 104) provides the 
example of ‘coffee’. Outside of context, the word ‘coffee’ is ambigu ous. Is 
this word refer ring to the drink, coffee gran ules or coffee beans? But usually 
ambi gu ity never arises with ‘coffee’ because colloc a tion and collig a tion 
disam big u ate mean ings:

Cup of coffee (‘drink’); packet of coffee (‘gran ules’); picking coffee 
(‘beans’).

We do not add the meaning of ‘cup’ to the meaning of ‘coffee’ to gener ate 
the meaning of ‘cup of coffee’. ‘Coffee’ in ‘cup of coffee’ is already affected 
by its phrasal envir on ment as it is in ‘packet of coffee’ and ‘picking coffee’. 
The upshot of this corpus- driven phrasal perspect ive is that if a word is our 
start ing point, then we are more likely to see ambi gu ity. But if the pattern is 
our start ing point, we will not. As Stubbs (2001: 13) says:

In isol a tion, many indi vidual words are ambigu ous or inde term in ate in 
meaning, but this hardly ever troubles us in prac tice, because the phrases 
in which they occur are not ambigu ous.
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4.4.8 Delexicalisation

Sinclair would say that the semantic meaning of ‘coffee’ is delex ic al ised 
differ ently in ‘cup of coffee’, ‘packet of coffee’ and ‘picking coffee’:

The meaning of words chosen together is differ ent from their inde-
pend ent mean ings. They are at least partly delex ic al ised. This is the 
neces sary correl ate of co- selec tion . . . [T]here is a strong tend ency to 
delex ic al iz a tion in the normal phras eo logy of modern English.

(Sinclair, 2004: 20)

Delexicalisation entails that the meaning we normally asso ci ate with a single 
word bleaches once that word is in the company of other words. And a 
consequence of a corpus- driven phras eo lo gical perspect ive is that meaning 
must be delo c al ised. Meaning is not in indi vidual words so much as spread 
over a word pattern. It is the delo c al isa tion of meaning in a phras eo logy, as 
a result of delex ic al isa tion, which makes unin ten tional ambi gu ity rare.

As a further example of the delo c al isa tion of meaning, this time in rela tion 
to antonymy, consider the word ‘dry’ together with some of its common 
colloc ates. If we were explain ing the word ‘dry’, we might say it is the 
oppos ite of ‘wet’. But what if we consider ‘dry’ in the colloc a tions ‘dry wine’, 
‘dry run’ or ‘dry humour’? Their oppos ites are not ‘wet wine’, ‘wet run’ or 
‘wet humour’. In turn, this demon strates how meaning can be distrib uted 
across colloc a tions. In other words, ‘dry wine’, ‘dry run’ or ‘dry humour’ do 
not consist compos i tion ally of the meaning of ‘dry’ plus the meaning of 
‘wine’, ‘run’ or ‘humour’.

4.4.9 Patterns have cognit ive reality

One retort to Sinclair’s idiom prin ciple, or to Hoey’s idea of posit ive and 
negat ive priming, is to say that a large digit ised corpus may provide abund ant 
evident for colloc a tion, collig a tion and phras eo logy, but this does not mean 
we think in chunks of words. However, psycho lo gical exper i ments have 
provided evid ence that suggests this is exactly what takes place. To assess 
the speed at which patterns are read, Underwood, Schmitt and Galpin 
(2004) used meas ure ments of eye move ments. They found that the last 
words of a colloc a tion or phras eo logy (e.g. ‘no’ in ‘oh no’) were read more 
quickly than the same words when used on their own (e.g. ‘No’, said 
Jemima). This is taken to indic ate that word patterns are processed in 
reading as a whole. Moreover, Wray (2002) found both pausing and errors 
to be much less frequent inside linguistic patterns than outside them. 
Whether or not patterns are actu ally stored in the brain in a holistic way is 
a conten tious issue (see Schmitt, Grandage and Adolphs, 2004). Nevertheless, 
the evid ence points to language processing being holistic. Mental processing 
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of language is not a serial adding together of word mean ings. Phraseological 
meaning has cognit ive reality (Schmitt, 2013).

In 4.4, I have spot lighted some key concepts and insights from corpus 
linguist ics. I have given a flavour of what can be done with the method  
of corpus linguist ics – produ cing concord ance lines to ascer tain frequent 
colloc a tions, collig a tions and phras eo lo gies. In Section 4.5, I consider meth-
od o lo gical tech niques in corpus linguist ics in more detail, high light ing their 
advant ages as well as more of the func tion al ity that corpus linguistic soft-
ware provides. There is conver gence in the func tion al ity of tools used by 
non- linguist digital human ists and corpus linguists. That said, there is 
power ful func tion al ity in corpus linguistic tools that may be less well known 
by non- linguists in the digital human it ies. The good news is that you don’t 
need to be a linguist to use soft ware developed by corpus linguists; neither 
does corpus linguistic soft ware take long to learn.

4.5 Corpus linguistic method and soft ware  
func tion al ity

4.5.1 Corpus as norm

A stand ard distinc tion made between types of corpora is special ised 
and general. A special ised corpus will normally include text of a partic u lar 
genre such as a corpus of school biology essays written by 16-year- olds. 
Specialised corpora are likely to be compiled from scratch in order to facil-
it ate partic u lar research goals. They may not turn out to be partic u larly 
large. For example, we may be inter ested in compil ing a corpus of all  
the posts in one discus sion forum which follows an online public sphere 
argu ment. I do this in Chapter 8 – the corpus consists of around 70,000 
words. In contrast, a general corpus will consist usually of texts from 
common genres, sampled widely and in a prin cipled and balanced manner. 
That is to say, it will contain more or less equal amounts of texts from the 
common genres which make it up (e.g. news reports, informal conver sa tion, 
academic articles). If a general corpus is suffi ciently large, it can be used as 
a refer ence corpus which is treated as a norm of usage, a repres ent at ive 
snap shot of the language. Having a large refer ence corpus – usually at least 
in the millions of words – means we can compare the corpus or text we  
are invest ig at ing to see the degree to which its language usage veers from 
habitual usage. Given their size, and the care and time neces sary to ensure 
balance of genres, indi vidual research ers usually rely on ready- made refer-
ence corpora compiled by experts rather than construct their own. (The 
ready- made refer ence corpora I use in Part II are in excess of a billion 
words.)

There are multiple exploit a tions from having such a norm. One is assist ing 
liter ary study. Sometimes in poetry, aber rance is self- evident such as in E.E. 
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Cummings’ ‘love is more thicker than forget’. However, other lines of poetry 
may be more subtly deviant. By this I mean, they are not proto typ ical 
instances of language use – they are not uniquely aber rant, just unusual. 
Our intu itions of unusu al ity may let us down, however. Having a refer ence 
corpus enables us to ascer tain rigor ously when a line of poetry really is non- 
proto typ ical (see O’Halloran, 2014).

4.5.2 N-grams

Corpus linguistic soft ware can readily identify recur rent strings of words. 
Such strings are referred to as n-grams – where ‘gram’ means word and n 
refers to the number of words in the string.13 Table 4.1 shows the top twenty 
3-grams for chapter 18 of Ulysses.14

I used the freely down load able program ‘AntConc’ (Anthony, 2011) to 
gener ate these 3-grams, the program I used in Chapter 2. As should be clear, 
‘when I was’ is the most common 3-gram in the entire chapter. Once more, 
quant it at ive inform a tion such as this is useful for the liter ary critic. 
Potentially, there is a qual it at ive pattern with this 3-gram which could be 
viewed as part of the chapter’s (semi- conscious) design. Without n-gram 
gener a tion soft ware, the labour neces sary to find these secrets in the text 
would exhaust even the most tena cious linguistic sleuth.

Table 4.1 Top twenty 3-grams in chapter 18 of Ulysses; all data treated as 
lower case

Rank Frequency 3-gram

 1 19 when i was
 2 13 out of the
 3 12 on account of
 4 11 i suppose he
 5 9 all the time
 6 9 id like to
 7 9 in the morning
 8 8 i had to
 9 8 i used to
10 8 he smell of
11 8 used to be
12 7 i could have
13 7 i dont know
14 7 i saw him
15 6 he was a
16 6 i had a
17 6 i told him
18 6 it in the
19 6 must have been
20 6 not going to
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It is worth also noting that n-grams do not neces sar ily corres pond to 
complete gram mat ical units. For instance, ‘when I was’ is not a complete 
clause. Of course, the longer the n-gram, the more likely they do corres pond 
with complete clauses. But we are likely to exper i ence dimin ish ing returns 
as we increase the value of n. After all, most language use is semi-fixed 
rather than fixed. Because of this, 2-grams or 3-grams are usually about the 
right length of string to use for reveal ing phras eo lo gical secrets in a long text 
or corpus.

4.5.3 Keywords

Just because a word is frequent in a text (or corpus), it does not neces sar ily 
follow that it is being used any more frequently than normal. For example, 
‘the’ is usually relat ively frequent in most texts, but this is fairly normal. To 
find out if a word is unusu ally frequent, we could start by compar ing its 
frequency in the text or corpus we’re examin ing with its frequency in a refer-
ence corpus which we treat as a norm of the language. But on its own, this 
would be a mean ing less compar ison unless we also take into account the size 
of the text (or corpus) being invest ig ated together with the size of the refer-
ence corpus. In other words, in order to ascer tain if a word is unusu ally 
frequent, we really need to know if the word is more concen trated in the text 
(or corpus) than it is concen trated in a refer ence corpus. Words in a text (or 
corpus) which are unusu ally frequent in this way are known as keywords 
(Scott 1997: 236). The “keyness” of a word in a text (or corpus) is calcu-
lated using a stat ist ical metric such as log like li hood (Dunning 1993).

Let me illus trate. Returning to the last chapter of Ulysses, we know that 
there are 91 instances of ‘yes’. But the chapter is 24,196 words long. For all 
I know, 91 instances of ‘yes’ in 24,196 words is no more frequent than I 
would ordin ar ily find in any text of such length. Keyword analysis can be 
done using a number of corpus linguistic programs. I use a soft ware program 
called WMatrix (Rayson, 2009) which hooks up to a refer ence corpus of 
1 million words of written English. This reveals ‘yes’ to have a high keyness 
value – a log like li hood of 300. A log like li hood of 7 or over indic ates  
stat ist ical signi fic ance in WMatrix. So, ‘yes’ is a keyword. It is in fact the 
11th highest keyword in the chapter.

There are some things to bear in mind with keywords:

• ‘Keyness’ is not an abso lute value, but a relat ive value. It is always 
relat ive to the size and compos i tion of the refer ence corpus as well as 
the size and compos i tion of the text or corpus being invest ig ated.

• It follows that choice of refer ence corpus is import ant. The best refer-
ence corpus is as repres ent at ive as possible of how a language is habitu-
ally used, being composed of a balanced selec tion of texts from many 
differ ent every day genres (e.g. conver sa tion, news, polit ical speeches). 



Corpus linguistics 87

Berber Sardinha (2004: 101–103) cited in Scott and Tribble (2006: 
64–65) advises that a refer ence corpus should be (at least) five times as 
large as the corpus of invest ig a tion.

• A word may have keyness because it is very frequent in one or a few 
texts of a corpus rather than distrib uted fairly evenly across the texts of 
that corpus. We cannot just assume that a keyword is dispersed evenly 
across a corpus. We need to check.

• Unusual words are likely to show up as keywords even if they are rela-
t ively infre quent in the text or corpus being invest ig ated. This is because 
unusual words are less likely to feature commonly in a refer ence 
corpus.15 The corol lary is that we must be careful not to build an inter-
pret a tion around words which have keyness but are relat ively infrequent. 
To do this is to ground an inter pret a tion in scant evid ence.

4.5.4 Tagging

A stand ard auto mated form of data annota tion in corpus linguist ics is 
‘tagging’.16 One common form is part- of-speech tagging or POS tagging as 
it is known for short. This is an auto mated proced ure which labels all words 
in a text or corpus for word class. For example, the soft ware which does the 
POS tagging (the ‘tagger’) would label the words ‘hat’ and ‘gloves’ as nouns. 
With text data POS tagged, one is in a posi tion to see to what extent partic-
u lar gram mat ical phenom ena feature in a corpus. And with a refer ence 
corpus which has been POS tagged, we are in a posi tion to perform a 
differ ent kind of keyness oper a tion – key POS analysis. In other words, it is 
possible to see in the corpus being invest ig ated whether partic u lar gram mat-
ical categor ies are unusu ally frequent relat ive to a refer ence corpus.

Another form of tagging – one that I will draw on in Part II – is semantic 
tagging. WMatrix extends the method for gener at ing keywords by also 
running text data through a semantic tagger. This soft ware gathers words 
into semantic fields, that is, a set of semantic ally related terms. So, for 
example, the semantic tagger would label the words ‘hat’ and ‘gloves’ with 
the semantic field, ‘Clothes and personal belong ings’. Again, if we have a 
refer ence corpus which has been tagged for semantic fields, then it is possible 
to see in the corpus or text being invest ig ated whether partic u lar semantic 
fields have keyness. In other words, it is possible to ascer tain whether the 
semantic fields in a text are stat ist ic ally frequent with regard to a refer ence 
corpus.

As illus tra tion, consider Figure 4.4. This is a ‘key semantic field cloud’ for 
the last chapter of Ulysses. The size of the indi vidual semantic field depic ted 
goes hand in hand with keyness value. ‘Clothes and personal belong ings’ is 
visibly one of the most key semantic fields. There are 213 words under this 
umbrella term, e.g. ‘hat’ (x11), ‘wear’ (x10), ‘wore’ (x7), ‘dress’ (x7), ‘skirt’ 
(x7), ‘blouse’ (x6), ‘petti coat’ (x5), ‘garters’ (x3). A ‘manual’ reader of 
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Figure 4.4  Key semantic field cloud for chapter 18 of Ulysses; gener ated using WMatrix 
(Rayson, 2009).

chapter 18 may take in the number of refer ences to cloth ing or perhaps not. 
Even if they do, 24,196 words is a large amount of data and it would be 
under stand able if the human reader tired and missed some words which 
denote cloth ing. The value of semantic tagging here is it draws together this 
vocab u lary compre hens ively (at least for lexis that the tagger recog nises), 
drastic ally redu cing manual labour and error, and throw ing into relief the 
stat ist ical signi fic ance of cloth ing in the chapter. Generally, key semantic 
fields, or just keywords, are useful to know since they help to reveal the 
‘about ness’ of a text or a corpus (Phillips 1989 cited in Scott and Tribble 
2006: 58).

4.5.5 Reducing arbit rar i ness

Corpus linguistic soft ware func tions have consid er able advant ages for text 
mining as I hope I have demon strated. There is another advant age – a crucial 
meth od o lo gical one. Using corpus linguistic soft ware, or any digital text 
analysis soft ware, helps to avoid charges that what we choose to focus on in 
a text is merely arbit rary. This is a point I made in Section 2.6. Since it is key 
to the crit ical reading strategies of this book, it is worth repeat ing and 
expand ing upon.

The soft ware will compre hens ively sweep a dataset on the instruc tion we 
give it. The tech no logy spawns results which we had no control over. These 
find ings are thus object ively gener ated. A formid able benefit of this object ive 
spawn ing of quant it at ive data is that the results can be used as non- arbit rary 
start ing points for qual it at ive explor a tion of the dataset. For example, 
knowing that the frequency of ‘yes’ in a text of 24,196 words is very 
common relat ive to its frequency in a refer ence corpus (in this case, a corpus 
of 1 million words of written English) gives the liter ary critic an even more 
robust rationale for select ing instances of ‘yes’ to examine in chapter 18 of 
Ulysses. This is because not only is ‘yes’ relat ively frequent, it is also stat ist-
ic ally frequent. Similarly, that the semantic field, ‘Clothes and personal 
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belong ings’, is stat ist ic ally signi fic ant gives the liter ary critic a non- arbit rary, 
and thus rigor ous basis, for examin ing how refer ences to cloth ing are used 
in chapter 18.

If we are honest research ers, we are happy to be driven by object ively 
gener ated results. If the results are in tension with our intu itions about 
language use at scale, then we should be prepared to be pink- faced  
about our intu itions. If the results negate a hypo thesis we have started  
to formu late and which we are getting rather excited about, it is time to 
invent a new hypo thesis, or at the very least refine the one we have. Using 
corpus- gener ated data in this way means we can escape the circu lar ity of 
poor and dishon est schol ar ship where a researcher creates a hypo thesis and 
cherry- picks data to ‘prove’ that hypo thesis. In Parts II and III, it is the 
soft ware- gener ated results which enable judge ments of relev ant absences  
from public sphere argu ments – not my intu itions. In this way, arbit rar i ness 
in what I focus on in the argu ments is signi fic antly reduced and meth od-
ological rigour insti tuted. One last point and one that needs stress ing. It  
is import ant to realise that while corpus linguist ics is commonly under- 
stood as a quant it at ive method, there is always a qual it at ive dimen sion  
at work. Concordance lines, n-gram tables and the rest will need to be 
inter preted.

I have come to the end of intro du cing corpus linguistic method. In Parts 
II and III, I draw upon corpus linguistic concepts and tech niques of analysis 
I have outlined. Also, in Parts II and III, I appro pri ate Derridean ideas from 
Chapter 3 for stim u lat ing a corpus- driven approach to eval u at ing public 
sphere argu ments. This appro pri ation is a crit ical one because some key 
aspects of Derrida’s philo sophy of language are prob lem atic from a corpus 
linguistic perspect ive. Section 4.6, the last substant ive section of this chapter, 
indic ates these prob lems, helping to clear the way for my appro pri ation. 
The critique of Derrida’s philo sophy of language below is not abso lutely 
essen tial for under stand ing Parts II and III. Should the reader prefer to get 
to the ‘nuts and bolts’ now, section 4.6 could be read at a later time.

4.6 Implications for Derrida’s philo sophy of 
language

4.6.1 The langue / parole distinc tion

Recall that, for Saussure, langue – the rules of language – is the proper 
object of study. Parole – or actual language usage – is messy, unsys tem atic 
and thus resist ant to invest ig a tion. A hundred years after Saussure’s Course 
in General Linguistics was published, we can study parole in digit ised 
form. And, it turns out not to be that untidy since, as I have flagged, it  
is markedly patterned. In pre- corpus times, it is perhaps under stand able  
that parole looked a mess. It is only with a lot of data that we can see that 
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parole consists of instan ti ations of semi- abstract, semi- fixed phras eo lo gies. 
It also turns out that langue does not really exist in the sense that Saussure 
thought it did. Countless concord ance studies show that gram mat ical ‘rules’ 
as Saussure under stood them are, in fact, semi- fixed, semi- abstract lexico- 
gram mat ical regu lar it ies.

As the reader will recall, Saussure considers langue to pre- exist the indi-
vidual parole utterer. Corpus invest ig a tion suggests this is mislead ing:

the semantic and gram mat ical rela tion ships a word or word sequence 
parti cip ates in are partic u lar to that word or word sequence and do not 
derive from prior self- stand ing semantic and gram mat ical systems, 
though they do contrib ute to the posterior creation of those systems.

(Hoey, 2005: 62)

It is only by looking at large quant it ies of parole that we are able to perceive 
langue as a set of semi- fixed, semi- abstract phras eo lo gical regu lar it ies. In 
other words, from a corpus linguistic perspect ive our under stand ing of 
langue follows on from our under stand ing of parole. With the benefit of 
huge quant it ies of digit ised text, a hundred years later we are able to see that 
Saussure did not get his prior it ies right.

For reasons of space and utility, relat ively infre quent regu lar it ies of 
language use will not find their way into gram mars; language learners, natur-
ally, will want to know the most common phras eo lo gical regu lar it ies in the 
first instance. So, gram mars are select ive. Moreover, even with the most 
frequently used phras eo lo gies in a language, there will be vari ation in lexis, 
gram mat ical words and length. Thus, a prac tical, user- friendly grammar 
could never capture the whole of langue – certainly a port able grammar will 
not. The langue of grammar books is not only a set of gener al isa tions then, 
but a useful distil la tion of the most regu larly used patterns. In sum, langue is 
an ideal isa tion, a posterior and useful approx im a tion of how a multi tude of 
speak ers and writers commu nic ate in their language. So, when Saussure 
(1974[1916]: 125) says that ‘. . . there is nothing abstract in language 
[langue] . . .’, he is mistaken.

4.6.2 The paradig matic / syntag matic distinc tion

And if Saussure’s under stand ing of the langue/parole distinc tion suffers, 
then so too must his distinc tion of syntag matic and paradig matic rela tions 
(or ‘asso ci at ive rela tions’) suffer. This is because corpus evid ence shows that 
paradig matic choice of lexis is markedly constrained – some thing Saussure 
could not really have known:

A concord ance line is a frag ment of parole, where a single instance of 
syntag matic rela tions can be observed . . . a concord ance makes it 
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possible to observe repeated events: it makes visible, at the same time, 
what frequently co- occurs syntag mat ic ally, and how much constraint 
there is on the paradig mat ic ally choices.

(Stubbs, 2001: 240–241)

Earlier, I gave some examples of paradig matic constraint, e.g. ‘eye’ does not 
normally colloc ate with ‘blue’ or ‘brown’ whereas ‘eyes’ does. On the basis 
of corpus evid ence such as this, the marked inter de pend ency of lexis and 
lexis, as well as lexis and grammar, means it is mislead ing to conceive of 
syntag matic meaning as simply adding free choices of lexis from paradigms. 
And yet:

the tradi tion of linguistic theory has been massively biased in favour of 
the paradig matic rather than the syntag matic dimen sion. Text is essen-
tially perceived as a series of relat ively inde pend ent choices of one item 
after another, and the patterns of combin a tion have been seri ously 
under val ued.

(Sinclair, 2004: 140)

Corpus evid ence has serious implic a tions for linguistic theory which prior-
it ises the paradig matic dimen sion. Derrida’s philo sophy of language is one 
such theory. Before I get into these criti cisms, I want to be clear that I am 
certainly not suggest ing that Derrida ignores co- text (i.e. linguistic context). 
I am saying that he did not appre ci ate the actual nature of co- text as illu min-
ated by corpus linguistic study.

4.6.3 Highlighting meaning surplus

When Derrida focuses on a word in a text and shows how it oper ates in 
‘excess of the struc ture’, such as he does with phar makon, he is not consid-
er ing that word as part of an instan ti ation of a semi- fixed, semi- abstract 
word pattern. He is not enga ging with the habitual colloc a tion, collig a tion 
or phras eo logy involving that word. This means he does not engage with the 
actual nature of language use/co- text as revealed in count less corpus invest-
ig a tions. Why, then, should we take what he says about meaning surplus 
seri ously? More than twenty years ago, Richard Harland made several criti-
cisms of Derrida’s non- syntag matic approach to meaning (Harland, 1993: 
7–9; 15–16; 31–33; 211–216). As should be evident, I accord with this criti-
cism. The ‘limit a tion’ of Harland’s criti cism – and I use this word respect-
fully since his criti cism is sound – is that ulti mately it is based on his intu ition, 
rather than copious evid ence, that prior ity should be given to syntag matic 
meaning. It is easier to ignore a posi tion which is not based on copious evi- 
d ence than one which is.



92 Preparing the ground

4.6.4 Undecidability in words

For Derrida, the excess meaning which disturbs the struc ture of the text 
derives from a sign’s unde cid ab il ity. As I high lighted in Chapter 3, Derrida 
locates ambi gu ity in phar makon – but this is hardly surpris ing given what 
he does in his analysis. If a single word is extrac ted from its normal colloc-
a tion and collig a tion, then ambi gu ity arises. I would like to be in a posi tion 
to analyse phar makon in a corpus of Ancient Greek. That way, I might be 
able to ascer tain the extent to which the differ ent mean ings of phar makon 
are disam big u ated by their respect ive colloc a tions and collig a tions. 
However, with almost zero know ledge of Ancient Greek, I shall have to 
demon strate through analogy with English usage instead.

Just like phar makon, ‘drug’ can mean (at least) remedy and poison – 
some thing posit ive and some thing negat ive. It looks to be an unde cid able, 
then. However, corpus evid ence (from UKWaC) shows that these mean ings 
are distin guished collig a tion ally and colloc a tion ally: drug as poison is more 
likely to occur in verb form and in the passive voice:

e.g. ‘a woman claims she was drugged at a night club and then “date raped” ’.

while drug as remedy is more likely to feature as a noun in very common 
colloc a tion with ‘treat ment’:

e.g. ‘a new class of drug for the treat ment of diabetes’.

‘Drug’ is easily disam big u ated by its habitual colloc a tions and collig a tions. 
The corol lary is that if we can show without too much bother that an  
‘unde cid able’ such as ‘drug’ is not usually semantic ally ambigu ous, why 
should we believe phar makon is an unde cid able in Phaedrus? Reinforcing 
what I have said already, a corol lary is that the idea of surplus meaning in a 
single word is mislead ing.

So the reader is clear, I am not suggest ing that mean ings and defin i tions 
are never contested. Debate over what certain terms mean – partic u larly 
cultural, polit ical or reli gious terms – is normal. ‘Anarchism’, for example, 
can mean differ ent things to differ ent people, with differ ent voices claim ing 
their under stand ing of ‘anarch ism’ is the true one. But it does not follow 
that the differ ent mean ings of ‘anarch ism’ are unstable just because they are 
contested.

4.6.5 Semantic meaning versus prag matic meaning

There is a stand ard distinc tion in linguist ics that Derrida gener ally  
avoids when he sets out his language philo sophy. This is between  
i) semantic meaning, the meaning of words (collocations, colligations and 
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phras eo lo gies) in (contemporary corpus-based) diction ar ies, and ii) prag-
matic meaning, how we use semantic mean ings in context to do things 
includ ing how we intend mean ings to be inferred. Once we make a  
separ a tion between semantic and prag matic meaning, the radic al ism of 
Derrida’s outlook disap pears. For Derrida, mean ings are never fixed  
but discurs ively construc ted and shift over time. This is much less true  
for semantic meaning than it is for prag matic meaning. Here are some  
simple examples. A couple are staying in an apart ment on the 10th floor. 
Wife says to husband ‘the window’. He seeks the relev ance of this for  
their situ ation. The window is open and their puppy could fall out; his  
wife wants him to prevent this. This is the inten ded prag matic meaning. 
Another time, when they are watch ing TV, she says ‘the window’ – she 
wants him to shut it because it is raining outside. And so on. ‘The window’ 
can support any number of prag matic mean ings as there are differ ent  
relev ant contexts.

As illus trated, prag matic mean ings are ‘unstable’ since they are context 
bound. We cannot expect them all to last since there is no one- to-one  
prag matic meaning of ‘the window’ with the semantic denota tion of ‘the 
window’ (glass encased in a wooden/metal/plastic, etc. frame). New contexts 
open up the possib il ity of new prag matic mean ings for the same sign(s).  
In contrast, semantic mean ings are much more stable. By the very process of 
their codi fic a tion in diction ar ies, semantic mean ings are decon tex tu al ised and 
gener al ised which, in turn, confers stabil ity. Indeed, stabil ity is neces sary 
because it enables us to use semantic mean ings as bear ings for gener at ing  
prag matic mean ings in a partic u lar context. Or put another way, unstable 
prag matic mean ings can’t be made without know ledge of fairly stable  
semantic mean ings:

The mean ings which are provided in gram mars and diction ar ies are 
records of conven tional encod ings, as sanc tioned by a partic u lar 
community as their social semi otic. They are the general semantic bear ings 
from which language users can take their partic u lar prag matic fix.  
In any use of language, only certain aspects of the semantics of the  
lexico- grammar are index ic ally activ ated by the context. What we mean 
prag mat ic ally is only in part a func tion of what the language means 
semantic ally.

(Widdowson, 1995: 166)

Semantic denota tions change over time. But pervas ive change in semantic 
meaning occurs at a fairly slow rate. We can see it coming. And diction ar ies, 
where we get our semantic bear ings from, get updated anyway; rational folk 
will want to stay in touch with up- to-date mean ings. Rational people will 
also want access to the latest insights into language from its empirical study 
and so choose a contemporary corpus-based dictionary which shows the 
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importance of collocation, colligation and phraseology in understanding 
semantic meaning.

In 3.9, I included the follow ing quota tion from Derrida:

no meaning can be determ ined out of context, but no context permits 
satur a tion.

(Derrida, 2004a[1979]: 67)

I hope it is clear that ‘meaning’ in this frag ment conflates semantic meaning 
and prag matic meaning – to my mind unhelp fully so. The above state ment 
from the perspect ive of prag matic meaning is certainly correct. From a 
semantic meaning perspect ive it is not.

4.6.6 Meaning deficit in the sign does not lead to instabil ity

There is an inter est ing paral lel between Derrida’s view that the sign is always 
in meaning deficit and the concept of delex ic al isa tion. Delexicalisation also 
means that there is no ‘fully present’ meaning in a sign. However, unlike 
Derrida’s view point, this does not lead to instabil ity of word meaning. 
Delexicalisation leads to meaning being spread across the word pattern. The 
semantic load is shared by all the words of the pattern, thus facil it at ing rea- 
s on able stabil ity of meaning in the phras eo logy.

4.6.7 The trace

As we have seen, corpus evid ence shows that syntagms such as ‘I think  
the world of Pink Floyd’ are instan ti ations of holistic struc tures, i.e. semi- 
fixed, semi- abstract phras eo lo gies. The semantic holism of the syntagm  
thus conflicts with the idea that each indi vidual word in the syntag matic 
‘chain’ carries a trace of all the other indi vidual words in the syntagm. 
Furthermore, corpus evid ence shows that, when syntagms are construc ted, 
choices of lexis and grammar from the system are constrained. This  
creates yet another problem for the trace. For example, we cannot say  
that ‘world’ in ‘I think the world of Pink Floyd’ contains a trace of  
‘not earth’ since there is a paradig matic constraint on using ‘earth’ in this 
phras eo logy.

As should be clear by now, sentences are not construc ted by adding  
indi vidual words together. Sometimes we do use fixed expres sions. But the 
norm is to start the design of our meaning from semi- fixed, semi- abstract 
phras eo lo gies, and then ‘fill in the slots’ accord ing to the meaning we wish 
to broad cast whilst being governed by phras eo lo gical constraints. Given  
this is our start ing point in meaning design, if we wanted to save the idea of 
the trace, we would have to relate it to phras eo lo gies. But this cannot work. 
Saying that one phras eo logy carries the trace of another phras eo logy – when 
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phras eo lo gies are semi- abstract, semi- fixed expres sions whose size is  
diffi cult to delimit – is an impon der able.

4.6.8 Différance

Différance can in theory operate at the level of the letter, the word, the 
phrase, clause, sentence, text. But, as reflec ted below, words/concepts are a 
signi fic ant focus in Derrida’s think ing around différance:

[différance] prevents any word, any concept, any major enun ci ation 
from coming to summar ize and to govern from the theo lo gical pres ence 
of a center the move ment and textual spacing of differ ences.

(Derrida, 1981b[1972]: 11)

This assump tion is comprom ised by a corpus perspect ive where the com- 
bin a tion of words in phrases is the basic unit of meaning. And, similar  
to the criti cisms I made of the trace, even if we rank- shift from the word  
to the phrase or to the clause or sentence, there are still prob lems  
for différance. This is because phrases are concrete instan ti ations of 
phras eo lo gies, and clauses/sentences are combin a tions of instan ti ated  
phras eo lo gies. Saying that the meaning of one phras eo logy is its differ ence 
from another phras eo logy – when phras eo lo gies are semi- abstract,  
semi- fixed expres sions whose size is tricky to place bound ar ies around – is 
simil arly impon der able.

4.6.9 Différance, relev ance and priming

Consider the follow ing from the decon struc tion scholar, Martin McQuillan, 
who is discuss ing différance:

for Derrida the signi fied concept ‘tree’ only exists, as a concept, in 
rela tion to other concepts expressed by signi fi ers. This does not mean 
that trees do not exist but that the idea of a tree (to which syca mores, 
oaks, poplars, the tree of know ledge, etc., actual and imagined trees,  
are all related) only makes sense by its differ en tial rela tion to other 
concepts.

(McQuillan, 2000b: 17–18)

A problem with such an outlook is its neglect of the pref er ences readers and 
listen ers make apropos what they deem relev ant for their commu nic at ive 
needs in a partic u lar context. Indeed, for the ‘relev ance theor ists’ Sperber 
and Wilson (1995), human evol u tion has led to a cogni tion which is geared 
to the maxim isa tion of relev ance for the minimum of processing effort. Why 
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then would the signi fied concept ‘tree’ exist as a concept in rela tion to other 
concepts which may have no relev ance for a partic u lar context? A botan ist 
may wish to make links between differ ent species of tree. But ‘the tree of 
know ledge’ is hardly going to form part of their taxonomy. Indeed, echoing 
Hoey (2005), botan ists will be negat ively primed to expect this expres sion 
to crop up in their day- to-day plant study. That is to say, we also make 
relev ance in line with our word prim ings for a partic u lar co- text or context. 
That différance endlessly throws up rela tions to other words which we 
do not have imme di ate prim ings for, because they are irrel ev ant to the 
context or co- text in hand, lacks cred ib il ity. Again, here we have neglect  
of prag matic meaning – what we do with language to create meaning in 
partic u lar contexts – and how this is differ ent from semantic meaning – the 
gener al ised meaning resource we draw upon for our specific commu nic at ive 
purposes.

4.6.10 The ‘autonomy of language’

Language has a mind of its own for Derrida. Signifiers refer to signi fi ers; 
texts decon struct them selves because of their inher ent semantic instabil ity. I 
don’t find this anim a tion, if not anthro po morph ising, of language believ-
able. Surely until the speaker or reader activ ates signs into meaning, the text 
is inert, consist ing merely of marks on a page. Moreover, word signi fi ers 
known to a listener or reader will be primed for colloc a tion, collig a tion and 
phras eo logy. Signifiers are not ‘free’ to refer to other signi fi ers even if this 
was some thing they ‘wanted to do’.

4.6.11 Taking stock: The analyst is the decon structor of 
the text

In making critique of Derrida’s assump tions of language and meaning, this 
certainly does not entail I think everything in Derrida is wrong (see 11.8). 
He is right that texts – in their reading – can natur al ise states of affairs 
because of what they exclude. I was not arguing against the useful ness of a 
decon struct ive proced ure which brings the margins into the centre, or opens 
the text out to the (excluded) Other or suppressed or forgot ten differ ence, 
thereby disrupt ing how we might normally appre ci ate things. These are 
useful proced ures which I shall appro pri ate in Parts II and III. But, as the 
reader will also see, you can use these proced ures without buying into 
différance, the trace, the idea that signi fi ers refer to other signi fi ers, the  
idea that a text self- harms, and the idea that all meaning is unde cide able. 
Just because one common under stand ing of ‘human’ excludes think ing of 
ourselves as ‘animal’, it does not logic ally or empir ic ally follow that the  
sign ‘human’ contains a trace of ‘not- animal’ which, in turn, destabilises the 
sign ‘human’. Moreover, where Derrida decon structs a binary pair such as 
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human/animal, complic at ing an every day differ en ti at ing in discourse of 
‘human’ from ‘animal’ (Derrida, 2002a), it does not logic ally follow that we 
need to accept the notion of différance. Simply put, we can still use certain 
proced ures of decon struc tion without acced ing to a suspect philo sophy of 
language. Any form of textual decon struc tion which opens out to the Other 
is, to my mind, cred ible where the analyst accepts that it is they who are 
decon struct ing the text by bring ing the margins into the centre, by opening 
out the text to suppressed or forgot ten differ ence. The analyst is always the 
agent of decon struc tion – not the text.

4.7 Conclusion

This chapter has spot lighted the digital human it ies and, espe cially, the value 
of soft ware for conduct ing text analysis. It has also had a strong focus on 
corpus linguist ics. When I demon strate, in Parts II and III, differ ent crit ical 
decon struct ive analyses of public sphere argu ments, the reader will see that 
these crit ical strategies are driven by use of corpus linguistic method and, in 
partic u lar, the concepts, prin ciples and meth od o lo gical advant ages outlined 
in this chapter.

A final purpose of this chapter has been to high light the improb ab il ity of 
some key elements of Derrida’s philo sophy of language. I have done this,  
in part, through drawing on corpus linguistic method. The reason for  
doing this is to clear the way for using Derridean ideas as a product ive  
stim u lus, for appro pri at ing and adapt ing these ideas for my own ends in 
Parts II and III.
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Part II

Using big ready- made 
corpora to gener ate 
discurs ive subjectiv it ies

Part II high lights the first strand of the crit ical decon struct ive approach to 
the analysis of public sphere argu ments. In this strand, the analyst uses a 
large corpus to ascer tain relev ant absences from how a public sphere argu-
ment discusses a topic. On this basis, poten tial instabil ity in an appar ently 
stable cohes ive struc ture is explored. In essence, Part II shows how we can 
build discurs ive subjectiv it ies with general corpora, i.e. big ready- made 
corpora. A discurs ive subjectiv ity is famil iar with the habitual discourse of 
a partic u lar topic. By this I mean, how the topic is commonly talked about, 
the habitual colloc a tion and phras eo logy used in its discus sion, regard less of 
how the topic is eval u ated. Constructing a discurs ive subjectiv ity is useful 
since it puts the analyst in a posi tion to spot relev ant absences from how a 
topic is habitu ally discussed. In turn, as I show, revel a tions of relev ant 
absence can affect the stabil ity of an argu ment’s cohes ive struc ture with 
negat ive rami fic a tions for its coher ence and thus cred ib il ity. Alternatively, 
illu min a tion of relev ant absences may have no impact on cohes ive struc ture 
but still lead to internal conflicts of meaning in the argu ment with negat ive 
reper cus sions also for coher ence and thus cred ib il ity. The first strand has 
general applic a tion in that language use in any public sphere argu ment can 
be compared with language use in a big corpus.

The topics of the public sphere argu ments examined are genet ic ally modi-
fied agri cul ture (Chapter 5) and the second Iraq War (Chapter 6). Chapter 6, 
in partic u lar, shows advant ages of crit ic ally eval u at ing an argu ment via 
decon struct ing its cohes ive struc ture rather than recon struct ing its logical 
struc ture (the norm in crit ical think ing). 
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Chapter 5

Discursive subjectiv ity

5.1 Orientation

In Chapter 4, I showed how rather stand ard notions in corpus linguist ics 
render prob lem atic a number of Derrida’s conceptions of language. 
However, this does not mean, as I shall show, that Derrida’s ideas about 
language, together with his reading strategies, are not worth appro pri at ing 
for the follow ing: stim u lat ing an altern at ive approach to decon struct ive 
analysis – one which can be trained on public sphere argu ments. In this 
chapter, the reader will see most of the Derridean themes and strategies I 
listed at the end of Chapter 3 recon tex tu al ised for differ ent ends. Other 
Derridean themes and strategies will be recon tex tu al ised in later chapters.

The data for this chapter is a public sphere argu ment which pushes the 
agenda of genet ic ally modi fied (GM) agri cul ture. It criti cises anti-GM activ-
ists. Let me, in the first instance, provide some orient a tion where the reader 
will begin to see Derridean ideas stim u lat ing my use of corpora.

5.2 The first crit ical decon struct ive strand

5.2.1  Large corpora, colloc a tion and topics

From the sixties up until recently, the largest elec tronic corpora have 
consisted of no more than millions of words. A corpus such as the 100-million- 
word British National Corpus completed in 19941 is certainly useful for 
ascer tain ing habitual language use. With the advent of the World Wide Web, 
a huge amount of elec tronic text can be harves ted for corpora creation, 
leading to web- based corpora consist ing of more than a billion words such 
as the UKWaC.2 The much bigger size of web- based corpora provides even 
greater insight into normal colloc a tion. But there is another key advant age of 
having much larger corpora – one that the approach of this book taps. With 
a billion word corpus, we do not only ascer tain normal colloc a tion for 
language use, but normal colloc a tion for how common contem por ary topics 
are discussed.
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5.2.2 Collocation surplus

With a very large corpus as a norm of language usage, we can find out what 
is unusual in how a public sphere argu ment discusses its topic. Making this 
compar ison can show if the language of the argu ment exceeds norms of 
colloc a tion. Recall, from the preface, sentence [1] from the pro-GM argu-
ment:

[1] UK farmers must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient 
farming methods based on tried and tested science.

In the preface, I explained that ‘tried and tested science’ is an unusual 
expres sion. It does not feature in the corpus I used – the 1.5 billion word 
UKWaC corpus. In corpus linguistic terms, we would say that ‘tried and 
tested science’ is an unusual colloc a tion. ‘Tried and tested’ normally collo-
c ates with words such as ‘tech no logy’, ‘tech nique’ or ‘method’. We could 
say then that, in ‘tried and tested science’, there is colloc a tion surplus relat ive 
to colloc a tional norms.

5.2.3 Collocation deficit

While the colloc ate ‘science’ is in excess of normal colloc a tion for ‘tried and 
tested’, this must mean that at the same time there is a deficit of normal 
colloc a tion for ‘tried and tested’. Since ‘tried and tested’ normally colloc ates 
with ‘tech no logy’, ‘method’, ‘tech nique’, we can view ‘tried and tested 
science’ in sentence [A] in terms of colloc a tion deficit as much as colloc a tion 
surplus.3

5.2.4 Bestowing normal colloc a tion can lead to  
decon struc tion

The focus on surplus meaning above I appro pri ate from Derrida. The basis 
of my reading proced ure is another appro pri ation of Derrida. This is the 
idea that excess meaning disturbs the struc ture of a text. Here, in contrast 
to Derrida, excess meaning relates to colloc a tion. If the analyst locates a 
colloc ate in a public sphere argu ment which is in surplus of normal collo- 
c a tion for discus sion of a topic, then imple ment ing normal colloc a tion would 
mean delet ing the surplus colloc ate. For any text to be cred ible, it needs to 
hang together (2.3.6). If the cohes ive struc ture is found to unravel as a result 
of address ing colloc a tion surplus, the cred ib il ity of the argu ment reduces.

As we saw in Chapter 3, meaning ‘deficit’, the converse of meaning 
‘surplus’, also features in Derrida’s perspect ive. For him, the sign is continu-
ally supple men ted by other mean ings; there is a perpetual deficit of meaning 
in the sign. I also appro pri ate Derrida’s idea of meaning deficit in rela tion to 
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the cohes ive stabil ity of an argu ment. If the analyst finds that there is a 
deficit of normal colloc a tion in how a public sphere argu ment discusses its 
topic, they bestow normal colloc a tion on the argu ment and examine whether 
or not this affects the consist ency and stabil ity of its cohes ive struc ture. 
Figure 5.1 shows how bestowal of normal colloc a tion can lead to ensuing 
decon struc tion of cohes ive struc ture. In order to confer normal colloc a tion, 
the colloc ate surplus of ‘science’ is deleted.

Figure 5.1  Deconstruction of cohes ive struc ture due to normal colloc a tion deficit/surplus.

[1] UK farmers must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient farming methods 

based on tried and tested science tech no logy.

[2] We need science-based decision- making. The world has moved on, and it’s time the 

anti-science activ ists did too.

5.2.5 T-score

To ascer tain if there is a deficit of normal colloc a tion or the colloc a tion is in 
surplus of the norm for discus sion of topics in the pro-GM argu ment, I 
analyse UKWaC via Sketchengine soft ware. In line with Jones and Sinclair 
(1974), my colloc a tion invest ig a tions have an n±4 word span unless other-
wise specified (where n is the node word). Reiterating from Chapter 4, this 
means that I only invest ig ate colloc ates up to and includ ing four words to 
the left of the node word – the word being focused on – and four words to 
the right of the node word. My colloc a tion invest ig a tions are also reliant on 
a stat ist ical measure known as t-score. This metric indic ates the stat ist ical 
signi fic ance of colloc a tion. A t-score of more than two is ‘normally taken to 
be signi fic ant’ (Hunston, 2002: 72) but a t-score in double figures is very 
signi fic ant (Hunston, 2001: 16).4

5.2.6 Analytical start ing point

In the first strand of this crit ical decon struct ive approach to the eval u ation 
of public sphere argu ments, the analyst seeks out points in an argu- 
 ment which are candid ates for poten tially troub ling the cohes ive struc ture 
glob ally. This might be on the basis of an intu ition that there exists normal 
colloc a tion deficit or surplus for discus sion of a topic, or on a more trial  
and error basis. So, in prin ciple, a digital decon struct ive analysis – like a 
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Derridean decon struc tion – can begin anywhere in a text. However, if there 
is no evid ence for an analyst’s intu ition or guess that there is normal collo-
ca tion deficit/surplus, then the analyst should move on and explore other 
words/colloc a tion in the argu ment. A key advant age of using corpus 
linguistic method is that it reins in the analyst from over- inter pret ing the 
text, and thus from forcing the decon struc tion of the text rather than 
demon strat ing empir ic ally that the cohes ive struc ture is unstable relat ive to 
a corpus norm.

5.2.7 Cohesion versus coher ence

I have flagged the impact of showing the instabil ity of cohe sion in a public 
sphere argu ment – if the argu ment can’t hang together its cred ib il ity reduces. 
Actually, buried within ‘its cred ib il ity reduces’ is absence of another concept 
within linguist ics – coher ence. This is the exper i ence in reading or listen ing 
that the meaning of a text is unified. Coherence is a mental prop erty. In 
contrast, cohe sion is a prop erty of the text.5

Let me give some examples to illus trate the differ ence between cohe sion 
and coher ence. It’s quite possible to have a cohes ive text which lacks coher-
ence. Here’s one:

Cristiano Ronaldo is paid vast sums of money. When I was at school, I 
could never get my sums right. Can you see that school of whales far in 
the distance? Far, far away with my head up in the clouds. Give me a 
heads- up, next time you’re in town.

Each sentence above is gummed together through reit er a tion of vocab u lary. 
But the text as a whole is nonsense. Without ingenu ity, it is diffi cult for 
readers to make coher ence from this text.

Conversely, it is possible to make coher ence from a text which lacks cohe-
sion. The applied linguist, Henry Widdowson, provides the follow ing 
conver sa tion as an example:

A: That’s the tele phone.
B: I’m in the bath.
A: O.K.

(Widdowson, 1978: 29)

Here, we have no repe ti tion of lexical or gram mat ical words (see Definition 
Box 2.1) and thus no cohe sion. But it makes perfect sense to the reader.  
We under stand that speaker B cannot answer the phone because they are 
indis posed, as did speaker A. We can make this under stand ing because  
we are able to activ ate the relev ant every day scen ario from memory. 
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However, while there is no cohe sion in the above conver sa tional frag ment, 
as a text gets longer avoid ing cohes ive links gets harder if we want it to be 
straight for ward for a reader or listener to make coher ence. For texts of rea- 
s on able length to make sense – for the reader or hearer to be able make 
coher ence from them – cohe sion is needed.

All the public sphere argu ments I analyse in this book have cohe sion. This 
means that when I show their cohe sion being disrup ted, the argu ments 
decrease in cred ib il ity because their coher ence has reduced also. I show too 
where argu ments can be decon struc ted because of internal conflicts of 
meaning which are not so easy to see without the aid of corpora. These are 
areas of the argu ment where it is diffi cult to make coher ence even though 
these areas might possess cohe sion.

A qual i fic a tion: I said above that coher ence is a mental prop erty and 
cohe sion is a text prop erty. If we are being picky, the distinc tion is not a 
wholly accur ate one. This is because, in reality, cohe sion is never just on the 
page. An author/speaker has inser ted cohes ive devices in a text which s/he 
expects the reader or listener to link. In other words, the reader/listener has 
to infer these links. Since infer en cing is a mental activ ity, doesn’t that mean 
that the linking of cohes ive devices is a form of coher ence making? The 
waters have muddied over.

Despite this complic a tion, it is still worth preserving the distinc tion 
between cohe sion and coher ence. First, this is because cohes ive devices are 
on the page even if their linking is not. Second, the concept of coher ence 
refers to the overall unified under stand ing we make of a text. This can vary 
accord ing to reading or listener goals, our cultural or polit ical view points, 
what we deem relev ant, and so on. In contrast, when a writer inserts cohes ive 
devices into a text, they are expect ing their linking by members of the target 
audi ence to be uniform. Since cohes ive linking is a form of non- variant 
coher ence making, it would be multiply ing beyond neces sity to have to 
think always of cohe sion dual ist ic ally, that is, in terms of what is on the 
page and what is going on in a reader’s head.6

Having set up the first strand, I now come to the analysis proper of the 
pro-GM argu ment.

5.3 Data GM text

The opinion piece, repro duced in full below, comes from the UK news pa per 
The Guardian (29 October 2009). It was written by the then chair of the UK 
Biotechnology Agency, Julian Little, who contends that GM crops are neces-
sary for ‘food secur ity’, i.e. that there be enough food on the planet to feed 
every one. (GM agri cul ture was previ ously not a topic I knew very much 
about).
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Our future food secur ity depends on using GM crops
Scaremongers must come to recog nise the value of agri cul tural  

tech no logy
By Julian Little
Felicity Lawrence, in her article on the Royal Society’s science- based 

study on food secur ity, repor ted the comments of the anti-GM lobby, 
which claimed that the research would be “of limited value” and ques-
tioned why it was needed. (It is too late to shut the door on GM foods, 
17 October).

The research was needed, however, and should be welcomed, because 
food secur ity is one of the biggest chal lenges we face, and we must find 
ways in which to produce more food while continu ing to reduce the 
impact our agri cul tural prac tices have on the envir on ment. Britain has 
a key role to play in helping to deliver this solu tion; however, as widely 
acknow ledged, our current methods of produc tion will not be suffi cient 
to meet the increas ing demand.

Lawrence wrote of the “concen tra tion of corpor ate power” regard ing 
GM crops. In fact, GM tech no logy has done much to empower small 
farmers – over 90 per cent of those who choose to use GM crops are 
small- scale farmers living in devel op ing coun tries. They grow them 
because they work contrib ut ing to exactly the kind of “sustain able 
intens i fic a tion” which the Royal Society called for – produ cing more 
food from a lighter envir on mental foot print.

Additionally, it’s worth noting that GM tech no logy is highly access-
ible to small as well as large compan ies, and to univer sity and public 
sector research ers, who have already developed GM crops of great 
poten tial value, such as virus- resist ant papaya, insect- resist ant veget-
ables for India, and vitamin- enriched “golden” rice.

A recent Belgian study repor ted that “on average, two- thirds of the 
global bene fits are shared ‘down stream’, i.e. among domestic and 
foreign farmers and consumers, while only one- third is extrac ted 
‘upstream’, i.e. by biotech no logy developers and seed suppli ers.” In 
addi tion, a study published by Terri Raney, senior econom ist of the 
Food and Agriculture Organisation of the UN, recently pointed out: 
“The bene fits are shared by consumers, tech no logy suppli ers and 
adopt ing farmers, although non- adopt ing farmers are penal ised as their 
compet it ors achieve effi ciency gains they are denied.”

With that senti ment in mind, Britain should be pursu ing a policy that 
recog nises the demon strable bene fits that agri cul tural tech no logy, 
includ ing GM, can bring.

If we are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food 
at a fair price to consumers while safe guard ing our natural resources, 
they must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient farming 
methods based on tried and tested science.
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Sadly, the article gave voice to those scare mon ger ing about GM 
crops (partic u larly those who ques tion the crops’ safety, even though 
more than two tril lion meals contain ing GM ingredi ents have been 
consumed, without a single substan ti ated example of harm to health). 
We need science- based decision- making, some thing our politi cians 
clearly under stand. The world has moved on, and it’s time the anti- 
science activ ists did too.

(© Guardian News & Media Ltd, 2009)

While a reader may disagree with the content, nonethe less this public sphere 
argu ment appears to be unified and consist ent; its cohe sion struc ture seems 
effect ive. I will reveal how, in fact, parts of the argu ment’s cohe sion unravel 
once normal colloc a tion for topic discus sion is revealed. As a result, the 
argu ment dimin ishes in coher ence and thus cred ib il ity. The latter also occurs 
when I reveal, using a large corpus, internal semantic conflicts irre spect ive 
of cohe sion in the argu ment.

The first thing I need to do, then, is describe major cohes ive chains in the 
text. Careful and compre hens ive tracing of major cohes ive chains enables us 
to appre ci ate system at ic ally, rather than impres sion ist ic ally, how the argu-
ment repeatedly frames the topic. In 2.8.1, I high lighted cohes ive chains in 
the frag ment from the Tony Blair speech. This was easy to do manu ally 
because I was looking at a short text frag ment. But this proced ure becomes 
labor i ous, and poten tially error- prone, once the text consists of hundreds of 
words. These issues can be atten u ated consid er ably by using a digital text 
analysis tool. Tracing major cohes ive chains across the text with the help of 
a digital tool is useful not only because it reduces the prospect that we miss 
where an argu ment has framed its topic, but because it helps ensure the 
cred ib il ity of any subsequent decon struc tion in facil it at ing accur ate tracing 
of cohes ive chains. I employ the same soft ware program I used in 4.5.2 – 
AntConc (Anthony, 2011) – to ascer tain the argu ment’s most frequent 
words. Table 5.1 shows frequen cies for words repeated at least twice, i.e. 
these could be words contrib ut ing to cohes ive struc ture.

Figure 5.2 annot ates three differ ent and frequent lexical repe ti tions and 
thus cohes ive chains in the argu ment.

• BOLD: ‘science’
• ITALICS: ‘tech no logy’
• UNDERLINED: ‘bene fits’.

I show in 5.4 and 5.5 how the cohes ive chains of Figure 5.2 unravel. Letters 
in square brack ets imme di ately below and else where in this chapter refer to 
para graphs in Figure 5.2; numbers in square brack ets refer to sentences in 
the same.
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I begin by showing, in Section 5.4, how normal colloc a tion absence can 
lead to disturb ance in the cohe sion of Little’s argu ment; in Section 5.5 I 
show how normal colloc a tion surplus can do the same.

5.4 Deconstructive analysis: in deficit of normal 
colloc a tion

5.4.1 ‘Global bene fits’ and ‘local bene fi ciar ies’

The quota tion ‘the concen tra tion of corpor ate power’ [4] comes from  
Felicity Lawrence’s original article. Let me consider the co- text of the quota-
tion:

The concen tra tion of corpor ate power in commer cial seed and agro-
chem ical produc tion is unpre ced en ted, as is its cros sover with the 
power ful US-based commod ity trading corpor a tions Cargill, ADM and 
Bunge.

In the space of less than three decades, intel lec tual prop erty rights 
have been applied to 82% of the global seed market, accord ing to data 
collec ted by campaign group ETC.

Table 5.1 Frequencies for words occur ring at least twice in the pro-GM argu ment

Rank Freq Word Rank Freq Word Rank Freq Word

 1 21 the 23 3 bene fits 45 2 because
 2 17 to 24 3 by 46 2 Britain
 3 14 of 25 3 consumers 47 2 choose
 4 13 and 26 3 has 48 2 for
 5 11 GM 27 3 have 49 2 however
 6 8 on 28 3 it 50 2 In
 7 6 a 29 3 must 51 2 Lawrence
 8 6 are 30 3 secur ity 52 2 methods
 9 6 crops 31 3 small 53 2 needed
10 6 farmers 32 3 study 54 2 one
11 6 food 33 3 The 55 2 produce
12 6 that 34 3 they 56 2 repor ted
13 5 as 35 3 those 57 2 research
14 5 be 36 3 value 58 2 resist ant
15 5 in 37 3 we 59 2 Royal
16 5 tech no logy 38 3 which 60 2 shared
17 4 is 39 3 while 61 2 should
18 4 more 40 3 who 62 2 Society
19 4 our 41 2 about 63 2 suppli ers
20 4 science 42 2 adopt ing 64 2 too
21 3 agri cul tural 43 2 anti 65 2 two
22 3 based 44 2 article 66 2 was
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Our future food secur ity depends on using GM crops

Scaremongers must come to recog nise the value of agri cul tural tech no logy

[A]

[1] Felicity Lawrence, in her article on the Royal Society’s science-based study on food 

secur ity, repor ted the comments of the anti-GM lobby, which claimed that the research 

would be “of limited value” and ques tioned why it was needed. (It is too late to shut the  

door on GM foods, 17 October).

[B]

[2] The research was needed, however, and should be welcomed, because food secur ity is  

one of the biggest chal lenges we face, and we must find ways in which to produce more food 

while continu ing to reduce the impact our agri cul tural prac tices have on the envir on ment.

[3] Britain has a key role to play in helping to deliver this solu tion; however, as widely 

acknow ledged, our current methods of produc tion will not be suffi cient to meet the 

increas ing demand.

[C]

[4] Lawrence wrote of the “concen tra tion of corpor ate power” regard ing GM crops.

[5] In fact, GM tech no logy has done much to empower small farmers – over 90% of those 

who choose to use GM crops are small- scale farmers living in devel op ing coun tries.

[6] They grow them because they work contrib ut ing to exactly the kind of “sustain able 

intens i fic a tion” which the Royal Society called for – produ cing more food from a lighter 

envir on mental foot print.

[D]

[7] Additionally, it’s worth noting that GM tech no logy is highly access ible to small as well 

as large compan ies, and to univer sity and public sector research ers, who have already 

developed GM crops of great poten tial value, such as virus- resist ant papaya, insect- 

resist ant veget ables for India, and vitamin- enriched “golden” rice.

[E]

[8] A recent Belgian study repor ted that “on average, two- thirds of the global bene fits are 

shared ‘down stream’, i.e. among domestic and foreign farmers and consumers, while only 

one- third is extrac ted ‘upstream’, i.e, by biotech no logy developers and seed suppli ers.”

[9] In addi tion, a study published by Terri Raney, senior econom ist of the Food and 

Agriculture Organisation of the UN, recently pointed out: “The bene fits are shared by 

consumers, tech no logy suppli ers and adopt ing farmers, although non- adopt ing farmers are 

penal ised as their compet it ors achieve effi ciency gains they are denied.”

[F]

[10] With that senti ment in mind, Britain should be pursu ing a policy that recog nises the 

demon strable bene fits that agri cul tural tech no logy, includ ing GM, can bring.

[G]

[11] If we are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food at a fair price to 

consumers while safe guard ing our natural resources, they must be given the freedom to 

choose modern, effi cient farming methods based on tried and tested science.

[H]

[12] Sadly, the article gave voice to those scare mon ger ing about GM crops (partic u larly 

those who ques tion the crops’ safety, even though more than two tril lion meals contain ing GM 

ingredi ents have been consumed, without a single substan ti ated example of harm to health).

[13] We need science-based decision- making, some thing our politi cians clearly 

under stand. The world has moved on, and it’s time the anti-science activ ists did too.

Figure 5.2 Tracing of some cohes ive chains in the pro-GM argu ment.
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Three compan ies now control nearly half of the total global market 
in propri et ary seeds, worth $22bn (£13.5bn) a year. In 2007, the 
US-based Monsanto accoun ted for nearly a quarter of the total global 
market (23%), followed by another American company, DuPont (15%) 
and Swiss- headquartered Syngenta (9%).

Just six compan ies – the above three plus Bayer, BASF and Dow 
AgroSciences – control three- quar ters of the global agro chem ical market 
[my bold].

The wider point that Lawrence flags – which is not visible in the frag ment 
that Little includes in his argu ment – is the concen tra tion of ‘global’ market 
share of GM and agro chem ical tech no lo gies in the hands of a few corpor a-
tions. Given this, the link Little makes between ‘corpor ate power’ [3] and 
‘empower ing of small farmers’ [3] does not make sense. Whether or not GM 
tech no logy actu ally empowers small farmers has nothing to do with the 
concen tra tion of global market share of GM and agro chem ical tech no lo-
gies. Little seems to be press ing into service the super fi cial cognate link 
between ‘power’ and ‘empower’ for rhet or ical purposes.

Let us say, however, that I did not have access to Lawrence’s article. For 
such circum stances, I will show how prob lems in the cohe sion between 
‘power’ and ‘empower’ in Little’s argu ment can be detec ted by explor a tion of 
UKWaC. I start with colloc a tion for ‘corpor ate power’. Its highest lexical 
colloc ate in UKWaC is ‘global’ (40; t-score 6.3). It would seem ‘corpor ate 
power’ is habitu ally under stood in ‘global’ terms.7 Another way of putting 
this is to say the corpus evid ence helps us under stand one aspect of recur rent 
capit al ist ‘big D’ Discourse (see 2.4). In so doing, it enables me to construct 
a discurs ive subjectiv ity, train ing it on the argu ment in order to spot poten tial 
tensions in meaning. This insight into capit al ist Discourse chimes with the 
main point Lawrence makes above about global market share of GM in rela-
tion to corpor ate power. I endow normal colloc a tion in para graph [C] below:

[C]

[4] Lawrence wrote of the “concen tra tion of [global] corpor ate power” regard ing GM crops.

[5] In fact, GM tech no logy has done much to empower (‘local bene fi ciary’ semantic 

pref er ence) small farmers – over 90% of those who choose to use GM crops are small- 

scale farmers living in devel op ing coun tries.

[. . .]

[E]

[8] A recent Belgian study repor ted that “on average, two- thirds of the global bene fits are 

shared ‘down stream’, i.e., among domestic and foreign farmers and consumers, while only 

one- third is extrac ted ‘upstream’, i.e, by biotech no logy developers and seed suppli ers.”

Figure 5.3 Coherence prob lems around ‘bene fits’ and ‘(GM) corpor ate power’.
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Analogous to Derrida’s approach to reading – though obvi ously with a very 
differ ent approach to language and meaning – I have inter vened in the text 
by render ing visible a ‘trace’ – the colloc ate ‘global’. As a result of the inter-
ven tion, ‘global bene fits’ [8] now segues with [global] ‘corpor ate power’ [3]. 
One bene fi ciary of ‘global bene fits’ [8] are domestic and foreign farmers.

Let me now consider colloc a tion around ‘empower’ [5]. Its fourth highest 
lexical colloc ate is ‘local’ (693; t-score 26.0). Salient (local) bene fi ciar ies are 
‘people’ (2149; t-score 45.9), ‘communit ies’ (715; t-score 26.6) ‘women’ 
(589; t-score 24.1), ‘indi vidu als’ (386; t-score 19.6). In fact, ‘people’ is the 
highest lexical colloc ate of ‘empower’ and ‘communit ies’ the second highest. 
We can say that ‘empower’ has a local bene fi ciary semantic pref er ence 
(4.4.2). The ‘empower ing of small- scale farmers’ [5] chimes with this local 
bene fi ciary semantic pref er ence. In contrast to ‘local’, ‘global’ only occurs as 
a colloc ate of ‘empower’ 32 times (t-score, 5.6)).

What can be concluded from all this? There is a semantic tension which 
becomes easier to see once the above corpus analysis is conduc ted. As high-
lighted in Figure 5.3, in para graph [C], ‘global’ (GM) corpor ate power is 
contigu ous with ‘local’ bene fits for farmers but, in para graph [E], is 
contigu ous with ‘global’ bene fits in rela tion to farmers. This problem of 
coher ence, unre solved in the article, cuts across Little’s lexical link between 
‘power’ and ‘empower’ in para graph [C].

5.4.2 ‘Crops’ safety . . . health’

‘Scaremongers’ is in the sub- head line and ‘scare mon ger’ is used in the  
text – para graph [H]. The ‘scare mon ger ing’ is in rela tion to GM crops’ 
safety for human consump tion:

[12] Sadly, the article gave voice to those scare mon ger ing about GM 
crops (partic u larly those who ques tion the crops’ safety, even though 
more than two tril lion meals contain ing GM ingredi ents have been 
consumed, without a single substan ti ated example of harm to health) 
[my bold].

‘Harm to health’ [12] refers back to ‘GM crops’ safety’ [12]. I examine 
whether there is co- occur rence between these entit ies in UKWaC. Given the 
twenty- word gap between (GM) ‘safety’ and ‘health’ in sentence 12, I widened 
the word span of invest ig a tion to n ± 20. I first searched on ‘GM’ and then 
filtered concord ance lines for ‘safety’ within n ± 20. Then I gener ated collo-
ca tions within n ± 20. I found, indeed, that ‘health’ is a textual colloc ate 
(114; t-score 10.6), i.e. a textual colloc ate of ‘GM’ where ‘GM’ colloc ates 
with ‘safety’.8 However, I found as well that ‘envir on mental’ (83; t-score 
9.1) and ‘envir on ment’ (55; t-score 7.4) are textual colloc ates, and commonly 
co- occur with ‘health’ too, such as in the follow ing:
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Dr Drinah Nyirenda, exec ut ive director of Programme Against 
Malnutrition, said . . . there are large uncer tain ties over the safety of 
GM crops for health and the envir on ment [my bold].

Using the same filter ing proced ure, I also gener ated colloc a tions within n ± 20 
for the lemma of the adject ive safe. As with ‘safety’, I found that ‘health’ (43; 
t-score 6.5) and ‘envir on ment’ (51; t-score 7.1) are textual colloc ates, both 
colloc ates commonly co- occur ring with ‘safe’ such as in the follow ing:

Whether GM crops are safe to human health and the envir on ment is an 
over rid ing issue under EC Directive 90/220.

‘GM safe(ty)’, ‘health’ and/or ‘envir on ment’ commonly co- occur. However, 
in sentence 12 of Little’s argu ment, while ‘health’ colloc ates with ‘GM 
safety’, ‘envir on ment’ is not included as a colloc ate. We can make the judge-
ment, then, that discus sion of ‘GM crops’ safety’ [8] exhib its deficit from 
normal colloc a tion for the topic of GM. On the evid ence of the corpus, one 
might then accuse Little of the rhet or ical strategy of being ‘econom ical with 
the truth’, of ignor ing how GM safety is commonly discussed. Then again, 
the omis sion of discus sion of GM safety and the envir on ment may not have 
been delib er ate. Even so, as I shall show, it can be a hostage to fortune not 
to discuss a topic in terms of its normal colloc a tion.

What happens to the meaning of the text when we know normal colloc a-
tion for ‘GM safety’ includes ‘envir on ment’?

‘Food’ [2] could include GM food; ‘agri cul tural prac tices’ [2] could include 
GM agri cul tural prac tices. With know ledge that normal colloc a tion for 

[B]

[2] . . . we must find ways in which to produce more [GM] food while continu ing to reduce the 

impact our [GM] agri cul tural prac tices have on the envir on ment [but this could include 

poten tially unsafe impacts of GM, e.g. the possible cross- fertil isa tion between GM 

plants and non-GM plants] . . .

[. . .]

[H]

[12] Sadly, the article gave voice to those scare mon ger ing about GM crops (partic u larly 

those who ques tion the crops’ safety (for health), even though more than two tril lion 

meals contain ing GM ingredi ents have been consumed, without a single substan ti ated 

example of harm to health). [But ‘envir on ment’ is also a common colloc ate of 

‘GM safety’]

[my bold]

Figure 5.4 Coherence prob lems as a result of the colloc ate surplus ‘envir on ment’.
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GM ‘safety’ includes ‘envir on ment’, prob lems are created for the argu ment’s 
coher ence. I say this because Little could be construed in [2] as contend ing 
that GM food must be produced in a way which reduces its poten tially 
unsafe impact on the envir on ment! This unsafe impact could take place – as 
alleged in many source texts I found in UKWaC – through the possible cross- 
fertil isa tion between GM plants and non-GM plants. The unity of the argu-
ment here is thus disturbed by this know ledge of common colloc a tion 
(Figure 5.4). And, analog ous to Derrida’s posi tion – but on a very differ ent 
model of language – the argu ment can be read as saying some thing differ ent 
from what the author inten ded once we take account of the surplus colloc ate 
‘envir on ment’. In turn, ‘envir on ment’ in [2] can be viewed as a stray signi fier 
not doing Little’s argu ment much good.

In Section 5.4, via appro pri ations of Derrida’s ideas, I have produced an 
inter ven tion ist reading of a public sphere argu ment through the ‘Other of 
language’, reading the text though ‘traces’ of colloc a tion for how a topic is 
habitu ally discussed. Making these traces visible leads to decon struc tions in 
the argu ment’s coher ence. Since these decon struc tions would other wise 
remain invis ible for the reader not au fait with the topic, the method can 
thus be construed as a ‘spec tral’ form of analysis.

5.5 Deconstructive analysis: In surplus of normal 
colloc a tion

5.5.1 ‘Demonstrable global bene fits’

Consider the use of ‘bene fits’ in para graphs [E] and [F]:

[E]
[8] A recent Belgian study repor ted that “on average, two- thirds of 

the global bene fits are shared ‘down stream’, i.e. among domestic and 
foreign farmers and consumers, while only one- third is extrac ted 
‘upstream’, i.e, by biotech no logy developers and seed suppli ers.”

[9] In addi tion, a study published by Terri Raney, senior econom ist 
of the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the UN, recently pointed 
out: “The bene fits are shared by consumers, tech no logy suppli ers and 
adopt ing farmers, although non- adopt ing farmers are penal ised as their 
compet it ors achieve effi ciency gains they are denied.”

[F]
[10] With that senti ment in mind, Britain should be pursu ing a policy 

that recog nises the demon strable bene fits that agri cul tural tech no logy, 
includ ing GM, can bring.

In [8], no weblink is provided for the ‘recent Belgian study’, so we cannot 
check what these global bene fits are exactly. The second instance of ‘bene fits’ 
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[9] in para graph [E] is from a text written by Terri Raney, an econom ist for 
the UN. The weblink unhelp fully does not take us to this study but instead to 
the ‘Food and Agriculture Organisation of the UN’ (http://www.fao.org). 
However, on the basis of the text alone, I assume that Little intends ‘bene fits’ 
[9] to relate to ‘global bene fits’. After all, the title and para graph B have a 
global focus – the problem of ‘food secur ity’. While, in para graph [F], the 
focus moves to the policy Britain should be pursu ing, given the use of  
‘with that senti ment in mind’ I assume again that ‘bene fits’ are still meant  
to be under stood as ‘global’ ones. In other words, the cohe sion between 
‘demon strable bene fits’ [10] and ‘global bene fits’ [8] works through ellip sis – 
‘demon strable bene fits’ [10] is really ‘demon strable global bene fits’. Indeed, 
para graph [B] is specific about Britain having ‘a key role to play in helping’ to 
solve the problem of (global) food secur ity.

Interestingly, in UKWaC, I found that, while there are 78 instances of 
‘demon strable’ colloc at ing with ‘bene fits’ (t-score 8.8) and 50 instances of 
‘demon strable’ colloc at ing with ‘benefit’ (t-score 7), none of the n ± 4 co-
 texts for these colloc a tions include ‘global’. What can we conclude from all 
this? There is no evid ence that ‘demon strable global bene fits’ is normal 
colloc a tion. This helps substan ti ate an intu ition that making the claim – 
‘agri cul tural tech no logy includ ing GM’ has not just demon strable bene fits 
but demon strable global bene fits – is hyper bole and thus a rhet or ical 
strategy. This strategy is not so obvious since ‘global’ is ellip ted in Little’s 
use of ‘demon strable bene fits’ [10]. Thus, what we have in the expres sion 
‘demon strable (global) bene fits’ is the oppos ite of a deficit of normal colloc-
a tion: the colloc a tion is in surplus of the norm.

In order to confer normal colloc a tion, the ellip ted ‘global’ in ‘demon-
strable bene fits’ [6] needs to be deleted. This is indic ated via cross ing out in 
Figure 5.5. As a result, there is now cohes ive deficit between para graphs [E] 
and [F]. The lexical chain contain ing ‘global bene fits’ across these para graphs 
unravels (Figure 5.5).

[E]

[8] A recent Belgian study repor ted that “on average, two- thirds of the global bene fits are 

shared ‘down stream’, i.e., among domestic and foreign farmers”

“The (global) bene fits are shared by . . . adopt ing farmers . . .”

[F]

[10] With that senti ment in mind, Britain should be pursu ing a policy that recog nises the 

demon strable global bene fits that agri cul tural tech no logy, includ ing GM, can bring.

Figure 5.5  Deconstruction of cohe sion due to normal colloc a tion surplus of the ellip ted 
‘global’ in ‘demon strable global bene fits’.

http://www.fao.org
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5.5.2 ‘Tried and tested science’

A predom in ant lexical chain in the argu ment is one which relates science to 
tech no logy.

[A] Royal Society’s science-based study on food secur ity — anti-GM lobby — research

[B] research

[C] GM tech no logy — Royal Society

[D] GM tech no logy

[E] Belgian study — biotech no logy developers — study — tech no logy suppli ers

[F] agri cul tural tech no logy includ ing GM

[G] effi cient farming methods based on  tried and tested science

[H] science- based decision- making — anti- science activ ists did too.

Figure 5.6 Cohesion across the argu ment via ‘science’ and ‘tech no logy’.

The first sentence of para graph [A] contains the expres sion, ‘science- based 
study’. ‘Science’ does not appear again until para graph [G], in ‘tried and 
tested science’, and then again in para graph [H] where ‘science- based’ recurs 
and there is an echo of ‘anti-GM lobby’ [A] in ‘anti- science activ ists’ [H] 
(Figure 5.6). In using ‘science’ in this way, the text’s first and last para graphs 
are lexic ally symmet rical. This contrib utes to the rhet or ical dimen sion of the 
argu ment – the outro of the argu ment neatly echoes its intro. In contrast, in 
most of the para graphs in which science does not appear, cohe sion is insti-
tuted through use of ‘(GM) tech no logy’ [C, D, E, F]. In order to achieve 
lexical cohes ive symmetry towards the end of the article – the writer has to 
change from a cohes ive chain involving ‘tech no logy’ to one involving ‘science’. 
Little accom plishes this using ‘tried and tested science’ [G] as a bridge from 
the ‘tech nology’ cohes ive chain back to the ‘science’ cohes ive chain.

As I have already high lighted, in UKWaC, ‘tried and tested’ does not, 
however, colloc ate with ‘science’. In other words ‘tried and tested science’ is 
in surplus of normal colloc a tion. In contrast, there is frequency and stat ist-
ical evid ence that ‘tried and tested’ colloc ates with words such as ‘tech no-
logy’, ‘method’, ‘tech nique’, ‘formula’, ‘format’, ‘approach’. Given that 
these words can be grouped under a common meaning of applic a tion and/
or proced ure, we can say that ‘tried and tested’ carries a semantic pref er ence 
for applic a tion/proced ure words; ‘tried and tested’ plus ‘tech no logy’ is a 
specific example of this normal colloc a tion (79 instances; t-score 8.8).

I already showed in 5.2.4 what happens locally in the argu ment when I 
bestow normal colloc a tion. In other words, by delet ing the colloc a tion 
surplus of ‘science’, ‘We need science based decision- making’ [H] and ‘it’s 
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time the anti- science activ ists did too’ [H] become cohes ively adrift from 
para graph [G]. The effects of this cohes ive decon struc tion are not just local, 
however.

[A] Royal Society’s science-based study on food secur ity — anti-GM lobby — research

[B] research

[C] GM tech no logy — Royal Society

[D] GM tech no logy

[E] Belgian study — biotech no logy developers — study — tech no logy suppli ers

[F] agri cul tural tech no logy includ ing GM

[G] effi cient farming methods based on tried and tested science

[H] science- based decision- making — anti- science activ ists did too.

Figure 5.7 Deconstruction of cohe sion across the argu ment via ‘science’ and ‘tech no logy’.

Once the bridging expres sion of ‘tried and tested science’ buckles, there is a 
negat ive knock- on for the argu ment’s global cohe sion. The cohes ive link 
between ‘anti-GM lobby’ [A] and ‘anti- science activ ists’ [H] comes undone, 
thus render ing defect ive the rhet or ical intro/outro struc tur ing (Figure 5.7). 
Analogous to what Derrida does in his brand of decon struc tion, the surplus 
meaning of ‘science’ in ‘tried and tested science’ is a blind spot in the text, a 
stray signi fier that has a marked effect on the entire, appar ently stable 
cohes ive struc ture.

A possible chal lenge. Isn’t it an arbit rary choice to strike out ‘science’? 
Why not strike out ‘tried and tested’? There is a good reason for not doing 
the latter. Sentence 11 is a summary of previ ous points that GM is proven 
to be valu able and bene fi cial [5], [6], [7], [8], [9], [10], e.g.:

[C]
[6] [Small farmers] grow them because they work – produ cing more 
food from a lighter envir on mental foot print.

In the wider co- text of Little’s argu ment, ‘tried and tested’ [G] is not otiose. 
It is essen tial to the point he is making. GM has been tried over and over – 
and (allegedly) works. This is why I retain ‘tried and tested’ rather than 
cross ing it out.

The lack of evid ence in UKWaC for ‘tried and tested science’ draws our 
atten tion to its strange ness and prompts an explan a tion for its unusu al ity. 
This, I would argue, is due to its tauto log ous nature. Scientific know ledge is 
the result of exper i ment (‘trying out’) as well as testing of hypo theses. So, 
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one does not need to front ‘science’ with ‘tried and tested’. (Besides, scientific 
method works! It does not need to be continually tested). The issue is 
differ ent for ‘tech no logy’ since tech no lo gies usually need to be tested to see 
if they work. This is espe cially the case for tech no lo gies sold to the public 
which, obvi ously, need to be tested over and over to ensure safety. In 
contrast with ‘tried and tested science’, then, ‘tried and tested tech no logy’ is 
not a tauto logy. Until a tech no logy is tried and tested, we don’t know 
whether it is safe or not. It is also worth saying that since tech no logy is the 
applic a tion of science (Wolpert 1992), GM is a tech no logy and not a science. 
Being ‘anti’ the science of GM would actu ally mean being opposed to the 
science of genet ics. By analogy, being opposed to the tech no logy of nuclear 
power is not normally to be ‘anti’ the science of sub- atomic physics. On the 
import ance of using the science/tech no logy distinc tion accur ately in discus-
sion of GM, see Cook (2004: 81–82).

One more possible chal lenge: what if we gloss ‘science’ as ‘scientific 
method’? Given that ‘method’ is a common colloc ate of ‘tried and tested’, 
then wouldn’t the above decon struct ive analysis be prob lem at ised? An 
obvious counter to this chal lenge would be that ‘science’ is not equi val ent to 
‘scientific method’. The latter is just one part of ‘science’. But a better 
counter rests on lack of empir ical evid ence for the expres sion ‘tried and 
tested scientific method’. There are no results in UKWaC.

5.5.3 Summary and some meth od o lo gical issues

I have shown how Little’s argu ment can be decon struc ted by illu min at ing 
absences from and surpluses to normal colloc a tion as mined from a large 
corpus.9 I have in effect looked at the argu ment through the lenses of 
differ ent discurs ive subjectiv it ies. Doing so has led to decon struc tion in 
cohes ive struc ture, and thus to prob lems for the argu ment’s coher ence, or  
to decon struc tion in the argu ment’s coher ence irre spect ive of whether  
the argu ment retains cohe sion. Echoing Derrida, my proced ure has involved 
a double- reading: I tried to under stand the inten tions of the author before 
the decon struct ive analyt ical stage. And also analog ous with Derrida’s 
approach, my decon struct ive engage ment was not predestined. Since I  
did not know much about the topic of GM, I was build ing discurs ive 
subjectiv it ies largely from scratch. This meant I was viewing the text from a 
new perspect ive which, in turn, led to a fresh reading – one differ ent from 
how I origin ally engaged with the argu ment. With the various tensions 
revealed, the cred ib il ity of Little’s argu ment, in rela tion to how the topic of 
GM and sub- topics are normally discussed, was thrown into ques tion. 
Finally, I should be clear that I have not neces sar ily exhausted all cohes ive 
instabil ity nor those coher ence prob lems which are inde pend ent of cohes ive 
stabil ity.

Let me flag a few import ant things:
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• For discus sion of a topic, a very large corpus, such as UKWaC, can illu-
min ate what the stand ard colloc a tional terms are across a large number 
of texts regard less of how these colloc a tions are used in a speaker’s or 
writer’s eval u ation in the texts.

• The analyst needs to be careful that absence from normal colloc a tion 
may be a case of ellip sis. By this I mean that the author may have 
omitted a normal colloc ate because it featured earlier in the argu ment 
and so there is no need to repeat it; though a normal colloc ate is ‘missing’ 
in one part of the argu ment, the reader can supply this inform a tion.

• Absence of normal colloc a tion for the topic (or sub- topics) may not be 
delib er ate.

• The reduc tion of cred ib il ity of a public sphere argu ment is always relat ive 
to a specific corpus norm which reveals habitual discus sion of the topic.

In Chapter 10, I will go into detail on meth od o lo gical issues which ensue 
from analyses across Parts II and III.

5.6 Corroborating colloc a tion defi cits using world- 
wide-web search engines

At 1.5 billion words, UKWaC is a very big corpus. But it is small as compared 
with the biggest elec tronic ‘corpus’ of all – the World Wide Web. When we 
do not find an example of a colloc a tion from a public sphere argu ment in an 
aggreg ated corpus, if this colloc a tion is also not found in the World Wide 
Web – or exists very infre quently – then we have even firmer grounds for 
judging that there is deficit from normal colloc a tion in the argu ment.

On 27 July 2016, the web was estim ated to have 5 billion pages.10 If each 
page only contained 1,000 words – a highly conser vat ive estim ate – this 
would mean, on that date, it consisted of 5,000 billion words; that is, 3,333 
times the size of UKWaC. While the web is not a finite corpus and so 
cannot be stat ist ic ally analysed for colloc a tion, all the same, search engines 
do provide counts of multi- word units. In theory, this ought to help the 
researcher in appre ci at ing how commonly used a partic u lar expres sion is. In 
prac tice, however, search engine counts are often unre li able (Rayson et al., 
2012; Kilgarriff, 2007). When a search engine provides a very large count, 
it is usually only an estim ate. Moreover, differ ent search engines calcu late 
figures in differ ent ways. These repres ent disad vant ages for corpus analysts 
wishing to tap into many billions of words.

Yet, the converse of the above is that if a search engine returns a zero or 
very small count, and does this regu larly over a reas on able stretch of time, 
this figure is likely to be mean ing ful. That is, we can say with some con- 
fid ence that the expres sion does not exist or barely exists. In line with 
Rayson et al.’s (2012) recom mend a tions, it is import ant to use more than 
one search engine for corrob or a tion and over at least a two week period.  
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If the results are reas on ably stable over this period, then given the vast size 
of the web, corrob or ated zero or very low search engine counts for multi- 
word units would usefully tell us the follow ing: that zero or very low counts 
for the multi- word units that were absent in the corpus we used are not due 
to size constraints of this corpus.

The longer the search string, the more likely we will locate, on the web, 
the exact expres sion we are inter ested in. To illus trate the point, by using 
only ‘tried and tested science’ as a search expres sion in Google, unfor tu-
nately I received things like: ‘Science toys tried and tested: science is creat ive 
and good toys reflect that’. To help reduce this kind of ‘noise’, I increased 
the search expres sion to ‘based on tried and tested science’ – the actual 
string of words used in Little’s text. Table 5.2 shows the average results  
for ‘based on tried and tested science’ using three differ ent search engines 
over a 6 week period (23 December 2010 – 1 February 2011) a little more 
than a year after Little’s article was published (October 2009). Counts  
were gener ated at the begin ning, middle and end of this period and then an 
average calcu lated:

Table 5.2 Average search engine counts for ‘based on tried and tested science’ 
for the period 23 December 2010 to 1 February 2011

Bing Google Yahoo

based on tried and tested science 5 45 16
based on tried and tested tech no logy 10, 600 67, 300 10, 500

Interestingly, almost all the instances of ‘based on tried and tested science’ 
are versions of Julian Little’s article. For example, in the Google search, 43 
out of the 45 total hits are from his original article or vari ants of it. Also, 
these figures were very stable over a six- week period. We can say with some 
confid ence that the lack of the expres sion ‘tried and tested science’ in 
UKWaC is not due to size constraints of this corpus.

A possible chal lenge to what I’ve just done: by front ing ‘tried and tested 
science’ with ‘based on’, how do I really know that I am not prevent ing the 
gener a tion of many other six- word, and more than six- word, expres sions 
contain ing ‘tried and tested science’? Just because ‘based on tried and tested 
science’ is almost non- exist ent – other than in mostly versions of Julian 
Little’s text – this still does not mean that ‘tried and tested science’, in the 
way Little uses it, is virtu ally non- exist ent on the web. There’s not much I 
can do here to rebut this charge directly given the noise that is gener ated 
using the string ‘tried and tested science’ as a search expres sion. What I can 
do, though, is provide perspect ive. I also performed web searches for ‘based 
on tried and tested tech no logy’ using the same three engines and over the 
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same period. Table 5.2 also shows the figures for this expres sion. As the 
reader can see, there are many more instances of this expres sion than ‘based 
on tried and tested science’. Whilst one cannot completely rely on these 
figures in an abso lute sense, they are never the less useful relat ively speak ing. 
In other words, the discrep ancy in figures between ‘based on tried and tested 
science’ and ‘based on tried and tested tech no logy’ mirrors the discrep ancy 
found in UKWaC between ‘tried and tested science’ and ‘tried and tested 
tech no logy’.

Finally let me look at the other expres sion from Section 5.5 for which 
there was no hit in UKWaC – demon strable global bene fits. Table 5.3 shows 
the results of web searches for this expres sion. These results, thus, corrob-
or ate the finding from the UKWaC invest ig a tion. A similar counter here 
would be that there needs to be more flex ib il ity in the search expres sion. The 
sense of ‘demon strable global bene fits’ could be expressed differ ently such 
as in ‘global bene fits which are demon strable’ or ‘global bene fits that are 
demon strable’. I searched for these expres sions over the same period and the 
results returned were also zero (Table 5.3). Granted, though, there are other 
possible expres sions that contain this idea which I have not searched for.

Table 5.3 Search engine counts for ‘demon strable global bene fits’ for the 
period 23 December 2010 to 1 February 2011

Bing Google Yahoo

demon strable global bene fits 0 1 1
global bene fits that are demon strable 0 0 0
global bene fits which are demon strable 0 0 0

5.7 The corpus as inside- outside supple ment

5.7.1 Orientation

In Chapter 4, I rejec ted, on corpus linguistic grounds, Derrida’s non- concepts 
trace, différance and phar makon. I did not reject the idea of the supple ment, 
however. Unlike the non- concepts I have just mentioned, the supple ment is 
not an inven ted idea. With the supple ment, Derrida finds an exist ing notion, 
but complic ates it, high light ing its essen tial inside- outside nature. I view 
Derrida’s percep tion that the supple ment has an inside- outside nature, as 
well as a deficit- surplus nature, as a correct and valu able insight.

As I pointed out in Chapter 3, Derrida often decon structs texts through 
reading them via a supple ment (e.g. a foot note). In this chapter, I too have 
been reading a text via a supple ment – a giant corpus. Let me return to how 
I used UKWaC in Sections 5.4 and 5.5 to frame under stand ing of what I did 
via the logic of supple ment a tion.
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5.7.2 Simultaneous deficit and surplus in the argu ment 
relat ive to the supple ment

On the one hand, the UKWaC corpus was outside the argu ment, provid ing 
extra inform a tion about how the argu ment’s topic is normally discussed, 
e.g. the normal colloc a tion deficit of ‘envir on ment’ around ‘GM safety’. On 
the other hand, once we know from the corpus that ‘envir on ment’ commonly 
colloc ates with ‘GM safety’, then on the logic of supple ment a tion inside 
the argu ment we make up for the colloc ate defi ciency around ‘GM safety’ 
by includ ing ‘envir on ment’. In supple ment ing the argu ment in this way, 
‘envir on ment’ is in effect a surplus meaning.

5.7.3 No borders to the text of an argu ment

If we treat a corpus as an inside- outside supple ment to a public sphere argu-
ment, then it follows that we do not see a border to the argu ment. In reading 
an argu ment through its ‘traces’ of normal colloc a tion for the topics 
discussed, traces that can be ascer tained scru pu lously through consult ing a 
large corpus, we are auto mat ic ally oriented to what is outside the argu ment. 
In yet another appro pri ation from Derrida, then, this cross ing of textual 
borders is based on the ‘Other of language’, where the ‘Other’ here refers to 
habitual colloc ates.

I have so far referred to cohe sion quite gener ally. In fact, there are differ ent 
types. Let me now elab or ate these to help the reader gain a better perspect ive 
on this linguistic phenomenon and, in turn, better appre ci ate the kinds of 
cohes ive decon struc tions I high light in Parts II and III. Section 5.8 draws 
mostly on relev ant passages from Halliday and Matthiessen (2014) which 
form a more up- to-date state ment of the classic work on cohe sion, Halliday 
and Hasan (1976).

5.8 Types of cohe sion

For Halliday and Matthiessen (2014), there are basic ally two forms of  
cohe sion – lexical and gram mat ical.

5.8.1 Lexical cohe sion

Lexical cohe sion as we have seen in the analyses of this chapter takes place 
when a) lexical words are repeated – lexical reit er a tion – or b) where words 
from the same semantic field are used. Lexical reit er a tion in Little’s text is 
obvious enough, for instance, in the repeated use of the word ‘tech no logy’. 
Semantic field cohe sion is evident, for example, in para graph [H] where we 
have the words ‘crops’, ‘meals’, ‘ingredi ents’, ‘consumed’. All of these words 
relate to the semantic field of food consump tion.
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5.8.2 Grammatical forms of cohe sion

The other broad form of cohe sion is gram mat ical and there are four sub- types.

Reference

Where a gram mat ical word refers to some thing or someone that has been or 
will be mentioned:

Felicity Lawrence, in her article on the Royal Society’s science- based 
study on food secur ity

‘Her’ refers to ‘Felicity Lawrence’.

Substitution

Where a gram mat ical word substi tutes for a lexical word:

Parent: This lolly?
Child: No, I want this one.

This is not gram mat ical refer ence since ‘one’ does not refer to an afore men-
tioned lolly.

Ellipsis

Where one or more words are omitted from a sentence because they have 
already been mentioned and so can be recovered in reading. I high lighted in 
Section 5.5 that the cohe sion between ‘demon strable bene fits’ and ‘global 
bene fits’ works through ellip sis – ‘demon strable bene fits’ is really ‘demon-
strable global bene fits’.

Conjunction

This refers to logical links between clauses or between sentences. Conjunction 
sub- divides into addit ive, advers at ive and causal. I take each in turn. In the 
frag ment below, ‘and’ adds two clauses together:

food secur ity is one of the biggest chal lenges we face, and we must find 
ways in which to produce more food.

Thus, we have here addit ive conjunc tion.
Adversative conjunc tion is where one clause or sentence provides contrast 

with or oppos i tion to another:
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Lawrence wrote of the “concen tra tion of corpor ate power” regard ing 
GM crops. In fact, GM tech no logy has done much to empower small 
farmers . . .

‘In fact’ is a marker of advers at ive conjunc tion since it is alleged that  
GM empowers farmers despite what Felicity Lawrence might think. Other 
markers of advers at ive conjunc tion include ‘but’, ‘never the less’, ‘yet’, 
‘although’.

The final form of conjunc tion is causal. This is where there is a claim that 
the idea or thing expressed in a clause or sentence leads to another idea or 
thing. Causal conjunc tion can be seen in para graph [G] of Little’s text via 
the conjunc tion ‘if’:

[G] If we are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food 
at a fair price to consumers while safe guard ing our natural resources, 
they must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient farming 
methods based on tried and tested science.

Other causal conjunc tions include ‘because’, ‘there fore’, ‘thus’ and ‘so’.

5.9 Conclusion

Having rejec ted Derrida’s notions of différance, phar makon and trace in 
Chapter 4, in this chapter I have  appro pri ated elements of his vision of 
language and meaning as stim u lus for a data- driven way of showing how 
texts can be decon struc ted – specific ally public sphere argu ments. I have 
also borrowed some of Derrida’s reading proced ures. This approach – the 
first strand of the crit ical decon struct ive approach to the analysis of public 
sphere argu ments – shows where the cred ib il ity of an argu ment can signi fic-
antly reduce relat ive to how the topic (or sub- topics) is habitu ally discussed, 
regard less of how the topic is eval u ated. Through drawing on corpora and 
corpus linguistic method, relev ant absences from how a topic is normally 
discussed can be ascer tained. To appre ci ate relev ant absences, the analyst 
creates, in effect, discurs ive subjectiv it ies. I should stress that bestowal of 
normal colloc a tion on an argu ment does not neces sar ily lead to unrav el ling 
of its cohes ive struc ture and thus loss of coher ence. It depends on the nature 
of the argu ment. Moreover, decon struc tion cannot just be assumed; it needs 
to be demon strated.

So it is clear how I have appro pri ated Derrida’s ideas about language 
together with his reading proced ures, let me couch what I outlined at the 
end of Chapter 3 in terms of what I have done in this chapter.
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5.9.1 Background assump tions for why the cohes ive 
struc ture of a public sphere argu ment poten tially unravels:

• a public sphere argu ment may appear cohes ive (on the page) and 
coher ent (in reading) because of relev ant inform a tion which has been 
excluded (delib er ately or inad vert ently).

• the text over runs its borders since the analyst looks at ‘the Other of 
language’ – norms of colloc a tion, collig a tion and semantic pref er ence 
for words relat ing to the text’s topic (or sub- topics) which can only be 
iden ti fied rigor ously using a very large corpus; these norms could also 
go beyond the prim ings of the analyst should they not know the topic 
(very well).

• decon struc tion in an argu ment depends on differ ence – the differ ence 
between colloc a tion in the argu ment and the corpus norm.

• stray signi fic a tion – blind spots of colloc a tion deficit or surplus in a  
text – which the argu ment’s author and/or analyst may well not notice 
without access to a very large corpus.

• the whole text struc ture can fall apart because of one surplus meaning 
(or deficit meaning) which derives from bestow ing normal colloc a tion 
in the argu ment.

• supple ment ary meaning which is simul tan eously outside the text and 
‘inside’.

In chapters 6–9, the reader will continue to see the above themes reflec ted. 
In addi tion, analog ous to Derrida’s work, they will see that the impres sion 
of stabil ity at the centre of a public sphere argu ment’s struc ture is depend ent 
on mean ings which are pushed to the margins (and thus are not so readily 
appar ent). Marginal elements in public sphere argu ments that I will explore, 
again echoing Derrida, include casual meta phor and a supple ment to web- 
based texts – hyper links. Moreover, continu ing to use Derrida as stim u lus, 
I high light how the inten tions of a public sphere argu ment can be disturbed 
where it can be revealed that its categor ies obscure important differ ence.

5.9.2 To engage with a public sphere argu ment is:

• to describe its cohes ive struc ture and complic ate it, high light ing how it 
might trans form relat ive to the recur rent content of a corpus supple ment.

• to produce a double- reading – under stand ing the argu ment in its own 
terms, trying to ascer tain the inten tions of the author, before showing 
where the argu ment poten tially exceeds these inten tions relat ive to a 
discurs ive subjectiv ity.

• to read from ‘outside’ of the argu ment using a corpus supple ment.
• to show how a corpus supple ment to the argu ment illu min ates colloc a-

tion deficit or surplus within the text.
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• to appre ci ate the argu ment’s ‘spec tral’ mean ings.
• to inter vene in the argu ment by reading it via ‘traces’ of normal collo-

cation for discus sion of a topic.
• to create discurs ive subjectiv it ies which enable illu min a tion in the argu-

ment of relev ant absences.
• to appre ci ate how relev ant absences from the argu ment affect its pres-

ences.
• to produce a non- predestined decon struct ive reading. Ideally, inform a-

tion on habitual colloc ates for discus sion of a topic is new inform a tion 
for the analyst because they are unfa mil iar with the topic or do not 
know it in any depth. The reader is not then tread ing water but swim-
ming to new shores.

Chapter 6 contin ues with the first analyt ical strand. In partic u lar, it shows 
some advant ages of this proced ure over the tradi tional approach of argu-
ment recon struc tion in critical thinking.

Notes
 1 For inform a tion on the British National Corpus, see http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.

uk/corpus/index.xml [accessed July 2016].
 2 The UK Web as Corpus (UKWaC) was built in 2007. From inform a tion on the 

Sketch Engine website, avail able at http://www.sketchen gine.co.uk/ where 
UKWaC can be accessed. It consists of 1,318,047,961 words and 1,565,274,190 
tokens [website accessed July 2016]. UKWaC derives from World Wide Web 
sites with a UK Internet domain name, and contains a wide variety of topics and 
registers. Since the aim was to build a corpus of British English, only UK Internet 
domains were included (see Ferraresi et al. 2008).

 3 By lack of normal colloc a tion, I am not refer ring to playful, creat ive colloc a tion, 
such as high lighted in Partington’s (1998) corpus- assisted study. Playful, creat ive 
colloc a tion is usually inap pro pri ate in the serious genre of argu ment.

 4 For more inform a tion on t- score, see Barnbrook (1996).
 5 On the cohe sion / coher ence distinc tion, see de Beaugrande and Dressler (1981); 

Fairclough (1992: passim), Widdowson (2007: 49–51).
 6 Here I invoke what is popularly known as ‘Occam’s razor’ asso ci ated with the 

medi eval philo sopher William of Occam (or Ockham): ‘Entities should not be 
multi plied without neces sity’.

 7 In the 21st century, given the preval ence and huge economic power of trans-
national corpor a tions, such as GM compan ies, the strong asso ci ation between 
corpor ate power and global in UKWaC is hardly surpris ing; see, for example: 
http://www.glob al policy.org/compon ent/content/article/221/47211.html 
[accessed July 2016].

 8 Hoey (2005) uses the term ‘textual colloc a tion’ to refer to words in a text which 
frequently co- occur within a wider word span than n±4: ‘Every word is primed 
to parti cip ate in, or avoid, partic u lar types of cohes ive rela tion in a discourse; 
these are its textual colloc a tions’ (Hoey 2005: 13).

 9 Alan Partington makes an import ant case for the role of corpus linguistic method 
in disclos ing absence. See Partington (2014).

10 Available at http://www.world wideweb size.com/ [accessed July 2016].

http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/corpus/index.xml
http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/corpus/index.xml
http://www.sketchen gine.co.uk/
http://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/221/47211.html
http://www.worldwidewebsize.com/
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Chapter 6

Bypassing chal lenges of  
recon struc tion

6.1 Introduction

6.1.1  Orientation

If we want to assess an argu ment’s logical struc ture, we have to recon struct 
it. This is a stand ard assump tion in crit ical think ing. Reconstruction can be 
straight for ward if the author has care fully construc ted their argu ment, 
showing clearly how premises lead to a conclu sion. However, as I pointed out 
in Chapter 2, some times authors make it arduous – acci dent ally or delib er-
ately – for us to rebuild an argu ment’s logical struc ture. Such diffi culties arise 
for a number of reasons. One may be an author’s styl istic clum si ness; another 
might be delib er ate obfus ca tion since the author perceives their argu ment as 
weak. The latter might be achieved, for example, through use of vague ness 
and irrel ev ance. Another stand ard problem with recon struc tion of the logical 
struc ture is recov er ing inten ded impli cit premises; this is espe cially diffi cult if 
the reader cannot easily ascer tain the relev ance of certain inform a tion.

As should be clear by now, one eval u at ive basis of the decon struct ive 
approach I am propos ing is the stabil ity of a public sphere argu ment’s cohe-
sion, and thus whether or not the argu ment is coher ent, rather than logic ally 
accept able; identi fy ing the cohes ive struc ture of an argu ment, as a set of 
surface features, is usually a much more straight for ward busi ness than 
compre hens ively captur ing the logical struc ture of an argu ment. This means 
that if crit ical assess ment of an argu ment’s logical struc ture is hampered by 
incom plete recon struc tion of all premises relev ant to a conclu sion, this 
decon struct ive strategy can still poten tially facil it ate an altern at ive crit ical 
engage ment with the argu ment. This is what I will show in this chapter. In 
order to do this, my attempted reconstruction of an argument will include 
taking account of its cohesive structure.

6.1.2  Organisation

The data of Chapter 6 is a public sphere argu ment written by the late polit-
ical journ al ist, Christopher Hitchens, which in 2008 sought to justify the 
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inva sion of Iraq in 2003 by the US-led coali tion. Echoing 5.3, I need to trace 
cohes ive chains system at ic ally across the text in order to under stand accur-
ately how Hitchens frames this topic. To help in their iden ti fic a tion, I employ 
WMatrix, a soft ware tool I used in 4.5.3. As I show, it has advan tages over 
a tool such as AntConc for reveal ing semantic field cohes ive chains, espe-
cially where the text is long. For the decon struct ive analysis, I draw on a 
differ ent big corpus from the one I used in Chapter 5. This is a 2-billion word 
corpus, the Oxford English Corpus. Lastly, after identi fy ing Hitchens’ argu-
ments, I discuss some prob lems I encountered in their recon struc tion. I go on 
to show how a decon struct ive analysis of their cohesive structure circum-
vents these frus tra tions thus enabling crit ical engage ment with this text.

6.2 Hitchens’ argu ment and the iden ti fic a tion of 
its cohes ive struc ture

6.2.1 Orientation

Hitchens’ text is titled ‘How did I get Iraq wrong? I didn’t’. It appeared in 
Slate.com, an English language online current affairs and culture magazine, 
on 17 March 2008, five years after the US-led inva sion.1 Christopher 
Hitchens, though born in the UK, also held American citizen ship (which 
explains his use of the inclus ive ‘we’ in the text). The text has 1,171 words. 
There are seven para graphs in total, which I have labelled A-G. There are 35 
sentences; numbers in square brack ets below and in the rest of the chapter 
refer to sentence numbers in Hitchens’ text.

Title: ‘How did I get Iraq wrong? I didn’t’.
(A)
[1] An ‘anniversary’ of a ‘war’ is in many ways the least useful occa-

sion on which to take stock of some thing like the Anglo-American 
inter ven tion in Iraq, if only because any such formal observ ance involves 
the assump tion that a) this is, in fact, a war and b) it is by that defin i tion 
an excep tion from the rest of our engage ment with that country and 
that region.

[2] I am one of those who, for example, believes that the global 
conflict that began in August 1914 did not conclus ively end, despite a 
series of ‘fragile truces’, until the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union.

[3] This is not at all to redefine warfare and still less to contex tu al ize 
it out of exist ence.

[4] But when I wrote the essays that go to make up A Long Short 
War: The Postponed Liberation of Iraq, I was express ing an impa tience 
with those who thought that hostil it ies had not really ‘begun’ until 
George W. Bush gave a certain order in the spring of 2003.

http://www.Slate.com
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(B)
[5] Anyone with even a glan cing acquaint ance with Iraq would have 

to know that a heavy U.S involve ment in the affairs of that country began 
no later than 1968, with the role played by the CIA in the coup that ulti-
mately brought Saddam Hussein’s wing of the Baath Party to power.

[6] Not much more than a decade later, we come across persuas ive 
evid ence that the United States at the very least acqui esced in the Iraqi 
inva sion of Iran, a decision that helped inflict moral and mater ial damage 
of an order to dwarf anything that has occurred in either country recently.

[7] In between, we might note minor epis odes such as Henry 
Kissinger’s faux support to Kurdish revolu tion ar ies, encour aging them 
to believe in American support and then abandon ing and betray ing 
them in the most brutal and cynical fashion.

(C)
[8] If you can bear to keep watch ing this flick er ing news reel, it will take 

you all the way up to the moment when Saddam Hussein, too, switches 
sides and courts Washington, being most in favor in our nation’s capital 
at the precise moment when he is engaged in a campaign of exterm in a tion 
in the north ern provinces and retain ing this same favor until the very 
moment when he decides to ‘engulf’ his small Kuwaiti neigh bor.

[9] In every decision taken subsequent to that, from the decision to 
recover Kuwait and the decision to leave Saddam in power to the 
decisions to impose inter na tional sanc tions on Iraq and the decision to 
pass the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998, stating that long- term coex ist ence 
with Saddam’s regime was neither possible nor desir able, there was a 
really quite high level of public parti cip a tion in our foreign policy.

[10] We were never, if we are honest with ourselves, ‘lied into war’.
[11] We became stead ily more aware that the option was contin ued 

collu sion with Saddam Hussein or a decision to have done with him.
[12] The pres id ent’s speech to the United Nations on Sept. 12, 2002, 

laying out the considered case that it was time to face the Iraqi tyrant, 
too, with this choice, was easily the best speech of his two- term tenure 
and by far the most misun der stood.

(D)
[13] That speech is widely and wrongly believed to have focused on 

only two aspects of the problem, namely, the refusal of Saddam’s regime 
to come into compli ance on the resol u tions concern ing weapons of 
mass destruc tion and the involve ment of the Baathists with a whole 
nexus of nihil ist and Islamist terror groups.

[14] Baghdad’s outrageous flout ing of the resol u tions on compli ance 
(if not neces sar ily the main ten ance of blatant, as opposed to latent, 
WMD capa city) remains a huge and easily demon strable breach of 
inter na tional law.

[15] The role of Baathist Iraq in forward ing and aiding the merchants 
of suicide terror actu ally proves to be deeper and worse, on the latest 
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profes sional estim ate, than most people had ever believed or than the 
Bush admin is tra tion had ever sugges ted.

(E)
[16] This is all over shad owed by the unar gu able hash that was made 

of the inter ven tion itself.
[17] But I would nonethe less main tain that this incom pet ence doesn’t 

condemn the enter prise whole sale.
[18] A much- wanted war crim inal was put on public trial.
[19] The Kurdish and Shiite major ity was rescued from the ever- 

present threat of a renewed geno cide.
[20] A huge, hideous milit ary and party appar atus, direc ted at internal 

repres sion and external aggres sion, was (perhaps over hastily) dismantled.
[21] The largest wetlands in the region, habitat of the historic Marsh 

Arabs, have been largely recu per ated.
[22] Huge fresh oilfields have been found, includ ing in formerly oil- free 

Sunni provinces, and some import ant initial invest ment in them made.
[23] Elections have been held, and the outline of a federal system has 

been proposed as the only altern at ive to a) a sectarian despot ism and b) 
a sectarian parti tion and frag ment a tion.

[24] Not unim port antly, a battle field defeat has been inflic ted on 
al-Qaida and its surrog ates, who (not without some Baathist collab or a-
tion) had hoped to consti tute the successor regime in a failed state and 
an imploded society.

[25] Further afield, a perfectly defens ible case can be made that the 
Syrian Baathists would not have evac u ated Lebanon, nor would the 
Qaddafi gang have turned over Libya’s (much higher than anti cip ated) 
stock of WMD if not for the ripple effect of the removal of the region’s 
keystone dictat or ship.

(F)
[26] None of these posit ive devel op ments took place without a  

good deal of bungling and cruelty and unin ten ded consequences of  
their own.

[27] I don’t know of a satis fact ory way of eval u at ing one against the 
other any more than I quite know how to balance the disgrace of Abu 
Ghraib, say, against the digging up of Saddam’s immense network of 
mass graves.

[28] There is, however, one posi tion that nobody can honestly hold 
but that many people try their best to hold.

[29] And that is what I call the Bishop Berkeley theory of Iraq, 
whereby if a country collapses and succumbs to trauma, and it’s not our 
imme di ate fault or direct respons ib il ity, then it doesn’t count, and we 
are not involved.

[30] Nonetheless, the very thing that most repels people when they 
contem plate Iraq, which is the chaos and misery and frag ment a tion 
(and the delib er ate intens i fic a tion and augment a tion of all this by the 
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jihadists), invites the ines cap able ques tion: What would post-Saddam 
Iraq have looked like without a coali tion pres ence?

(G)
[31] The past years have seen us both shamed and threatened by the 

implic a tions of the Berkeleyan atti tude, from Burma to Rwanda to Darfur.
[32] Had we decided to attempt the right thing in those cases (you 

will notice that I say ‘attempt’ rather than ‘do’, which cannot be known 
in advance), we could as glibly have been accused of embark ing on ‘a 
war of choice’.

[33] But the thing to remem ber about Iraq is that all or most choice 
had already been forfeited.

[34] We were already deeply involved in the life- and-death struggle 
of that country, and March 2003 happens to mark the only time that 
we ever decided to inter vene, after a protrac ted and open public debate, 
on the right side and for the right reasons.

[35] This must, and still does, count for some thing.
(© 2008, Washington Post)

6.2.2 Using WMatrix soft ware to help identify cohes ive 
chains in Hitchens’ argu ment

Detecting semantic field cohe sion

In Chapter 5, I showed how a corpus tool is useful for estab lish ing cohes ive 
chains in a text. The kind of lexical cohe sion that a tool like AntConc is 
useful for – since it can estab lish word frequen cies – is lexical reit er a tion 
(5.8.1). However, lexical cohe sion can also operate through use of differ ent 
lexis from the same semantic field (Definition Box 2.1). AntConc cannot 
group words from the same semantic field together, so I needed to identify 
this kind of cohe sion by hand in Chapter 5. Usefully, the soft ware tool, 
WMatrix (Rayson, 2009) can help with this proced ure. WMatrix groups 
semantic ally similar words together using ‘a semantic tagger’.2 As I explained 
in Chapter 4, this is a soft ware program which brack ets words into semantic 
fields on the basis of a pre- configured lexicon. So, for example, with the 
semantic tagger that WMatrix uses, the words, ‘tanks’, ‘milit ary’, ‘soldier’ 
are tagged with the semantic field ‘WARFARE, DEFENCE AND THE 
ARMY’. That WMatrix groups semantic ally related words in this way can 
signi fic antly reduce labour, selec tion bias and error in identi fy ing semantic 
field cohes ive chains across a text, espe cially where it is long.

Semantic fields and stat ist ical signi fic ance

WMatrix has access to refer ence corpora (4.5.1). A refer ence corpus, just like 
a single text, can be tagged for its semantic fields. The reference corpora  
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in WMatrix, currently around 1 million words each, have been tagged for 
semantic inform a tion. Since I am focusing on written arguments, I use a 
reference corpus consisting only of written texts, the BNC written sampler.3 
Using WMatrix to compare semantic fields in a public sphere argu ment with 
the semantic fields of a refer ence corpus illu min ates the stat ist ical signi fic ance 
of the former. If a semantic field in an argu ment is stat ist ic ally signi fic ant – it 
is a ‘key semantic field’ (4.5.4) – this can help the analyst see the furthest 
reach ing cohes ive chains in a relat ively long argu ment. The stat ist ical metric 
used in WMatrix is log like li hood (see Dunning 1993). In WMatrix, a log 
like li hood value of 7 is stat ist ic ally signi fic ant (p < 0.01);4 so if a semantic 
field in a text is found to have a log like li hood value of 7, then it is a key 
semantic field. The size of the log like li hood value 7 is propor tional to the 
stat ist ical signi fic ance of the semantic field.

Care in use of quant it at ive semantic data

It is import ant to tread cautiously with key semantic fields. This is because 
it is possible that a key semantic field consists of one word if that word is 
unusual relat ive to the refer ence corpus (4.5.3). Where a key semantic field 
consists of several words, these are more likely to be worth explor ing as 
contrib ut ors to global cohes ive struc ture. Table 6.1 contains all the semantic 
fields in Hitchens’ text which have stat ist ical signi fic ance, i.e. log like li hood 
values  7, and where the frequency for words subsumed under the semantic 
fields is greater than 1. Words subsumed under the semantic field DECIDED 
(log like li hood, 36.5; frequency 12), for example, will be worth invest ig-
at ing for their contri bu tion to the cohe sion of Hitchens’ text.

Care also needs to be exer cised in basing judge ments of cohe sion on the 
basis of tagged data. First, the semantic tagger that WMatrix uses has an 
accur acy of 92 per cent. Second, being a soft ware programme with a pre- 
configured lexicon, this tagger has little scope for the kind of discern ing 
semantic judge ments that a human mind can make. Human judge ments of 
cohes ive chain ing may be based on co- textual inform a tion, some thing which 
a tagger is limited in replic at ing. For example, in the PARTICIPATING 
semantic field (Table 6.1), the words ‘inter ven tion’ [1], ‘parti cip a tion’ [9], 
‘inter ven tion’ [16] and ‘inter vene’ [34] are part of a cohes ive chain in  
Hitchens’ text which relates to US involve ment in Iraq, while ‘collab or a tion’ 
[24] is not.

In a nutshell, the tagging facil ity of WMatrix is very useful because it 
helps the analyst compre hens ively to trace cohes ive chains across relat ively 
large texts and in so doing signi fic antly reduce labour, selec tion bias and 
error. But it is import ant to make sure that the soft ware analysis of semantic 
meaning is corrob or ated by human judge ments of semantic meaning. In 
Section 6.3, I bear all this in mind when I recon struct argu ments in Hitchens’ 
text in rela tion to their cohes ive struc ture.
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Table 6.1 Statistically signi fic ant (‘key’) semantic fields in Hitchens’ text where 
the total number of words subsumed under the semantic fields is greater than 
1; gener ated using WMatrix (Rayson, 2009)

SEMANTIC FIELD Log like-
li hood

Frequency Words in semantic field poten tially 
feeding into a cohes ive chain

(numbers in curved brack ets indic ate 
indi vidual word frequency)

DECIDED 36.5 12 decision (5), resol u tions (2), decided 
(2), decides (1), decision_taken (1), 
decisions (1).

TIME GENERAL 18.0  3 ever (3).
SIZE: BIG 13.7  4 huge (3), largest (1).
GEOGRAPHICAL 
NAMES

 9.8 31 Iraq (10), Kurdish (2), Iraqi (2), 
Washington (1), Northern_provinces 
(1), Kuwaiti (1), Kuwait (1), nation 
(1), Baghdad (1), marsh (1),  
Arabs (1), Syrian (1), Lebanon (1), 
Libya (1), Burma (1), Rwanda (1), 
Berlin (1), Soviet (1), Iran (1), 
American (1).

WARFARE, 
DEFENCE AND 
THE ARMY

14.5 13 war (5), WMD (2), war_crim inal (1), 
milit ary (1), weapons (1), battle field 
(1), warfare (1), inva sion (1).

NEGATIVE  9.3 20 not (11), n’t (3), nor (2), neither (1), 
none (1), not_really (1), no (1).

TIME: NEW and 
YOUNG

 8.3  3 latest (1), recently (1),  
revolu tion ar ies (1).

PARTICIPATING  7.6  5 inter ven tion (2), parti cip a tion (1), 
collab or a tion (1), inter vene (1).

QUANTITIES: 
MANY / MUCH

 7.11  4 most (3), major ity (1).

6.3 Reconstructing Hitchens’ argu ments in  
rela tion to cohes ive struc ture

6.3.1 Not ‘extract ing’ propos i tions, but leaving cohe sion 
intact

I recon struct Hitchens’ text into three sub- argu ments, two of which (and 
possibly all three) are related via a supra- argu ment; I order my iden ti fic a tion 
of these argu ments as they appear in Hitchens’ text. Some of the recon struc-
tion I found frus trat ing; I indic ate portions of the recon struc tion that I am 
unsure of with large ques tion marks. The reason I report my attempt to 
recon struct Hitchens’ text into differ ent sub- argu ments is so I can go on to 
show the advant ages of the decon struct ive strategies of this book for circum-
vent ing recon struct ive chal lenges.
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In 6.6 and 6.7, my focus will be explor ing whether or not the coher ence 
of argu ments in Hitchens’ text is stable. Because of this, my iden ti fic a tion of 
premises and conclu sions retains the language of the text, and thus its 
cohes ive devices, as far as possible.5 Moreover, my recon struc tion high lights 
how words from key semantic fields in Table 6.1 provide import ant cohe-
sion in the argu ments.

6.3.2 Sub-argu ment 1: The 2003 Anglo-American 
inter ven tion in Iraq was not an excep tion from US 
involve ment in Iraq and so not a discrete war

The essence of sub- argu ment 1 is that the 2003 inter ven tion is not a separ ate 
war. It is, instead, yet one more instance of a long involve ment in Iraq for 
the US. The repe ti tion of words subsumed under the key semantic field 
DECIDED is a crucial part of the cohe sion of sub- argu ment 1 (bold in 
Figure 6.1). There are also terms from the key semantic field WARFARE, 
DEFENCE AND THE ARMY (under lin ing in Figure 6.1).

Premise: A war between two coun tries is by defin i tion an excep tion in how those two 

coun tries engage with one another. [1]

Premise: Hostilities did not begin in 2003 (though it is unclear in Hitchens’ text when 

they did begin). [4]

Premise: Heavy US involve ment in the affairs of Iraq began no later than 1968. [5]

Premise: [There was] a decision by the US to acqui esce in the Iraqi inva sion of 

Iran. [6]

Premise: Kissinger [gives] faux support for Kurdish revolu tion ar ies. [7]

Premise: Saddam Hussein courts Washington. [8]

Premise: Saddam Hussein decides to ‘engulf’ Kuwait. [8]

Premise: There was a really quite high level of public parti cip a tion in US foreign 

policy in decisions taken to recover Kuwait, the decision to leave Saddam 

in power; the decision to impose inter na tional sanc tions on Iraq; the 

decision to pass the 1998 Iraq Liberation Act. [9]

Premise: Baghdad outrageous[ly] flouted the resol u tions on WMD compli ance. 

[13,14]

Premise: We became stead ily more aware that the option was contin ued collu sion 

with Saddam or a decision to have done with him. [11]
_________________________________________________________________________

Conclusion: We were never . . . ‘lied into war’ [10], i.e. the ‘Anglo-American inter ven tion 

in Iraq’ [1] was not a discrete war but a continu ation of US involve ment in 

Iraq since (no later than) 1968.

Figure 6.1 Reconstruction of sub- argu ment 1.
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6.3.3 Sub- argu ment 2: Though incom pet ent, the Iraq  
inter ven tion has posit ive consequences

This argu ment is directly relev ant to the title of Hitchens’ text: ‘How did I get 
Iraq wrong? I didn’t’. That is to say, in sub- argu ment 2, Hitchens provides a 
series of reasons why, in his opinion, posit ives flowed from the inter ven tion. 
Four terms from the key semantic field, WARFARE, DEFENCE AND THE 
ARMY, are used (under lin ing in Figure 6.2). Three of the four terms from the 
key semantic field, SIZE: BIG, feature in sub- argu ment 2 (italics in Figure 6.2). 
These provide cohe sion across sub- argu ment 2, perhaps rhet or ic ally, to the 
extent that the posit ives of the inter ven tion were size ably signi fic ant.

Premise: A much- wanted war crim inal was put on public trial. [18]

Premise: The Kurdish and Shiite major ity was rescued from the ever- present threat 

of a renewed geno cide. [19]

Premise: A huge, hideous milit ary and party appar atus, direc ted at internal repres-

sion and external aggres sion was (perhaps over hastily) dismantled. [20]

Premise: The largest wetlands in the region, habitat of the historic Marsh Arabs, have 

been largely recu per ated. [21]

Premise: Huge fresh oilfields have been found, includ ing in formerly oil- free Sunni 

provinces, and some import ant initial invest ment in them made. [22]

Premise: Elections have been held, and the outline of a federal system has been 

proposed as the only altern at ive to a) a sectarian despot ism and b) a 

sectarian parti tion and frag ment a tion. [23]

Premise: Not unim port antly, a battle field defeat has been inflic ted on al-Qaida and 

its surrog ates, who (not without some Baathist collab or a tion) had hoped to 

consti tute the successor regime in a failed state and an imploded  

society. [24]

Premise: Further afield, a perfectly defens ible case can be made that the Syrian 

Baathists would not have evac u ated Lebanon, nor would the Qaddafi gang 

have turned over Libya’s (much higher than anti cip ated) stock of WMD if not 

for the ripple effect of the removal of the region’s keystone dictat or ship. [25]
_________________________________________________________________________

Conclusion: Although the prosec u tion of the inter ven tion ‘was a hash’, the whole enter-

prise should not be condemned. [16,17]

Figure 6.2 Reconstruction of sub- argu ment 2.

6.3.4 Sub- argu ment 3: implic a tion of moral superi or ity of 
Iraq inter ven tion

For Hitchens, inter ven ing in Burma, Darfur and Rwanda would have been 
‘the right thing’ to have attemp ted [32]. Sub- argu ment 3 appears to make 
the point that, because the Iraq inter ven tion took place, it is morally super ior 
to the lack of inter ven tions in Burma, Darfur and Rwanda. There is one 
word from the key semantic field DECIDED (bold in Figure 6.3). There is 
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one instance of a term from WARFARE, DEFENCE AND THE 
ARMY (under lin ing in Figure 6.3). This instance – ‘war’ – is in the expres-
sion ‘war of choice’, which Hitchens places in inver ted commas. Hitchens’ 
qual i fic a tion of ‘war’ here links back to the qual i fied use of ‘war’ in sub- 
argu ment 1.

6.3.5 Supra- argu ment and links to the sub- argu ments

The last substant ive sentence in the argu ment is [34].6 This is a signi fic ant 
sentence for the entire argu ment. Sentence [34] stitches together sub- argu-
ments 1 and 3, and possibly also sub- argu ment 2, into a supra- argu ment. 
This is done, in part, via the key semantic fields of DECIDED and 
PARTICIPATING:

[34] We were already deeply involved in the life- and death struggle 
[cohes ive link to sub- argu ment 1] of that country, and March 2003 
happens to mark the only time that we ever decided [cohes ive link to 
sub- argu ment 1 and sub- argu ment 3] to inter vene [cohes ive link to sub- 
argu ment 1], after a protrac ted and open public debate, on the right 
side and for the right reasons [cohes ive link to sub- argu ment 3] [cohes ive 
link to sub- argu ment 2?] [my bold]

I attempt an inter pret a tion of the supra- argu ment in Figure 6.4:

Premise: If a country collapses and succumbs to trauma and it’s not our 

direct respons ib il ity then we are not involved (Bishop Berkeley 

theory of Iraq). [29]

Premise: We have been shamed by the implic a tions of the Berkeleyan  

atti tude from Burma to Rwanda to Darfur. [31]

Implicit premise?: Potential inter ven tions into Burma, Rwanda or Darfur would be 

human it arian.

Premise: Had we decided to attempt the right thing in Burma, Rwanda, 

Darfur, we could as glibly have been accused of embark ing on a 

‘war of choice’. [32]

Implicit premise?: Potential human it arian inter ven tions into Burma, Rwanda or Darfur 

would have a moral (‘right’) basis.

Premise: All choice had been forfeited re Iraq. [33]

Implicit premise?: The inter ven tion into Iraq was human it arian.
_________________________________________________________________________

Implied conclu sion?: The inter ven tion into Iraq was morally super ior to the absence of 

human it arian inter ven tions into Burma, Rwanda and Darfur.

Figure 6.3 Reconstruction of sub- argu ment 3.
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Having iden ti fied the argu ments in rela tion to their cohes ive struc ture as far 
as I can, I could just start explor ing whether or not there is cohes ive 
instabil ity relat ive to find ings from a large corpus for how the Iraq War was 
habitu ally discussed. In Section 6.4, however, I discuss some prob lems I 
exper i enced with my iden ti fic a tion of the logical struc ture of Hitchens’ 
argu ments which, in turn, hinder crit ical assess ment of their accept ab il ity. 
The reason for this discus sion is so the reader will appre ci ate, later in the 
chapter, how a digital decon struct ive analysis of cohesive structure can 
circum vent such prob lems by facil it at ing an altern at ive form of crit ical 
engage ment with the argu ment.

6.4 Problems in identi fy ing Hitchens’ argu ments

6.4.1 Sub- argu ment 3 and implic a tion of moral superi or ity 
of Iraq inter ven tion

Relevance of the refer ences to Burma, Darfur, Rwanda

I found sub- argu ment 3 allus ive. Interventions in Burma, Darfur (a region of 
Sudan) and Rwanda – if they had occurred – would have been human it arian 
ones for the purposes of prevent ing (worsen ing) geno cide.7 Hitchens does 

Sub- argu ment 1

+

Premises: ‘Saddam’s regime refused to come into compli ance on the resol u tions concern ing 

weapons of mass destruc tion’. [13]

‘[There was] involve ment of the Baathists with a whole nexus of nihil ist and Islamist terror 

groups’. [13]

+

? Other reasons from Bush’s speech to the UN which Hitchens does not mention.

+

? Sub- argu ment 2.

+

Sub- argu ment 3.
_________________________________________________________________________

Conclusion: ‘The US was already deeply involved in the life- and-death struggle of Iraq, and 

March 2003 happens to mark the only time the US ever decided to inter vene, after a 

protrac ted and open public debate, on the [morally] right side and for the [morally] right 

reasons.’ [34]

Moreover, because the US was ‘already deeply involved in the life- and-death struggle of that 

country’ [34] it had a ‘respons ib il ity’ [29] for Iraq.

Figure 6.4 Reconstruction of supra- argu ment.
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not say outright that the Iraq inter ven tion was human it arian, presum ably 
because it was not prosec uted on those grounds. But by not modi fy ing 
‘intervention’ [1, 16] and ‘inter vene’ [34] with military/militarily and drawing 
analogy with Burma, Darfur and Rwanda, he can be read as imply ing that 
the Iraq inter ven tion was human it arian. To facil it ate this implic a tion, 
perhaps this is why Hitchens includes refer ences to Saddam Hussein’s geno-
cidal past [8, 19, 27]? Furthermore, by making analogy with Burma, Darfur 
and Rwanda, he can also be read as imply ing that the Iraq inter ven tion was 
morally super ior to the absence of human it arian inter ven tions in those 
places. Because of some allus ive ness in sub- argu ment 3, this is why I put 
ques tion marks around my iden ti fic a tion of impli cit premises and conclu-
sions (see Figure 6.3).

Doctor (US) and patient (Iraq) meta phor and vague ness

In sub- argu ment 3, Hitchens uses an exten ded medical meta phor. This 
meta phor extends into the supra- argu ment. Via this rhet or ical device, the 
US is construc ted as a quasi- doctor who ‘inter venes’ [34] in ‘trau mat ised’ 
[29] Iraq, the US having had ‘respons ib il ity’ [29] and ‘involve ment’ [29, 34] 
for this quasi- patient’s ‘life and death struggle’ [34]. Note, though, the 
vague ness of the medical meta phor in [29]. In rela tion to Iraq, what exactly 
does Hitchens mean by ‘if a country . . . succumbs to trauma’? This vague-
ness is not helpful in under stand ing sub- argu ment 3.

Is Sub- argu ment 3 a smokescreen?

In sum: it is hard to be completely sure of the logical struc ture of sub-  
argu ment 3. Perhaps Hitchens’ style is often allus ive and thus can acci dent-
ally pose prob lems for argu ment iden ti fic a tion. A more suspi cious posi tion 
is that sub- argu ment 3 is a smokescreen, a delib er ate obfus cat ory rhet or ical 
device (Bowell and Kemp 2015: 55). For many, the US-led inter ven tion of 
Iraq is diffi cult to support after the event since a key reason given for the 
inter ven tion – that Iraq had in 2003 an active Weapons of Mass Destruction 
(WMD) programme – turned out to be wrong. Hitchens needs to deflect 
atten tion away from the issue of WMD. One way of doing this is by being 
allus ive. This is why he uses an exten ded meta phor which is, in part, obscure 
(‘a country . . . succumbs to trauma’ [29]). Another way of avoid ing refer-
ence to the non- exist ence of WMDs is by allud ing to Saddam Hussein’s 
geno cidal past. Hitchens cannot, however, expli citly argue that the inter ven-
tion was human it arian in order to prevent (worsen ing) geno cide; the inter-
ven tion was not prosec uted for this reason since there was no geno cide in 
Iraq imme di ately before the 2003 inter ven tion. I should stress that this is a 
spec u lat ive inter pret a tion.
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6.4.2 Supra- argu ment

Hitchens says that former President Bush’s speech was:

wrongly believed to have focused on only two aspects of the [Iraq] 
problem, namely the refusal of Saddam’s regime to come into compli-
ance on the resol u tions concern ing weapons of mass destruc tion and 
the involve ment of the Baathists with a whole nexus of nihil ist and 
Islamist terror groups. (13)

Here, I think Hitchens is enga ging in a rebut tal of the commonly held view 
that the only reasons for the 2003 Iraq inter ven tion were that Saddam had 
a WMD programme and that he had links with ‘Islamist terror groups’. But 
Hitchens does not specify what the other aspects of the ‘Iraq problem’ were 
that Bush mentioned. Determination of the relev ance of what Hitchens has 
written for the iden ti fic a tion of (impli cit) premises is frus trated.8 Moreover, 
Hitchens mentions that the US went into Iraq ‘for the right reasons’ [34]. 
Do these reasons include the ones in President Bush’s speech which are not 
specified? It is diffi cult to know.

In [32], Hitchens says that ‘the right thing’ to do in rela tion to Burma, 
Darfur and Rwanda ‘cannot be known in advance’. Is, then, Hitchens 
imply ing that the ‘right reasons’ [34] for the US inter ven tion in Iraq must 
include the post hoc ones of sub- argu ment 2? It is diffi cult to tell and thus 
hard to know whether or not sub- argu ment 2 is part of the supra- argu ment. 
Again, compre hens ive under stand ing of the text is impeded. Because of 
some allus ive ness in the supra- argu ment, this is why I put ques tion marks 
around my iden ti fic a tion of certain premises (see Section 6.3.5).

6.4.3 Summary

I should emphas ise that it is possible to isolate into argu ments most of 
Hitchens’ text. Sub- argu ment 1 was time- consum ing to identify but this was 
even tu ally doable;9 all of sub- argu ment 2 is iden ti fi able. As far as the supra- 
argu ment goes, I am fairly confid ent of a good chunk of my recon struc tion; 
this is because Hitchens has provided clear struc tural links between [34] and 
sub- argu ment 1 and sub- argu ment 3. One could still argue that it would 
have been more helpful if these links had come much sooner in the text since 
the reader cannot fully appre ci ate the overall (Supra-) argu ment until almost 
the last sentence. To conclude, I cannot know whether or not Hitchens has 
a delib er ate strategy of obfus ca tion in parts of his text. I can, however, make 
the reas on able claim that there are areas in his argu ments which are not so 
straight for ward to identify. In turn, this creates imped i ments for crit ical 
assess ment of the logic of Hitchens’ argu ments.
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Despite these imped i ments, in Sections 6.6 and 6.7, I show how the 
corpus- driven strategy of this book can still afford crit ical engage ment with 
Hitchens’ text. This is because a key eval u at ive basis of the strategy is the 
stabil ity or other wise of the cohes ive struc ture of a public sphere argu ment. 
As a set of surface textual features, cohe sion is usually much easier to 
identify than all premises of an argu ment, partic u larly where these include 
impli cit premises, it is diffi cult to ascer tain relev ance and the argu ment is 
long (see 2.3). But before I get on to the decon struct ive analysis, let me say 
a few words about the refer ence corpus I use.

6.5 The corpus used for digital decon struct ive 
analysis of Hitchens’ text

The refer ence corpus for the decon struct ive analysis is the Oxford English 
Corpus (OEC), mentioned in 4.3.2. Like UKWaC, this is a very large, 
predom in antly web- based corpus. When I conduc ted the analysis,10 the 
OEC consisted of around 2 billion words of texts across a wide number of 
genres such as news, magazine articles and message board post ings in UK, 
US, Australian and other national vari et ies of English.11 All OEC texts are 
from the year 2000 onwards; new mater ial is continu ously collec ted and 
added every few months.12

The advant age of a corpus in the billions of words for decon struct ive 
analysis is so crucial that it is worth reit er at ing from Chapter 5, but this time 
with an example from the public sphere argu ment of this chapter.13 The 
longer the string in a corpus search, the more likely a topic can be desig-
nated. For instance, instead of looking for colloc ates of ‘inter ven tion’– a 
very general notion – we could look for colloc ates of some thing much more 
specific, e.g. the topic ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’. For a corpus consist ing of only 
millions of words, a colloc ate search of longer strings would not produce 
many if any results. But with corpora consist ing of billions of words, there 
are more likely to be colloc ate results for longer, and thus topic- desig nated, 
search strings. As a result, a corpus like the OEC can illu min ate what the 
stand ard colloc a tional terms are for discus sion of a topic such as ‘inter ven-
tion in Iraq’. And when I say ‘what’, I mean regard less of how these collo-
ca tions are used in a speaker’s or writer’s eval u ation. Furthermore, since the 
OEC consists of mater ial from 2000 onwards, this makes it very useful for 
invest ig at ing colloc a tional norms for discus sion of the US-led inter ven tion 
of Iraq in 2003. For all OEC invest ig a tions, I use the same word span n ± 4 
as I did in Chapter 5. As before, decon struc tion with the most impact will 
be that which relates to the whole of the argu ment or at least to signi fic ant 
portions of it. For this reason, I seek out possible decon struc tion which 
affects the cohes ive struc ture of the supra- argu ment in Hitchens’ text as well 
as its sub- argu ments.
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6.6 Deconstructing the coher ence of  
sub- argu ment 1 and the supra- argu ment

6.6.1 Normal colloc a tion for ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’

In sub- argu ment 1, Hitchens uses the expres sion ‘Anglo-American inter ven-
tion in Iraq’ [1]. In the OEC, ‘Anglo-American’ occurs only once as a 
colloc ate of ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’ and unsur pris ingly with no stat ist ical signi-
fic ance. In contrast, ‘milit ary’ colloc ates with ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’ 126 times 
(t- score 11.2). In fact, ‘milit ary’ is the highest lexical colloc ate of ‘inter ven-
tion in Iraq’. These colloc a tion results tell us that the inter ven tion in Iraq has 
been discussed much more in ‘milit ary’ than in ‘Anglo-American’ terms.

With know ledge that ‘milit ary’ is the highest colloc ate of ‘inter ven tion of 
Iraq’, I now have quant it at ive inform a tion to construct a discurs ive 
subjectiv ity which I can use as a lens on the text. What happens to sub-  
argu ment 1 once we read it via the ‘trace’ of normal colloc a tion and replace 
the relat ively rare colloc ate of ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’, ‘Anglo-American’, with 
the most common lexical colloc ate, ‘milit ary’?:

[1] An ‘anniversary’ of a ‘war’ is in many ways the least useful occa sion 
on which to take stock of some thing like the Anglo-American [milit ary] 
inter ven tion in Iraq, if only because any such formal observ ance involves 
the assump tion that a) this is, in fact, a war and b) it is by that defin i tion 
an excep tion from the rest of our engage ment with that country and 
that region.

This substi tu tion creates tensions for an argu ment whose coher ence depends 
to a large degree on negat ing the idea that the ‘Anglo-American inter ven tion 
in Iraq’ was a discrete war and thus an excep tion from US involve ment in 
Iraq since 1968. Since ‘milit ary’ has such strong asso ci ations of ‘war’, it 
would not help Hitchens to colloc ate ‘milit ary’ with ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’. 
Indeed, out of the 391, 873 instances of ‘milit ary’ in OEC, ‘war’ colloc ates 
3,913 times (t- score 62.5) and ‘War’ colloc ates 2,345 times (t- score 48.4). 
Combined, at 6,258 instances, this makes ‘W/war’ the tenth most common 
colloc ate of ‘milit ary’.

Echoing a point I made at the end of the last section, finding out normal 
colloc a tion for ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’ is not the same as finding out an opinion, 
i.e. how that normal colloc a tion is used in an eval u ation. To do that, we would 
need to go beyond colloc a tion and explore the clauses and sentences in which 
‘milit ary’ colloc ates with ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’. Studying the wider co- text of 
instances of this colloc a tion in the OEC reveals that some times ‘milit ary inter-
ven tion in Iraq’ is assen ted to, some times it is disagreed with or some times it 
is described neut rally, e.g. ‘the milit ary inter ven tion in Iraq was justi fied/a 
disaster/took place in 2003’. Corpus evid ence below for other normal collo-
cation, like wise, does not reflect the eval u at ive nature of opin ions expressed.
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The normal colloc a tion deficit of ‘milit ary’ may not, of course, be delib-
er ate. However, if it were a delib er ate omis sion, and if Hitchens had 
respon ded to this decon struc tion, he might have argued that the reason he 
did not modify ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’ with ‘milit ary’ is he did not want to 
create the false impres sion that the inter ven tion was a war. However, the 
corpus evid ence for ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’ creates diffi culty for this kind of 
retort because Hitchens would also have to demon strate that common 
discus sion of the inter ven tion in Iraq in milit ary terms is misguided whether 
people agree or not with the inter ven tion. I shall show later that the fact 
‘milit ary’ is the most common colloc ate of ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’ creates 
further diffi culties for the coher ence of Hitchens’ text.

6.6.2 Normal colloc a tion for ‘hostil it ies’

Hitchens uses ‘hostil it ies’ [4] in:

[4] But when I wrote the essays that go to make up A Long Short War: 
The Postponed Liberation of Iraq, I was express ing an impa tience with 
those who thought that hostil it ies had not really ‘begun’ until George 
W. Bush gave a certain order in the spring of 2003 [my bold].

Sentence [4] forms part of sub- argu ment 1. Below, I show how ‘hostil it ies’ 
[4] is a blind spot, a stray signi fier which inad vert ently leads to tensions in 
both sub- argu ment 1 and the supra- argu ment. I achieve this by contrast ing 
Hitchens’ use of ‘hostil it ies’ with normal colloc a tion for this term. (As in 
Chapter 5, when two figures appear in brack ets below, the first figure is the 
frequency of a colloc ate and the second figure is its t- score.)

There are 5,914 instances of ‘hostil it ies’ in the OEC. The first, second and 
third most common lexical colloc ates are ‘end’ (615; t- score 24.7), ‘cessa-
tion’ (392; t- score 19.8) and ‘outbreak’ (230; t- score 15.2). ‘Began’ (126; 
t- score 11.1) is the sixth most common lexical colloc ate and ‘ended’ (123; 
t- score 11.1) the seventh. ‘War’ (134; t- score 11.4) is the fifth most common 
lexical colloc ate of ‘hostil it ies’. Conventionally when ‘hostil it ies’ is used, the 
begin ning or end of a partic u lar war is commu nic ated, such as in:

A caravan of Japanese well- wishers and Project A50 boost ers will fly to 
32 U.S. cities follow ing the offi cial cere mon ies, spread ing the word that 
Japan has not forgot ten American largesse in the half a century follow ing 
the cessa tion of World War II hostil it ies . . . . [my bold]

The third most common gram mat ical colloc ate of ‘hostil it ies’ is ‘in’ (1638; 
t- score 38.1); this reflects the fact that ‘hostil it ies’ are not just commonly 
discussed in rela tion to a partic u lar war and its outbreak or cessa tion, but in 
rela tion to a partic u lar place, such as in:
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He said a lot of trade oppor tun it ies would be achieved by Zambia, espe-
cially in the cement industry follow ing the end of hostil it ies in Burundi 
[my bold].

Indeed, while ‘Iraq’ is the fourth most common lexical colloc ate of ‘hostil-
it ies’ (212; t- score 14.5), ‘in Iraq’ is also a signi fic ant colloc ate (37; t- score 
6.0). Furthermore, it is common for ‘hostil it ies’ and ‘in’ to colloc ate with a 
partic u lar time. Commonly a year colloc ates with ‘hostil it ies’, such as in:

Following the cessa tion of ‘hostil it ies’ in 1763,Washington began to 
argue for the land grants prom ised to the veter ans in exchange for 
milit ary service [my bold].

In sum, when the word ‘hostil it ies’ is used, it is normal for the partic u lar 
war to be indic ated and/or relev ant places and/or begin nings/ends by date to 
be included.

Let me now read sub- argu ment 1 via the ‘trace’ of normal colloc a tion for 
‘hostil it ies’ and explore poten tial instabil it ies in the text’s coher ence. I repro-
duce sub- argu ment 1 and annot ate common colloc a tion around ‘hostil it ies’; 
I also repro duce [34], a key sentence in the conclu sion of the supra- argu-
ment (Figure 6.5). I am thus using, as a lens on the argu ment, a discurs ive 
subjectiv ity for how one aspect of the topic of ‘war’ is normally discussed. 
Once we know normal colloc a tion for ‘hostil it ies’, two tensions emerge in 
making coher ence from sub- argu ment 1 and the supra- argu ment:

Coherence problem 1: that ‘hostil it ies’ colloc ates normally with ‘war’ is 
hardly feli cit ous for Hitchens given his thesis that the situ ation in Iraq 
between 2003 and 2008 is not a war.

Coherence problem 2: a more complex tension also emerges:

Sub- argu ment 1 frames US involve ment in the ‘affairs’ of Iraq [5] from 
1968 until before the 2003 inter ven tion as a continu ity of decisions. In 
the supra- argu ment’s conclu sion, the 2003 US ‘decision to inter vene’ 
[34] is construc ted as yet another decision in this continu ity of decisions.

Although Hitchens does not say expli citly when ‘hostil it ies’ with Iraq began, 
a reas on able implic a tion of his use of ‘hostil it ies’ [4], and what he says 
in [5], is that for him US ‘hostil it ies’ with Iraq began no later than 1968 
(note, this was pre-Saddam Hussein) and contin ued until at least 2003.

Tension
Normal colloc a tion for ‘hostil it ies’ jars with the continu ity being construc ted 

in the argu ment. Where hostil it ies have ended, it is normal to flag this 
expli citly and with a specific date. However, Hitchens does not do this. 
For example, when he says that Saddam Hussein was ‘in favor’ in 
Washington [8], there is no expli cit mention that for this to have 
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Premise:  A war between two coun tries is by defin i tion an excep tion in how 

those two coun tries engage with one another. [1]

Premise: Hostilities did not begin in 2003. [4]

 ‘Hostilities’ colloc ates with ‘war’, jarring with the framing that the 

2003 Iraq inter ven tion is not a war

Premise: Heavy US involve ment in the affairs of (pre-Saddam) Iraq began no 

later than 1968 with the role played by the CIA [5]

 ‘Hostilities’ [4] colloc ates with start / end of wars, jarring with 

CONTINUITY OF DECISIONS framing

       

Premise: A decision by the US to acqui esce in the Iraqi inva sion of Iran. [6]

Premise: Kissinger [gives] faux support for Kurdish revolu tion ar ies. [7]

Premise: Saddam Hussein decides to ‘engulf’ Kuwait. [8]

Premise: There was a really quite high level of public parti cip a tion in US foreign 

policy in decisions taken to recover Kuwait, the decision to leave 

Saddam in power; the decision to impose inter na tional sanc tions on 

Iraq; the decision to pass the 1998 Iraq Liberation Act. [9]

Premise: Baghdad outrageous[ly] flouted resol u tions on WMD compli ance. 

[13–14]

Premise: ‘We became stead ily more aware that the option was contin ued collu-

sion with Saddam or a decision to have done with him’. [11]
_________________________________________________________________________

Conclusion: We were never . . . ‘lied into war’ [10], i.e., the ’Anglo-American inter-

ven tion in Iraq’ [1] was not a discrete war but a continu ation of US 

involve ment in Iraq since (no later than) 1968.

 [34] The US was already deeply involved [cohes ive link to Sub- 
argu ment 1] in the life- and death struggle of Iraq, and March 2003 

happens to mark the only time that the US ever decided [cohes ive link 
to Sub- argu ment 1] to inter vene [cohes ive link to Sub- argu ment 1], 

[. . .]

Figure 6.5 Coherence prob lems in sub- argu ment 1 and the supra- argu ment.
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happened ‘hostil it ies’ between the US and Iraq must have discontinued. 
Neither is there expli cit mention of when this occurred.

Once again, using a large corpus as a supple ment can high light colloc ate 
deficit – in this case, in Hitchens’ use of ‘hostil it ies’. When we make up  
for the deficit on the logic of supple ment a tion, coher ence prob lems in sub- 
argu ment 1 and the supra- argu ment surface.

6.7 Deconstructing the coher ence of  
sub- argu ment 3 and the supra- argu ment

6.7.1 Normal colloc a tion for ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’

In Section 6.4.1, I high lighted how Hitchens uses, as part of sub- argu ment 
3, an exten ded medical meta phor. In this rhet or ical device, which extends to 
the supra- argu ment’s conclu sion, the US is a quasi- doctor who has been 
‘involved’ [29, 34] in the quasi- patient Iraq’s ‘life and death struggle’ [34] 
for many years, a patient who has now ‘collapsed’ [29] and ‘succumbed to 
trauma’ [29]. Because of this exten ded medical meta phor, a reading of 
‘inter vene’ [34] as quasi- medical inter ven tion is condi tioned. I have flagged 
cohe sion for this exten ded medical meta phor in Figure 6.6 below in bold:

Premise: If a country collapses and succumbs to trauma [MEDICAL] and 

it’s not our direct respons ib il ity then we are not involved (Bishop 

Berkeley theory of Iraq). [29]

Premise: Saddam Hussein was a geno cidist. [8, 19, 27]

Premise: We have been shamed by the implic a tions of the Berkeleyan atti tude 

from Burma to Rwanda to Darfur. [31]

Implicit premise?: Potential inter ven tions into Burma, Rwanda or Darfur would be 

human it arian.

Premise: Had we decided to attempt the right thing in Burma, Rwanda, Darfur, 

we could as glibly have been accused of embark ing on a ‘war of 

choice’. [32]

Implicit premise?: Potential (human it arian) inter ven tions into Burma, Rwanda or Darfur 

would have a moral basis.

Premise: All choice had been forfeited re Iraq. [33]
_________________________________________________________________________

Conclusion of Supra- argu ment:

 We were already deeply involved in the life- and-death struggle 

[MEDICAL] of that country, and March 2003 happens to mark the only 

time the US ever decided to inter vene [MILITARILY], after a 

protrac ted and open public debate, on the right side and for the right 

reasons. [34]

Figure 6.6 Coherence prob lems in sub- argu ment 3 and supra- argu ment around the 
exten ded medical meta phor
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In [34], Hitchens uses the expres sion ‘we decided to inter vene’ where ‘we’ 
links back to ‘Anglo-American’ [1]. But we know from Section 6.6.1 that 
‘milit ary’ is the highest lexical colloc ate of ‘inter ven tion in Iraq’. That is to 
say, ‘milit ary inter ven tion in Iraq’ is normal colloc a tion. Modifying ‘inter-
vene’ [34] with ‘milit ar ily’ (Figure 6.6) conflicts with the medical- related 
cohes ive chain. Cohesion in sub- argu ment 3, and the supra- argu ment, is 
destabil ised with negat ive knock- on effect on their coher ence and thus cred-
ib il ity. In turn, the rhet or ical device of the exten ded medical meta phor is 
rendered defect ive.

6.7.2 Normal colloc a tion for hypo thet ical and actual 
human it arian inter ven tions

In Section 6.3.4, I conten ded that sub- argu ment 3 can be seen as imply ing 
that the Iraq inter ven tion was human it arian and thus morally super ior to 
the lack of inter ven tions in Burma, Darfur and Rwanda. On the basis of 
inform a tion in the UN weblink in foot note 7, human it arian inter ven tions, 
partic u larly where geno cide is involved, will usually require milit ary inter-
ven tion. This inform a tion leads me to formu late a hypo thesis: it is likely that 
‘human it arian inter ven tions’ are discussed commonly in ‘milit ary’ terms. If 
this is the case, it would contam in ate Hitchens’ argu ment for the same 
reason given in 6.7.1.

I explore colloc ates of the multi- word units, ‘human it arian inter ven tion in’ 
and ‘milit ary inter ven tion in’ to be consistent with the search expression and 
result in 6.6.1. There were no results for Burma or Rwanda, but there were 
for Darfur/Sudan: ‘human it arian inter ven tion in’ + ‘Darfur’ (4; t- score 4); 
‘milit ary inter ven tion in’ + ‘Sudan’ (14; t- score 3.7). Moreover, the OEC 
provides evid ence of colloc a tion with actual human it arian inter ven tions in 
the Balkans and Somalia. For ‘human it arian inter ven tion in’, we have: Bosnia 
(7; t- score 2.6) and Somalia (7; t- score 2.6); and for ‘milit ary inter ven tion  
in’ we have: Balkans (15; t- score 3.9), Kosovo (21; t- score 4.6) and Somalia 
(17; t- score 4.1).

The corpus analysis suggests that human it arian inter ven tions are, indeed, 
also discussed in milit ary terms. What this means is that for Hitchens to 
create cred ibly, in sub- argu ment 3, the seeming implic a tion that the Iraq 
inva sion was some kind of human it arian inter ven tion, it would be unusual 
if this were not also discussed as a milit ary inter ven tion. However, as already 
mentioned, colloc at ing ‘inter vene’ [34] with ‘milit ar ily’ would conflict with 
the medical- related cohes ive chain. Again, once we bring an absence from 
habitual discourse into the argu ment, prob lems are created for its coher-
ence. Moreover, a key aspect of this decon struct ive analysis is that I am able 
to show prob lems with sub- argu ment 3 irre spect ive of being unsure I have 
recovered impli cit premises accur ately.
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Lastly, in case the reader was wonder ing why I do not follow up with web 
engine searches for the expres sions above, this is because there is clear evid-
ence that these expres sions have been used. As I highlighted in Chapter 5, 
search engines are useful for estab lish ing whether the absence of an expres-
sion in a corpus is not down to the size of that corpus.

6.7.3 Normal colloc a tion for ‘a country collapses’

In another appro pri ation of Derrida, I show below how use of a seem ingly 
innoc u ous meta phor troubles the coher ence of the text. In isol a tion, the 
meta phor ical ‘a country collapses’ [29] is some what vague. All the same, it 
appears to sit reas on ably well with the exten ded medical meta phor of Iraq 
as patient and US as doctor. In other words, it can be said to be part of a 
larger rhet or ical device in the argu ment (though this does not make its 
meaning that much clearer to me at least). Below, I show how normal colloc-
a tion for ‘a country collapses’ unsettles the feli city of this rhet or ical device.

In the OEC, there are 87, 462 instances of the broadly conceived lemma, 
collapse (i.e., the lemma contains both noun and verb instances of 
collapse). Using Sketchengine soft ware, I filtered all these instances on the 
lemma country (for an n ± 4 span) given that Hitchens uses the expres sion 
‘a country collapses’ [29]. This left me with 676 instances of collapse colloc-
at ing with country in texts in the OEC. I then calcu lated collocates for n ± 
4 span. The most common lexical colloc ates are ‘economic’ (63; t- score 7.9) 
and ‘economy’ (28; t- score 5.3); other related colloc ates are ‘banking’, ‘banks’ 
and ‘finan cial’ (see Table 6.2). Here is an example from the OEC:

hundreds of thou sands of Argentines clamour to escape their country’s 
slide towards economic collapse [my bold].

Table 6.2 The ten highest lexical colloc ates for the broadly conceived lemma, 
COLLAPSE, filtered for COUNTRY

Lexical colloc ate Frequency T-score

economic 63 7.9
economy 28 5.3
Soviet 22 4.7
system 19 4.3
Union 18 4.2
system 39 6.2
follow ing 16 3.9
banking 12 3.5
banks 12 3.5
regime 30 3.4
devel op ing 30 3.4
finan cial 30 5.4
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Even for other common colloc ates, such as ‘Soviet Union’, it is common for 
there to be economic/finan cial contexts, such as in:

Russia and other East European coun tries, whose econom ies collapsed 
along with the Soviet Union, now emit far less carbon dioxide than in 
the 1990 baseline year . . . [my bold].

This is not surpris ing since economic factors played a highly signi fic ant role 
in the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Prototypically, if a country is said to collapse, the OEC informs us that 
this is related to economic reasons. Put another way, the OEC tells us that 
default under stand ing of ‘a country collapses’ is likely to treat ‘collapse’ as 
a dead meta phor, a conveni ent short hand descrip tion for huge deteri or a tion 
in a country’s economy. But if we read the argu ment here via the ‘trace’ of 
normal colloc a tion for ‘a country collapses’, a tension is created in the rhet-
or ical device of the exten ded medical meta phor.14 That economic/finan cial 
usage of ‘a country collapses’, that is to say, conven tional usage, does not sit 
well with an exten ded medical meta phor inad vert ently leads to further 
decon struc tion of coher ence in sub- argu ment 3, and the conclu sion of the 
supra- argu ment. ‘A country collapses’ is yet another stray signi fier in 
Hitchens’ argu ment. For Hitchens to prevent this decon struc tion, he could 
just be clearer about what he means by ‘a country collapses and succumbs 
to trauma’ [29].

6.8 Endpoints

6.8.1 Summing up Chapter 6

In order to assess the logical accept ab il ity of argu ments, compre hens ive 
recon struc tion of premises and conclu sions is usually regarded as neces sary. 
This is a stand ard assump tion of crit ical think ing. However, there may be 
parts of an argu ment where recon struc tion is frus trated. This may be, for 
instance, because the author has been styl ist ic ally clumsy, vague or irrel-
ev ant without being aware of it, or perhaps the author delib er ately obfus-
cates their argu ments because they know they are weak. An advant age of 
the strategies of this book is that, despite such imped i ments, they can facil-
it ate a crit ical engage ment with a public sphere argu ment. This is because a 
key aspect of their eval u at ive focus is the argu ment’s cohes ive struc ture, 
some thing which is usually easier to identify – as a set of surface textual 
features – than an argu ment’s logical struc ture, partic u larly where the latter 
includes impli cit premises and it is diffi cult to ascer tain relev ance. To 
demon strate this advant age, I high lighted chal lenges with recon struct ing the 
public sphere argu ment data of this chapter. Having now made the point, I 
don’t attempt recon struc tion of argu ments in Part III.
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6.8.2 Reflection on Part II

In chapters 5 and 6, I have critically appro pri ated a number of ideas and 
reading strategies from Derrida in produ cing the first strand of this digit ally 
based decon struct ive approach to public sphere argu ments. In effect, I showed 
how discurs ive subjectiv it ies can be gener ated for use as crit ical lenses on a 
public sphere argu ment. In turn, I showed the hostage to fortune of not 
discuss ing a topic (or sub- topic) using its normal colloc a tion – regard less of 
how the topic is eval u ated.

To be clear, I am certainly not suggest ing that arguers are oblig ated to use 
normal colloc a tion for a topic at all times. This wouldn’t be proper since 
absence from normal colloc a tion for a topic may, in fact, have no negat ive 
effect on the coher ence of an argu ment – it all depends on the argu ment. For 
instance, Hitchens may have used the expres sion ‘Anglo-American inter ven-
tion in Iraq’ in a completely differ ent argu ment where he does not negate 
that the Iraq inter ven tion was a war. Because of this, bestowal of the normal 
colloc ate ‘milit ary’ may have no effect at all on the coher ence of this hypo-
thet ical argu ment. Relatedly, corpus- driven explor a tions of sub- argu ment 2 
in this chapter had little effect on its coher ence, which is why there is no 
report of its decon struct ive analysis.

If an argu ment uses normal colloc a tion for discus sion of a partic u lar  
topic, then the first analyt ical strand of this book cannot operate. But that 
can be seen as a good thing! The coher ence of the argu ment is not poten tially 
weak relat ive to normal colloc a tion. In other words, the argu ment could  
be said to pass one test of quality. Lastly, a word or two about choice of 
public sphere argu ment for train ing discurs ive subjectiv it ies on. The analyst 
could, I suppose, decide to select an argu ment whose topic they are already 
very famil iar with. If so, their corpus analysis may ground intu itions they 
already have of normal colloc a tion. But this would be a lost oppor tun ity for 
learn ing about new domains of debate and spur ring cognit ive growth more 
gener ally. Better if, instead, the analyst chooses a public sphere argu ment on 
an unfa mil iar topic or one they do not know in any depth. Corpus analysis 
would, then, reveal new inform a tion for them about ‘big D’ Discourse 
which, in turn, reduces the prospect that the analyst’s decon struct ive read- 
ing is predestined. They have exten ded their hori zons. Another reason I 
favour the latter orient a tion is this book subscribes to a ‘nomadic ethics of 
deter rit ori al isa tion’ (see Chapter 9).

Notes
 1 See http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_polit ics/polit ics/2008/03/how_did_i 

_get_iraq_wrong_11.html [accessed July 2016].
 2 The semantic tagger is called USAS (UCREL Semantic Analysis System). 

Available at http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/usas/ [accessed July 2016].

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2008/03/how_did_i_get_iraq_wrong_11.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2008/03/how_did_i_get_iraq_wrong_11.html
http://www.ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/usas/
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 3 ‘BNC’ stands for British National Corpus.  The 1 million words of the ‘BNC 
Written Sampler’ are a sample of the 90 million written words of the BNC.

 4 p <0.01 indic ates a 1 in 100 like li hood that the result could occur purely by 
chance.

 5 In keeping as much of the original language as possible so as to retain the text’s 
cohes ive devices, I echo 2.3.6. But, also echoing 2.3.6, there may be areas of 
Hitchens’ argu ment where repeated rhet or ical lexis does not inter sect with its 
logical struc ture. In other words, my fillet ing of logical struc ture runs the risk 
that I lose import ant aspects to the argu ment’s cohe sion which carry non- rational 
persuas ive force.

 6 I do not discuss [35] since it just serves to rein force the message of [34].
 7 On the language of ‘human it arian inter ven tion’ and geno cide from a United 

Nations perspect ive, both gener ally and specific ally in rela tion to Rwanda, see: 
http://www.un.org/en/prevent gen o cide/rwanda/about/bgre spons ib il ity.shtml 
[accessed July 2016].

 8 Sending the reader to the speech via a hyper link in [12] (see online version of 
Hitchens’ argument) to work out the other reasons on their own is not helpful. 
Former President George Bush Jr’s speech is no longer avail able.

 9 I found recon struc tion of sub- argu ment 1 initially diffi cult. This is because of the 
inclu sion of the title of Hitchens’ book in [4]. The title refers expli citly to the 
2003 Iraq inter ven tion as a war [4] – ‘A Long Short War’. But wasn’t Hitchens 
arguing the Iraq inter ven tion was not a war? To resolve the seeming contra dic-
tion, I conjec tured the follow ing: Hitchens must be arguing that the 2003 inter-
ven tion in Iraq is not a discrete war because the US had been continu ously at war 
with Iraq since (no later than) 1968 up until 2003, and possibly until 2008 since 
Hitchens does not say when the book was published (in fact, it was in 2003). But 
it became obvious that Hitchens was not arguing this. To conclude: the inclu sion 
of the book title retarded my processing. Whether retard a tion is a delib er ate 
strategy, Hitchens making it diffi cult for the reader to under stand a weak argu-
ment, who knows.

10 September 2012.
11 For more inform a tion on the OEC, see http://www.oxford dic tion ar ies.com/

page/552 [accessed July 2016].
12 All frequen cies and t- scores in the analyses of Section 6.6 and 6.7 were checked 

August 2012.
13 The OEC is made avail able through Sketchengine (http://www.sketchen gine.

co.uk/).
14 See O’Halloran (2007a) on the value of using corpus linguistic method for 

helping differ en ti ate between ‘dead’ and ‘live’ meta phor.

http://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/rwanda/about/bgresponsibility.shtml
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/page/552
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/page/552
http://www.sketchengine.co.uk/
http://www.sketchengine.co.uk/
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Part III

Making corpora to gener ate 
ethical subjectiv it ies

Part III high lights the second strand of the crit ical decon struct ive approach 
to the analysis of public sphere argu ments. This strand applies to public 
sphere argu ments with two sides. In contrast with Part II, the analyst eval-
u ates the argu ment from the stand point that it criti cises. I call this perspect ive 
the stand point subjectiv ity. The analyst uses a corpus of relev ant texts to 
ascer tain key concerns in a partic u lar stand point. Having estab lished these 
key concerns, the analyst is able to spot any import ant absences from how 
a public sphere argu ment frames this stand point which, in turn, could lead 
to prob lems in the cohe sion/coher ence of the public sphere argu ment.

The tech niques demon strated in Part III could enable the analyst to look, in 
prin ciple, at any public sphere argu ment from the stand point of the other side 
to high light where this has been misrep res en ted. However, since this book is 
also situ ated within Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), and not just crit ical 
think ing, Part III focuses on a partic u lar form of public sphere argu ment with 
two sides. This is one which criti cises the stand point of a socially/econom ic-
ally relat ively power less group. Should the argu ment distort or obfus cate this 
group’s stand point – delib er ately or inad vert ently – this could help rein force a 
status quo of social and economic inequal ity. In Part III, I criti cise public 
sphere argu ments via the stand points of the socially/econom ic ally relat ively 
power less groups who are criti cised or char ac ter ised in the argu ments, or are 
poten tially affected for the worse by the perspect ive asser ted in the argu ments. 
I refer to such stand point subjectiv it ies as ethical subjectiv it ies.

Part of the aim of this book is to deterritorialise pedagogical CDA so as to 
include a pronounced focus on the ethical alongside the political. This is best 
done by drawing on a number of related philo soph ers rather than just one. 
I get the formu la tion of ‘ethical subjectiv ity’ from the philo sopher, Emmanuel 
Levinas. His ethical outlook had a large influ ence on Derrida’s ethical orient-
a tion towards the Other. In Chapter 7, I provide accounts of the ethical 
outlooks of Levinas and Derrida. In Chapter 9, I outline the related ethical 
outlook of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari of ‘becoming-Other’.

The topics of the public sphere argu ments examined in Part III include a 
campaign to discon tinue a topless model page in a national news pa per 
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(Chapter 7) and the ‘new atheism’ of intel lec tu als such as Richard Dawkins 
and Daniel Dennett (Chapter 8). Chapter 9 returns to the pro-GM argu-
ment of Chapter 6 taking the perspect ive of the ‘anti-GM lobby’ that the 
argument criti cises. It also shows how both types of decon struc tions – 
drawing on discurs ive and ethical subjectiv it ies – can be combined via ideas 
of Deleuze and Guattari. As with Part II, the reader will also see that there 
is meth od o lo gical vari ation across Part III. Chapter 7 grows an ethical 
subjectiv ity using lemmas. Chapter 8 does this using keywords. Chapter 9 
also uses keywords for this purpose, but takes a ‘rhizo matic’ approach. 
There is also vari ation in the type of digital supple ments used across Part III.
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Chapter 7

Ethical subjectiv ity gener ated 
with lemmas

7.1 A CDA refresher

7.1.1  Orientation to the relat ively power less Other

As the second strand is situ ated within Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), 
and CDA was last discussed a while back in Chapter 2, I provide a brief 
refresher. CDA invest ig ates how language use may be affirm ing and indeed 
repro du cing the perspect ives, values and ways of talking of the socially/
econom ic ally relat ively power ful, which may not be in the interests of the 
relat ively power less. In CDA, ‘crit ical’ is usually taken to mean study ing 
and taking issue with how domin ance and inequal ity are repro duced 
through language use:

CDA research combines what perhaps some what pompously used to 
be called ‘solid ar ity with the oppressed’ with an atti tude of oppos i tion 
and dissent against those who abuse text and talk in order to estab lish, 
confirm or legit im ate their abuse of power. Unlike much other schol ar-
ship, CDA does not deny but expli citly defines and defends its own 
socio- polit ical posi tion. That is, CDA is biased – and proud of it.

(van Dijk, 2001: 96)

The aim of CDA is polit ical – to ameli or ate discourse which contrib utes 
to the repro duc tion of social/economic inequal ity (Fairclough, Mulderrig, 
and Wodak, 2011). And while CDA is concerned with how the socially/
econom ic ally relat ively power less Other is repres en ted, critique of text in 
CDA is ulti mately guided by the analyst’s own polit ical subjectiv ity, usually 
left- liberal (‘CDA is polit ic ally biased – and proud of it’.)

7.1.2  Corpus- based CDA

One of the major innov a tions in recent years within CDA is its use of 
corpora. In a short space of time, usage of corpora within CDA has become 
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fairly common place (see Baker et al. 2008; Hidalgo Tenorio, 2009; Mautner, 
2016; O’Halloran, 2009). This has happened for a number of reasons.  
First, use of corpora and text analysis software is essen tial given there is an 
abund ance of elec tronic media data avail able and invest ig a tion of media 
repres ent a tions is such a prime focus in CDA. Second, corpus linguistic 
soft ware – and digital text analysis soft ware gener ally – are not so diffi cult 
to use. Third, usage of corpora carries some signi fic ant meth od o lo gical 
advant ages, which I detail below.

A key advant age of what is often referred to as ‘corpus- based CDA’ is 
that analysts can go beyond single texts and conveni ently explore, in a 
quant it at ive manner, patterns of ideo lo gical meaning in a large number of 
texts. Another import ant advant age of corpus- based CDA is that it is the 
soft ware which suggests what is signi fic ant in the texts for the analyst to 
examine – not the analyst. Corpus- based crit ical discourse analysts are thus 
content to let their polit ical subjectiv it ies be suspen ded while the soft ware 
finds recur rent patterns of language use in relev ant corpora for them to 
follow up. This meth od o lo gical proced ure helps analysts to avoid charges of 
arbit rar i ness and circu lar ity (see 2.6). Following on from soft ware analysis, 
however, their inter pret a tion and explan a tion of these find ings will involve 
their polit ical subjectiv it ies just like other crit ical discourse analysts.

7.1.3 Where the second strand differs from  
(corpus- based) CDA

The use of corpora in CDA has facil it ated extens ive invest ig a tion of how the 
media repres ents the socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less.1 My focus/
interests are differ ent. In Part III, I model the second strand to the digital 
decon struct ive analysis of public sphere argu ments by doing the follow ing:

• I exploit the afford ances of digital media and corpus linguistic method 
to ascer tain rigor ously how differ ent socially/econom ic ally relat ively 
power less Others recur rently repres ent their own stand point.

• In each chapter of Part III, I use this inform a tion as a crit ical lens on a 
public sphere argu ment which attacks the stand point of a relat ively 
power less Other and/or its supporters. In other words, I take on the 
perspect ive of a relat ively power less group in order to eval u ate an argu-
ment, as far as possible, from their frame of refer ence.

With this focus, I am not then looking at a text from my own pre- exist ing 
polit ical subjectiv ity. I am, in fact, looking at argu ments from the perspect ive 
of an ethical subjectiv ity. Why this expres sion, ‘ethical subjectiv ity’? In 
devel op ing this pedagogical approach, I real ised it would be a depar ture 
from (corpus- based) CDA. I thought it product ive, then, to seek support 
from a theor et ical source outside CDA. One candid ate was Jacques Derrida. 
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In my rhizo matic engage ment with his think ing, I learned that respons ive-
ness to the Other is import ant in his oeuvre. It is the found a tion of his ethics 
and, indeed, through contact with Derrida, I real ised that the second analyt-
ical approach of this book would have an ethical emphasis. Derrida’s ethical 
outlook owes much to that of the philo sopher Emmanuel Levinas. The 
concept of ‘ethical subjectiv ity’ comes from Levinas.

In 7.2, I give an account of Levinas’ ethics and then do the same for 
Derrida’s ethics indic at ing conver gence (and some diver gence) between the 
two. I then use their think ing to guide, in this chapter, how I use an ethical 
subjectiv ity – construc ted from mining an appro pri ate corpus – for eval u-
at ing a public sphere argu ment.

7.2 Levinas’ ethics

7.2.1 Philosophical autonomy

For Levinas, a domin ant tend ency in Western philo sophy had been philo-
soph ical autonomy – philo soph ical orient a tion from Self.2 As illus tra tion, 
let me take two giants of Western philo sophy: Immanuel Kant and Martin 
Heidegger. I begin with Kant and, in partic u lar, his ethical outlook. For 
Kant, I am the source of moral author ity. The maxims on which I operate 
are ones I will myself to act on. A Kantian does not accept moral author ity 
outside himself or herself – the author ity of a monarch, an employer, a God, 
etc. To subscribe to moral author ity outside the indi vidual is not to act 
autonom ously. Kant assumes humans are capable of reas on ing out their 
own moral course of action. And if humans can do that for them selves, then 
they are capable of reas on ing out a moral course of action which has wider 
applic a tion. Kant’s view is that the maxims that I reason are accept able for 
me to act on should be those which I would be happy to see as general 
maxims of moral duty. Thus, autonomy in Kantian ethics leads to univer-
sal ity. I have just outlined what is known as Kant’s categor ical imper at ive as 
described in Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (Kant, 2003[1785]).

Autonomy prevails in Heidegger’s vision too. His best known work is 
Being and Time (Heidegger, 1978[1927]). In this book, Heidegger seeks to 
answer the ques tion ‘What is being?’. Heidegger’s book is concerned with 
onto logy – the branch of philo sophy that deals with ques tions about the 
nature of exist ence. Heidegger’s ques tion ‘What is being?’ is thus an onto lo-
gical ques tion. Much of Being and Time is a decon struc tion, what Heidegger 
refers to as ‘Destruktion’, of tradi tional philo soph ical vocab u lary which he 
holds impedes authen tic under stand ing of being. Following this decon struc-
tion, in order to better access ‘being’ Heidegger invents an altern at ive onto-
lo gical vocab u lary which exploits the linguistic poten tia of German, his 
native tongue. An example: for Heidegger, being aware of the inev it ab il ity 
of our death is a posit ive exper i ence. He calls this Sein-zum-Tode (liter ally 
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‘being- towards-death’). This aware ness helps us to accept our mortal limits. 
We are all going to die and then there is nothing – you are delud ing your self 
if you think there is a heaven, a God, 72 virgins to reward your martyr dom, 
etc. Keeping this thought upper most in our minds does not reflect some kind 
of morbid impulse. Very much the oppos ite because, with this constant 
aware ness, the possib il it ies for living an authen tic life – living who we really 
are rather than what external forces tell us we should be – are freed up. In 
Heidegger’s think ing, affirm ing our inev it able death can lead us to authen tic 
exper i ence of autonomy.

7.2.2 The respons ib il ity to the Other

The funda mental of philo soph ical autonomy is the freedom of the subject. 
Kantians cannot execute categor ical imper at ives unless they have freed 
them selves to act in ways which they would be happy to see become univer sal 
law. Heideggerians, in taking seri ously Sein-zum-Tode, can become liber-
ated from an inau thentic life, thus becom ing freer subjects. Levinas claims, 
in contrast, that there is some thing which precedes freedom of Self – respons-
ib il ity for the Other. For Levinas, our subjectiv ity is located within this 
respons ib il ity. In taking this posi tion, Levinas emphas ises not philo soph ical 
autonomy but philo soph ical hetero nomy.

Our face- to-face encoun ters are key to Levinas’ philo soph ical orient a tion. 
In these encoun ters, the Other places a demand on us. Levinas doesn’t mean 
that the Other expli citly asks us to do some thing for them. By ‘demand’, he 
means that their very pres ence impinges on us in some way which, in turn, 
will lead to a response from us – even if that response is us merely regis ter ing 
the Other in front of us. But since the Other orbit ing us demands a response, 
then our self- conscious ness is affected. It is this rela tion which is the basis of 
Levinas’ ethical outlook. As he says, ethics is the:

calling into ques tion of my spon taneity by the pres ence of the Other . . .
(Levinas, 1969[1961]: 43)

For Levinas, the demand of the Other leaves us with a respons ib il ity about 
how to respond.

7.2.3 Ethical subjectiv ity

Since our very subjectiv ity is located within our respons ive ness to / respons-
ib il ity for the Other, Levinas holds that this makes subjectiv ity by its very 
nature an ethical subjectiv ity:

Ethical subjectiv ity dispenses with the ideal iz ing subjectiv ity of ontol- 
 ogy which reduces everything to itself. The ethical ‘I’ is subjectiv ity 
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precisely insofar as it kneels before the other, sacri fi cing its own liberty 
to the more prim or dial call of the other. For me, the freedom of the 
subject is not the highest or primary value. The hetero nomy of our 
response to the human other, or to God as the abso lutely Other, 
precedes the autonomy of our subject ive freedom. As soon as I acknow-
ledge that it is ‘I who am respons ible, I accept that my freedom is ante-
ceded by an oblig a tion to the other. Ethics redefines subjectiv ity as this 
hetero nom ous respons ib il ity in contrast to autonom ous freedom. Even 
if I deny my prim or dial respons ib il ity to the other by affirm ing my own 
freedom as primary, I can never escape the fact that the other has 
deman ded a response from me before I affirm my freedom not to 
respond to his demand.

(Levinas, 2004[1981]: 78)

A corol lary of this posi tion is that ‘being’ is not the philo soph ical prim it ive. 
The ethical rela tion to the Other must precede onto logy or, as Levinas puts 
it, ‘ethics is first philo sophy’ (Levinas, 1989).3

7.2.4 The Other and the Same

Echoing Plato, Levinas refers to our sense of Self, the way we exper i ence 
conscious ness and the way the Self projects into the world as the Same. The 
Other is the oppos ite of the Same. In philo soph ical autonomy, the Same 
relates to the Other by redu cing the oppos i tion between the two, bring ing 
the Other into the ambit of the Same. Put another way, philo soph ical 
autonomy either excludes, reduces or total ises the Other – what Levinas 
calls the ‘imper i al ism of the Same’ (Levinas, 1969[1961]: 39; 87). To act 
ethic ally, in contrast, is to engage in a non- total is able manner with the 
Other which, in turn, places into ques tion our ego and exper i ence of 
conscious ness. It follows that to meet the Other is to have the idea of Infinity. 
Every attempt we make to know the Other will thus only have partial 
success since there will always be Otherness which slips free of the Sameness 
of our grasp. Another corol lary is that we only acquire our sense of 
subjectiv ity through a feeling of being indebted or respons ible to an Other 
that exceeds any idea we might have of it. This makes Levinas’ ethics both 
a possib il ity and an impossib il ity.

7.3 Derrida’s ethics

7.3.1 Derrida’s rela tion ship to Levinas

Derrida’s ethical outlook is funda ment ally shaped by that of Levinas:

Faced with a think ing like that of Levinas, I never have an objec tion. I 
am ready to subscribe to everything that he says. That does not mean 
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that I think the same thing in the same way, but in this respect the diffi-
culties are very diffi cult to determ ine; in this case what do differ ences of 
idiom, language or writing mean?

(quoted in Critchley, 2004: 129)

Derrida agrees with Levinas that Western philo sophy had been based on 
exclu sion of ‘alter ity’ or other ness and thus had been biased towards 
autonomy. Derrida’s outlook is philo soph ic ally hetero nom ous like that of 
Levinas. For Derrida too, the ethical rela tion between the Same and the 
Other should be predic ated on avoid ing the total ising of the Other (Roffe, 
2004: 41).

Ethically speak ing, where Derrida differs from Levinas is in his decon-
struc tion of the rela tion between Self and Other. Levinas not only makes a 
distinct separ a tion between Other and Self, but sees an asym met rical rela-
tion ship between the two. In other words, Levinas prior it ises the Other over 
Self. For Derrida, however, there never is pure ‘Selfness’ and there never is 
pure ‘Otherness’ (Roffe, 2004: 42). There can be no pure iden tity since Self 
is depend ent on the Other and its differ en ti ation from it. Every identify  
is haunted by a ‘not- other’. For instance, part of the iden tity of a fervent 
Barcelona soccer supporter, espe cially if they support the seces sion of 
Catalonia, is that they are not a Real Madrid supporter. Part of the ‘little d’ 
discourse produced by this Barcelona supporter during a Real Madrid 
versus Barcelona soccer game will involve active iden tity differ en ti ation 
from the iden tity of Real Madrid support ers.4 Self and Other are inter -
related – ‘the other is in me before me’ (Derrida, 2002b: 84). And since there 
is no easy separ a tion, Levinas’ view that the ethical rela tion is asym met rical 
is hard to main tain.

While Levinas frames his ethics in terms of respons ib il ity to the Other, 
Derrida has a differ ent formu la tion – hospit al ity to the Other. I outline this 
perspect ive below. As the reader will see, this outlook, together with 
Derrida’s stip u la tion that Self and Other are inter de pend ent and inter-
penetrated, leads to an ethics which seeks to trans form Self rather than  
to an ethics where Self is subjug ated to the Other.

7.3.2 Hospitality to the Other, nego ti ation, and inter rup-
tion of the Self

Derrida argues that ethics should be founded on the will ing ness to welcome 
the Other into one’s home. Indeed, for Derrida, ethics is hospit al ity (Derrida, 
2001a: 16–17). ‘Hospitality’, though, is not a simple notion for Derrida. An 
illus tra tion: I am throw ing a party. In showing hospit al ity to guests (who 
may include strangers), I demote Self to the Other in allow ing them to 
consume my food and drink, wander around my house, etc. Nevertheless, 
there are still rules – either overtly mentioned or impli cit – about how I 
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expect them to behave: ‘Do you mind taking your shoes off if you go 
upstairs?’ and so on. This means that my hospit al ity is condi tional. So, 
really we should refer to the every day idea of ‘hospit al ity’ as ‘condi tional 
hospit al ity’. Derrida then asks ‘What would true hospit al ity look like?’, i.e. 
hospit al ity which is not condi tional. And the answer is it would be an 
impossible form of hospit al ity. If I allow the Other to do whatever they 
want – graf fiti my walls, wear my clothes, etc. – I become a kind of hostage 
in my own home. Unconditional hospit al ity is impossible since the host – 
the Self – must always be in a posi tion to give hospit al ity. Derrida thus 
uncov ers a tension in the concept of hospit al ity or what he refers to as an 
aporia: I cannot be hospit able unless I demote Self to the Other; I can only 
be hospit able by promot ing Self over the Other (Derrida, 2000).

Derrida is relaxed about this aporia. This is because, he argues, we should 
embrace the tension within the concept of hospit al ity as the basis of a 
product ive ethics. In our encounter with the Other, we should always begin 
from the posi tion of uncon di tional (or abso lute) hospit al ity. In other words, 
we demote Self to the Other from the begin ning. This is an optimum start ing 
point since it most likely ensures that the Self will be inter rup ted (Derrida, 
1999a: 51), some thing Derrida sees as valu able. The encounter with the 
Other offers the possib il ity of benefit – of posit ive trans form a tion of Self. To 
offer uncon di tional hospit al ity to the Other, however, clearly carries a risk 
and so we should proceed cautiously (Derrida, 1999b: 71). To reduce this, 
Derrida stresses the import ance of nego ti at ing uncon di tional hospit al ity to 
the Other via condi tions which we regard as import ant (Derrida, 2001a: 
22–23) and which apply to the partic u lar situ ation where hospit al ity is 
offered. Not only, then, do we demote Self to the Other. In line with the 
aporia of hospit al ity, we also promote Self over the Other. This means that 
aspects of Self which are vital to us – say, adher ence to the idea of human 
rights – will be preserved. But because our start ing point is abso lute hos- 
pit al ity – the extreme condi tion of hospit al ity – this best ensures the pos- 
sib il ity that other elements of Self may undergo unpre dict able posit ive 
change through its nego ti ated engage ment with the Other.

7.3.3 The Other, Self- inven tion and the future

As will be appar ent, to be hospit able to the Other in Derrida’s ethics links 
to inven tion, specific ally the recreation of Self. Indeed, the link between Self- 
inven tion, and allow ing the Other into our lives, is in the etymo logy of 
‘in- vention’ – ‘in- venir’ or ‘in- coming’. Self- inven tion occurs when we allow 
the Other to come in. The aim of philo sophy for Derrida is ‘to allow for the 
passage toward the Other’ (Derrida, 1992: 341) which will, in turn, trans-
form under stand ing of the current order. This Other – not neces sar ily a 
person(s) – may already exist or is yet- to-come. In effect, Derrida advoc ates 
an ethical orient a tion to a future encounter with an Other which is 
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under stood as imply ing the possib il ity of de- sedi ment ing the exist ing 
thoughts and actions in the Self.

7.3.4 Transformation in reading through the encounter 
with the Other

Reflecting what I wrote in Chapter 3, Derrida’s ethical outlook to a future 
encounter with the Other also informs his mode of reading. Similar to CDA, 
many of his read ings are an affirm a tion of the Other – often the excluded, 
the marginal, the invis ible – which could include socially/econom ic ally rela-
t ively power less groups. Where Derrida has a differ ent emphasis from CDA 
is his respons ive ness to the Other in his mode of reading. Indeed, his entire 
way of reading could be char ac ter ised as follows: opening out the reading of 
texts to the Other. He inter venes in texts to high light where an author’s posi-
tion is depend ent on exclu sion, margin al isa tion and total isa tion of the Other. 
Since these moves reflect inhospitality to the Other, they are uneth ical for 
Derrida. Moreover, in line with Derrida’s creat ive open ness to the Other, 
and orient a tion to the future, he sees the reading exper i ence as purposely 
open and unpre dict able. In bring ing in the marginal, excluded or new Other 
into our reading, we should not know what to expect. In turn, our normal 
reading posi tion is decentred; trans form a tion of Self is made possible.

7.3.5 But Derrida’s and Levinas’ ethics do not  
look like ethics

The common under stand ing of ethics is that it is the philo sophy of moral ity – 
the philo sophy of how we should conduct ourselves.5 The three stand ard 
perspect ives in ethics – deont o lo gical, tele olo gical and virtue ethics – are set 
out in Definition Box 7.1. Derrida and Levinas’s ethics do not fall under 
these three stand ard posi tions. Their ethics is not ‘norm at ive’ in rela tion to 
moral conduct – it does not provide us with norms for living. To be clear, 
the ethics of Derrida and Levinas is norm at ive to the extent that we are 
exhor ted to orient to the Other. Nevertheless, their ethics stops short of stip-
u lat ing what we should do once we encounter the Other.

Definition Box 7.1 The three stand ard 
approaches in norm at ive ethics

Deontological ethics: making moral judge ments on the basis of 
univer sal ising prin ciples of social duty. Kant’s ‘categor ical imper at ive’ is 
one example of deont o lo gical ethics. Religious ethics such as the ‘10 
Commandments’ also consti tute this form of ethics.
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Teleological ethics: making moral judge ments on the basis of 
consequences. The ‘Utilitarian’, Jeremy Bentham, is a philo sopher who 
subscribed to tele olo gical ethics. Justifying the killing of a geno cidist in 
order to prevent the slaughter of more people reflects this ethics.

Virtue ethics: posing ques tions such as ‘how can I become a better 
person?’ is to engage in virtue ethics. Advice to a colleague that they 
are too nice and not selfish enough to get on in their career is to 
bypass virtue ethics. Aristotle promotes a version of virtue ethics.

Since Derrida and Levinas have little to say about norms for how we 
execute our respons ib il it ies to the Other, are they not promot ing an irre-
spons ible ethics? Let me respond from Derrida’s vantage. How can we can 
make a proper decision on ethical action appro pri ate to the specific context 
in which we find ourselves if we only obey a general rule which pre- exists 
that context? How can we act ethic ally towards the partic u lar Other in front 
of us if we only treat them in rela tion to a general maxim which precedes 
our encounter with this Other? By only acting accord ing to a general maxim, 
not only is ethical specificity lost, but it could well ensue that the Other is 
reduced or total ised in our ethical ‘decision’. Since we all inhabit differ ent 
tradi tions (cultural, polit ical, etc.), we may well begin an ethical encounter 
with fairly gener al ised orient a tions. On a Derridean ethics, the import ant 
thing is that these orient a tions should only act as para met ers for our engage-
ment with the Other rather than a rigid set of direc tions. This more flex ible 
way of inter act ing with the Other not only allows us to appre ci ate their 
specificity better, thereby redu cing the prospect that we total ise the Other. It 
also creates space to facil it ate better decision- making on the specific ethical 
action we take apropos the Other as well as for possible review, as a result 
of the encounter with the Other, of the para met ers with which we began the 
engage ment.

7.3.6 Summary

I have outlined Levinas’ ethics of respons ib il ity to the Other. I have done the 
same for Derrida’s ethics of hospit al ity to the Other, which both endorses 
and crit ic ally adapts Levinas’ posi tion. Both ethical slants are import ant  
to the second analyt ical strand of this book for digit ally decon struct ing 
public sphere argu ments. Below I appro pri ate Levinas’ concept of ‘ethical 
subjectiv ity’. Since the second strand, in this book, is groun ded in CDA, 
the ethical subjectiv ity equates to the stand point of a socially/econom ic ally 
relat ively power less group. The Self- trans form at ive dimen sion to Derrida’s 
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ethics is also import ant to the second strand. I should say, though, that 
despite chiming with Levinas’ hetero nom ous vision, I feel his genu flec tion to 
the Other risks masochism. In this respect, I am more sympath etic to 
Derrida’s (non- reli gious) stip u la tion that we exer cise caution, agency and a 
crit ical atti tude in nego ti at ing with the Other. I move on to explain how I 
appro pri ate the notion of ethical subjectiv ity.

7.4. The second crit ical decon struct ive strand

7.4.1 Corpus analysis of counter- discourse

In the second crit ical strand of this book, the analyst eval u ates a public 
sphere argu ment relat ive to the key concerns of the socially/econom ic ally 
relat ively power less Other who is attacked in the argu ment. The web offers 
a multi tude of places for conveni ently access ing the up- to-date key concerns 
of relat ively power less Others who seek social and polit ical change. Showing 
uncon di tional hospit al ity to a new Other in this way facil it ates deter rit ori-
al isa tion. This has the benefit that we escape routine crit ical Self. Self is 
recre ated through connec tion to a new Other.

Let me take the reader through the proced ure of the second strand.  
First, the analyst chooses a public sphere argu ment, from whatever  
source, where a (mostly) unfa mil iar socially/econom ic ally relat ively power-
less Other is being criti cised, char ac ter ised or is poten tially affected for the 
worse by the perspect ive asser ted in the argu ment. Alternatively, the analyst 
might choose a public sphere argu ment which completely ignores the key 
crit ical concerns of a campaign group which opposes the stance of the  
argu ment.

Following their selec tion of a public sphere argu ment, the analyst shows 
digital hospit al ity to the Other, ascer tain ing their key concerns by:

• compil ing a corpus, from the web, of a large number of appro pri ate 
texts gener ated by the Other which detail their motiv a tions for social/
polit ical change;

• using digital tools to conduct a lemma, word and colloc a tion frequency 
analysis of this counter- discourse.

The reason for gener at ing lemmas is to help achieve an effect ive ‘birds- eye’ 
view on the lexical content of the counter- discourse corpus. After all, if a 
key concern is recur rently expressed through lexical repe ti tion, this may be 
via differ ent word forms of the same lemma. This process enhances access ing 
of key semantic content and, in turn, the recur rent concerns of the Other. 
(Generating lemmas is not the only way of effect ing a useful birds- eye 
vantage on the lexical content of a corpus. In chapters 8 and 9, I show how 
this can be done using keywords).
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7.4.2 Deconstructing the argu ment ‘dialeth ic ally’

After ascer tain ing the most frequent concerns of the Other, the analyst then 
invest ig ates the extent to which the author of the argu ment has accur ately 
repres en ted the Other’s stand point. Should it tran spire that the argu ment 
has excluded, margin al ised or total ised key concerns of the Other, the argu-
ment can be prob lem at ised. That is to say, the argu ment can be shown to be 
dialect ic ally falla cious – it is a straw man. But my focus is not just dialect-
ical. Since we have shown uncon di tional digital hospit al ity to an unfa mil iar 
socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less Other in order to view the argu-
ment from their stand point, we have construc ted – in line with Derridean/
Levinasian ethics – an ethical subjectiv ity. In being both dialect ical and 
ethical, the second analyt ical strand of this book is ‘dialeth ical’.

Viewing the public sphere argu ment from the perspect ive of the ethical 
subjectiv ity also enables us to see whether or not the argu ment’s coher ence is 
destabil ised relat ive to the counter- discourse. This is achieved by making 
present in the argu ment how the Other really repres ents its stand point. 
Repeated lexis and grammar which estab lish cohes ive struc ture in the argu-
ment is likely to reflect how the author recur rently frames the relat ively 
power less Other that they criti cise or just char ac ter ise. Since an argu ment’s 
capa city to persuade is depend ent, in part, on effect ive cohe sion, should the 
cohes ive struc ture of the text of the argu ment be disturbed by making relev ant 
absences visible, then its coher ence dimin ishes and its cred ib il ity does too 
relative to the Other’s perspective. Alternatively, after making a relev ant 
absence visible, tensions can emerge in the argu ment which affect its coher-
ence regard less of whether it retains cohe sion. The eval u at ive proced ure of 
the second analyt ical strand of this book thus mirrors that of the first strand.

7.4.3 Deepening ethical respons ive ness

The readers may perhaps be asking them selves ‘Why might I want to go to 
the trouble to explore possible decon struc tion of coher ence in the argu-
ment? If I find out that the argu ment is not cred ible relat ive to the Other’s 
stand point, why not just leave it at that?’ To explore poten tial decon struc-
tion of coher ence is to deepen ethical respons ive ness to an unfa mil iar 
socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less Other, not just trying on their 
shoes, but walking about in them in the argu ment and ‘becoming-Other’ in 
the process. In other words, a deeper and more dynamic ethical respons ive-
ness to the Other goes beyond appre ci at ing that an argu ment which criti-
cises/bypasses it is dialect ic ally falla cious. And by eval u at ing the coher ence 
of the argu ment relat ive to the key concerns/motiv a tions in the counter- 
discourse, appre ci at ing how an argu ment might distort and occlude the 
Other in quite subtle ways, inter rup tion of Self and appre ci ation of the 
Other are intens i fied.
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7.4.4 Non- predestined decon struc tions

If the analyst shows uncon di tional hospit al ity to a relat ively power less 
Other who is (largely) unfa mil iar to them, then the follow ing should apply: 
revel a tion of coher ence prob lems in the argu ment would not be predestined. 
This is because the ethical subjectiv ity would be based on the quant it at ive 
results of data mining which the analyst could not really have known. This 
is analog ous to the point I made at the end of Chapter 6 where the analyst 
gener ates a discurs ive subjectiv ity to train on a public sphere argu ment with 
an unfa mil iar topic.

7.4.5 Advantages of the tech no logy used for gener at ing an 
ethical subjectiv ity

Campaign/petition websites and user- gener ated text

Which texts to choose for creat ing an ethical subjectiv ity from? One obvious 
place would be texts on campaign websites – that is, websites campaign ing 
for social/polit ical change. In Chapter 9, I will high light how this can be 
done straight for wardly using text archives from a campaign website. In this 
chapter, I will high light how an ethical subjectiv ity can be created from 
‘user- gener ated’ text on a petition website.

It is now habitual for websites to carry the capa city for users to deposit 
their own texts. Such user- gener ated content on a campaign website is worth 
mining for my purposes if it can tell us the key concerns of support ers of a 
partic u lar campaign rather than just its gener at ors. If there are hundreds, if 
not thou sands, of supporter- gener ated reasons on a campaign website, but 
we only based an ethical subjectiv ity on the reasons provided by the initi-
ator(s) of the campaign, we could be accused of skewed and narrow selec-
tion. While it is reas on able to suppose that every one signing up to a campaign 
agrees on the ends, it cannot be assumed that they all have the same motiv-
a tion. The motiv a tions which come to define a campaign will be the most 
frequent ones across an aggreg ate of the initi ator reasons and supporter 
reasons. Supporter user- gener ated reasons are, thus, not an ‘outside’ supple-
ment to the campaign. Their visib il ity makes them an import ant part of a 
campaign’s motiv a tion and we need to take account of them in build ing an 
ethical subjectiv ity. There is also a key advant age for knowing supporter 
reasons as compre hens ively as possible. The ethical subjectiv ity would carry 
quant it at ive author ity, based on the most prom in ent concerns of many 
people support ing a campaign rather than just one or a handful.

Corpus linguistic method

But there is no use in having access to large numbers of digit ised campaigner/
supporter texts if we cannot access frequent concerns across them 
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conveni ently and rigor ously. As I will demon strate in Part III, the growth of 
an ethical subjectiv ity is facil it ated by the useful capa city of corpus analysis 
to access effi ciently in a concen trated manner common concerns across 
multiple campaign/supporter texts. Another boon of corpus linguistic 
method for my purposes is one already mentioned in this book, but worth 
reit er at ing – it substan tially reduces parti al ity and arbit rar i ness in manual 
analysis of data.

In Section 7.5, I repro duce a widely circu lated argu ment which contests a 
recent campaign. This campaign, ‘No More Page 3’ (NMP3), initi ated by 
Lucy Holmes, asked for the removal of a topless model page from the UK 
popular tabloid news pa per, The Sun. The picture of the topless model 
featured prom in ently in this tabloid – on its page 3, hence ‘Page 3 Model’. 
To ascer tain accur ately proto typ ical aspects of the campaign stand point, in 
Section 7.6 I collect reasons given by signat or ies to the NMP3 peti tion on 
the website Change.org and combine these with the reasons given by the 
initi at ors of the campaign. I sift through this corpus of reasons using a 
corpus linguistic tool. In Section 7.7, I then compare the most frequent 
concerns/motiv a tions of this counter- discourse with how they are construc ted 
in the argu ment. On this basis, I not only reveal the argu ment to be a straw 
man, but also that much of the argu ment’s coher ence unravels relat ive to the 
common concerns of the counter- discourse.

7.5. Argument data and descrip tion of its major 
cohes ive chains

7.5.1 The Sun and the ‘No More Page 3’ campaign

The Sun is owned by the billion aire mogul Rupert Murdoch, whose commu-
nic a tions empire spans the globe. The Sun’s topless model page began in 
1970. NMP3 was started in the summer of 2012.6 In January 2015, the 
paper version of the The Sun suspen ded ‘Page 3’. In the light of the 45-year 
exist ence of Page 3 – which was (impli citly) suppor ted by a billion aire global 
commu nic a tions mogul with proven polit ical clout – it should be evident 
that we have the follow ing: a straight for ward dicho tomy of The Sun as 
socially relat ively power ful and NMP3 as socially relat ively power less 
during its campaign. At the time of the NMP3 campaign, over 2 million 
copies of The Sun were purchased daily,7 but it was estim ated to have a daily 
read er ship of more than 5 million.8

7.5.2 The argu ment criti cising NMP3

I come to the public sphere argu ment which contested NMP3 (Figure 7.1). 
It appeared in another UK daily national news pa per – this time a quality 
‘broad sheet’ – The Telegraph, on 18 September 2012. The Telegraph has a 

http://www.Change.org
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The censori ous campaign against Page 3 is driven by the oldest and most foul form of 

snob bery

By Brendan O’Neill

Does Page 3 really condi tion the Sun’s readers to hate women?

[A]

Is there no end to the femin ist nagging about Page 3? Yet another censori ous campaign has 

been launched to try to rid Britain of the alleged scourge that is the Sun’s daily serving of 

boobs. Following Clare Short’s efforts in the ’80s to have Page 3 branded porn, and the 

appear ance of the blue- pen brigade known as Turn Your Back on Page 3 before the Leveson 

Inquiry earlier this year, we now have an online peti tion called “Take the Bare Boobs Out of 

the Sun”.

[B]

It is calling on Dominic Mohan, editor of the Sun, to “stop showing topless pictures of young 

women in Britain’s most widely read news pa per”, and it is thrill ing some broad sheet 

comment at ors who are impressed by the fact that, so far, it has been signed by more than 

17,000 people. (Though, of course, that’s an infin ites im ally small number in compar ison with 

the estim ated seven million people who read the Sun every day and who presum ably do 

not have a problem with its Page 3 pics).

[C]

What is it about Page 3 that so riles campaign ers and comment at ors? Ours is an age in 

which you can’t switch on MTV without seeing a half- naked woman whip ping her backing 

singers and where films and TV shows have more nudity and sex in them than ever before, 

but it is always Page 3 that gets campaign ers hot under the collar. It’s all because of context. 

It’s because of where Page 3 appears – in the gutter press – and who looks at it: gutter 

people.

[D]

What campaign ers find most upset ting about Page 3 is not the photo graphs them selves – 

after all, far more reveal ing pics are avail able at the click of a mouse these days – but rather 

the thought of who is looking at those photo graphs: Sun readers, gruff blokes, men who 

*shudder* have jobs that involve phys ical labour. These people are presumed to be so 

ill- educated so incap able of distin guish ing reality from fantasy, that if they gawp at Page 3 

for long enough they will auto mat ic ally turn into sexist beasts who believe that every woman 

is like Chloe, 21, from Essex: saucy and sexu ally avail able.

[E]

Peruse the propa ganda of the anti-Page 3 lobby and you will see that they [campaign ers] are 

far more concerned about male Sun readers’ tiny minds than they [campaign ers] are about 

Page 3 girls’ ample bosoms. So the new peti tion calls on the Sun to “stop condi tion ing your 

readers to view women as sex objects.”

[F]

“Conditioning” – what an inter est ing choice of word. It means the process by which “the beha-

viour of an organ ism becomes depend ent on an event occur ring in its envir on ment”. That is 

how anti-Page 3 campaign ers see Sun readers – as organ isms moulded and remoul ded by 

the all- power ful, mind- controlling editors of the tabloid they read over their morning tea.
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[G]

Elsewhere, comment at ors talk about Page 3 as part of a process of “neolib eral social condi-

tion ing” that encour ages men to go over to the “dark side of sexual objec ti fic a tion”. Turn Your 

Back on Page 3 claims there is a link between Page 3 pictures and “the atti tudes and beha-

viours asso ci ated with viol ence towards women”. Page 3 twists men’s minds, it says, 

“encour aging negat ive atti tudes . . . and at worst, acts of viol ence”. In less pseudo-  

psycho lo gical lingo: monkey see, monkey do. The sort of people who see Page 3 – whisper 

it: Them – are judged to be incap able of looking at a picture without having the nerve endings 

in their brains frayed and their atti tudes “recon di tioned” in a more hateful direc tion. They are 

looked upon as having minds like putty, as being highly malle able creatures who can be 

turned Bad through regular expos ure to photos of women in their knick ers.

[H]

But the idea that Sun readers are “condi tioned” – that is, brain washed – into hating women 

is as bonkers as the notion that someone who visits a Damien Hirst exhib i tion will become a 

depress ive obsessed with death and decay or that people who watched The Wire will have 

developed preju di cial atti tudes towards the inhab it ants of Baltimore.

[I]

Every day, people consume art and enter tain ment, some of it provoc at ive and depraved, 

without having their moral compass warped and their moral outlook completely and danger-

ously recon di tioned. Why do campaign ers assume that Sun readers are any differ ent? It’s 

because they [campaign ers] view them as not very well educated, as coarse, as having 

such empty minds that they might easily be filled with all sorts of weird passions and ideas. 

Behind the radical preten sions of the anti-Page 3 lobby there lurks the same snob bery that 

motored the campaign to keep Lady Chatterley’s Lover banned, only these campaign ers 

don’t ask “Would you let your wife read this book?”, but rather “Would you let your husband 

– your gruff, labour ing, poten tially violent husband – look at these photos?”

(© Telegraph Media Group Limited, 2012)

Figure 7.1 O’Neill’s argu ment annot ated for broad cohes ive chains.

signi fic antly large print and online read er ship.9 The argu ment was written 
by Brendan O’Neill. I have alpha bet ised its para graphs. I have also anno-
tated salient cohes ive chains across the argu ment. Different annota tion 
styles show differ ent cohes ive chains in the argu ment. I have annot ated 
cohes ive chains because:

• it allows me to appre ci ate system at ic ally how O’Neill repeatedly frames 
the motiv a tion of the NMP3 campaign;

• after I ascer tain NMP3’s key concerns and motiv a tions, I show where 
the argu ment’s cohes ive struc ture omits/occludes categor ies import ant 
to this campaign;

• once these omis sions/occlu sions are made present, I show where the 
argu ment lacks coher ence, and thus cred ib il ity, relat ive to the stand-
points of NMP3.10
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I explain the differ ent annota tion patterns below. As should be clear, 
O’Neill’s general argu ment is that the anti-Page 3 campaign patron ises the 
working- class men who read The Sun.

7.5.3 Using soft ware to help high light the cohes ive  
struc ture of the argu ment

Once again, I used the corpus tool AntConc (Anthony, 2011) to ascer tain 
the argu ment’s most frequent words (Table 7.1). This helps with tracing 
salient aspects of the argu ment’s cohes ive struc ture. And, echoing 5.3, 
tracing major cohes ive chains across the text with the assist ance of a digital 
tool is useful since:

• it reduces the prospect that we miss where an argu ment has framed the 
stand point it criti cises;

• in augment ing system atic tracing of cohes ive chains, it helps ensure the 
cred ib il ity of any subsequent decon struc tion.

Table 7.1 shows frequen cies for words repeated at least twice. That is to 
say, these could be words contrib ut ing to cohes ive struc ture.11

Figure 7.1 annot ates three differ ent and frequent lexical/semantic  
repe ti tions:

• BOLD: ‘(Sun) readers’; ‘people’ where this word refers to Sun readers; 
where (Sun) readers are described as male working- class adults, 
includ ing ironic descrip tions;

• ITALICS: ‘woman/en’;
• UNDERLINED: ‘campaign ers’.

With this broad tracing completed, it becomes easier to see how less 
frequently repeated lexis and grammar relate to the broader cohes ive chains. 
For example, ‘gruff’ (x2; [D], [I]) and ‘ill- educated’ (x2; [D], [I]) are used 
iron ic ally in rela tion to O’Neill’s construc tion of Sun readers as working- 
class male adults.12

I come now to the NMP3 Change.org peti tion and my mining of reasons 
given by signat or ies for support ing the campaign.

7.6 Corpus analysis of key NMP3 stand points

7.6.1 The NMP3 peti tion on www.Change.org

Change.org was launched in 2007 to provide a free peti tion tool. Its ethos is 
‘empower ing people every where to create the change they want to see’. It is 
allegedly ‘the world’s largest peti tion plat form’.13 Change.org provides the 

http://www.Change.org
http://www.Change.org
http://www.Change.org
http://www.Change.org
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facil ity for not only setting up a peti tion or signing a peti tion, but also for 
depos it ing a reason why a signat ory supports a peti tion. The reasons are 
publicly avail able.14 The NMP3 peti tion was launched on 22 August 2012. 
O’Neill’s argu ment has a hyper link to the peti tion at the end of his para-
graph [A].

7.6.2 Lexical lemma frequency analysis of the digital 
supple ment

On 18 November 2012, a short time after O’Neill’s article was written – 
two months – I pulled together all avail able reasons for signing the NMP3 
peti tion on Change.org into a corpus.15 This consisted of 1691 reasons 
totalling 31,564 words. Because I did not go beyond two months after 
O’Neill’s argu ment was published, I adduce the reasons to be relev ant to the 
time O’Neill was writing. I combined these with the 678 words of reasons 
for initi at ing the campaign, given by Lucy Holmes and her colleagues on  
the NMP3 website, which were avail able on 18 November 2012.16 The 
combined total for all reasons is 32,242 words. The next stage was to use 
AntConc to gener ate the most frequent lexical lemmas in the combined 
corpus (see Table 7.2). To help achieve the most effect ive ‘birds- eye’ view on 
the semantic content of the campaign corpus, I also treated all data as lower 
case.17 And since, in trying to access semantic content, it is helpful to have 
ready access to lexical words without the ‘noise’ of gram mat ical words (e.g. 
‘and’, ‘in’, ‘she’, ‘the’), I filtered out the latter by using a stoplist.18 This use 
of a stoplist is not completely neces sary, mind – it just makes iden ti fic a tion 
of lexical words in a word frequency list more effi cient.

Following lemma gener a tion, I explored how differ ent word forms of 
lemmas were used in the corpus. Thus the quant it at ive proced ure is followed 
by a qual it at ive one. I found three broad reasons for signing the peti tion.19

Sun readers can be young daugh ters

The first broad reason – one I did not appreciate beforehand – is that The 
Sun, as a family news pa per, natur al ises the objec ti fic a tion of women not 
just for dad, but for his chil dren also. This reason can be seen by access ing 
the lemmas young (77 instances), girl (62), daugh ter (49), grow (38), 
child (29), boy (23), family (22). So marked is this pattern that if one 
aggreg ates all word forms under these lemmas, then it would be the second 
largest category in Table 7.2. Here is a post exem pli fy ing this pattern:

I’ve always found it odd and embar rass ing that there should be naked 
women inside a “family” news pa per. Not nice for daugh ters to see their 
dads perving over girls not much older than them.

http://www.Change.org
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The refer ence to ‘daugh ters’ echoes a number of comments from women 
reflect ing on when they were young and feeling unnerved by the exper i ence 
of their dad reading Page 3 in front of them, as well as seeing the pictures 
them selves, at a time when they were sens it ive about their growing bodies.

The exper i ence of women

Another broad reason relates to how support ers commonly exper i ence Page 
3 as degrad ing, objec ti fy ing and disrespect ful to women. Indeed, many 
support ers giving this reason are female. Here is a frag ment from a post 
exem pli fy ing this pattern:

I feel Page 3 is very degrad ing to females. We’re not an object to be 
ogled upon.

This reason for reject ing Page 3 can be found around the use of the lemma 
woman (418 instances) and female (30) as well as the lemmas object (70), 
respect (41), objec ti fic a tion (38), degrade (37), and demean 
(21). woman is the most frequent lexical lemma. In order to thicken the 
analysis, it is useful to look at concord ance lines for these lemmas and to see 
the extent to which word forms colloc ate with one another. Figure 7.2 
shows concord ance lines for degrade where it is clear that woman is a 
regular colloc ate. Marked colloc a tion patterns can be demon strated for 
woman/female and the other lemmas mentioned above.

Incongruity of Page 3 in a news pa per

Another broad reason given for the NMP3 stance is the incon gru ity between 
the news pa per status of The Sun and the soft porn status of ‘Page 3’. This 
reason can be commonly accessed under the lemma news pa per (78), e.g:

If The Sun is a news pa per then print the news. If The Sun is a soft 
porno, then put it on the top shelf. It’s embar rass ing that this is still 
considered accept able.

Having ascer tained frequently recur ring concerns of initi at ors/support ers of 
the campaign, echoing Derrida’s ethics of hospit al ity, at this stage I accept 
these reasons uncon di tion ally.
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7.7 Deepening ethical respons ive ness: Evaluating 
the argu ment’s cohe sion and coher ence via the 
NMP3 ethical subjectiv ity

7.7.1 Orientation

Showing uncon di tional digital hospit al ity to NMP3 involves creat ing an 
ethical subjectiv ity rigor ously from the broad reasons for support ing the 
NMP3 campaign. From the perspect ive of this ethical subjectiv ity, in 7.7.2 
and 7.7.3 I high light how O’Neill miscon strues the concerns of the campaign. 
In order then to deepen ethical respons ive ness to the NMP3 campaign, I 
also do the follow ing: eval u ate whether or not O’Neill’s failure to address 
key concerns of support ers of NMP3 leads to prob lems for his argu ment’s 
cohe sion and coher ence relat ive to the counter- discourse. This eval u ation is 
achieved by opening up the way NMP3 is framed in the argu ment to 
categor ies and category differ en ti ations that are import ant in NMP3 
campaign ers/support ers’ stand points. This is another appro pri ation of 
Derrida’s approach to reading – showing how decon struc tion takes place by 
opening up a text to suppressed differ ence.

7.7.2 Deconstructions

‘Sun readers’ includes ‘young daugh ter Sun readers’

As we saw in Section 6, campaign support ers have a plural idea of The Sun 
reader, i.e. it can include chil dren – specific ally girls and daugh ters – and 
thus fathers. These category differ ences and rela tions are obscured in 
O’Neill’s argu ment where he treats Sun readers as male working- class 
adults. Consider para graph [D]. Its first sentence is as follows:

(D)
What campaign ers find most upset ting about Page 3 is not the photo-
graphs them selves – after all, far more reveal ing pics are avail able at the 
click of a mouse these days – but rather the thought of who is looking 
at those photo graphs: Sun readers, gruff blokes, men who *shudder* 
have jobs that involve phys ical labour [my bold and under lin ing].

From 7.6.2, we know one thing that ‘campaign ers find upset ting’ is indeed 
the ‘thought of who is looking at those photo graphs’ – one group of Sun 
readers in partic u lar: child Sun readers. Relative to the NMP3 ethical 
subjectiv ity, we can say that there is a colloc ate deficit in ‘Sun readers’ in  
[D] – the absence of the colloc ate ‘child’ or more specific ally ‘girl’ or ‘young 
daugh ter’. Just as I did in Part II, I can read the argu ment through the ‘trace’ 
of normal colloc a tion – not this time for how a topic is gener ally discussed, 
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but for how a topic is habitu ally discussed by the stand point criti cised in the 
argu ment. In other words, I can read the argu ment through the ‘trace’ of 
normal colloc a tion in the ‘big D’ counter- discourse. By address ing the 
colloc ate deficit through includ ing ‘young daugh ter’ within ‘Sun readers’ – 
since that is how many support ers of the campaign would see things – para-
graph [D] loses coher ence (Figure 7.3):

[D]

What campaign ers find most upset ting about Page 3 is not the photo graphs them selves – 

after all, far more reveal ing pics are avail able at the click of a mouse these days – but rather 

the thought of who is looking at those photo graphs: (young daugh ter) Sun readers, gruff 

blokes, men who *shudder* have jobs that involve phys ical labour. These people 

(young daugh ters) are presumed to be so ill- educated so incap able of distin guish ing reality 

from fantasy, that if they gawp at Page 3 for long enough they will auto mat ic ally turn into 

sexist beasts who believe that every woman is like Chloe, 21, from Essex: saucy and sexu-

ally avail able.

Figure 7.3 Coherence prob lems in para graph [D] relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity.

Why is this? O’Neill’s repeated use of ‘ill- educated’ ([D], [I]) now jars  
since, obvi ously, girls are still being educated at school. And girls are unlikely 
to have jobs which involve ‘phys ical labour’ ([D], [I]), and they are not 
usually described as ‘gruff’ ([D], [I]). The byproduct of making up for the 
colloc ate deficit in how NMP3 discusses a key concern is that ‘young 
daugh ter’, in effect, has become a colloc ate surplus in the original category 
‘Sun readers’. ‘Young daugh ter’ is a meaning surplus which unstead ies the 
argu ment’s sense, indeed, making it say some thing unin ten tion ally absurd, 
i.e. that girls reading The Sun will turn into ‘sexist beasts’. Another way of 
putting things is to say that relat ive to a key concern of NMP3, the 
coher ence of para graph [D] is unstable. Paragraph [I] loses coher ence for 
similar reasons.

Cohesion via under stand ing of (adult, male) ‘Sun readers’

Now I appreciate that many campaign ers/support ers would see ‘Sun readers’ 
‘who look at those photo graphs’ in para graph [D] as includ ing ‘young 
daugh ters’, there is another way of viewing rami fic a tions for the argu ment: 
a signi fic ant cohes ive chain involving ‘Sun readers’ is now destabil ised by  
the colloc ate surplus of ‘young daugh ter’. This happens because the effect-
ive ness of this cohe sion relies on an under stand ing that ‘Sun readers’ are  
male adults. Cohesion between [D] and [E] is, for example, destabil ised 
(Figure 7.4):
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With cohe sion destabil ised relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity, so too is the 
argu ment’s coher ence. In turn, the rhet or ical language of ‘gruff blokes, men 
who *shudder* have jobs that involve phys ical labour’, and thus O’Neill’s 
rhet or ical strategy of framing critics of Page 3 as snob bish and patron ising, 
is rendered defect ive. Lastly, similar decon struc tions would ensue from 
inter ven ing in the text using ‘child’ or ‘boy’ instead of ‘young daugh ter’.

Female exper i ence of Page 3

O’Neill uses woman eight times (‘woman’ x2; ‘women’ x6). woman has i) 
sexu al ised refer ence: ‘topless’[B], ‘half- naked’[C], ‘saucy and sexu ally avail-
able’[D], ‘sex objects’[E], ‘knick ers’[G]; ii) relates to viol ence towards 
women [G]; iii) hatred of women [head line, G, H].

In my initial reading of the argu ment, I was unaware of how O’Neill was 
not using the category of woman relat ive to the key concerns of the NMP3 
campaign. Adopting the ethical subjectiv ity, however, enables me to trans-
form what was a naive/shallow reading relat ive to the concerns of the Other. 
Though O’Neill repeats woman, he does not address – whether delib er ately 
or inad vert ently – the degrad ing female exper i ence of Page 3. It is a key 
absence in his argu ment relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity. This is reflec ted 
in the absence of female gender- marking of ‘campaign ers’ (x6). Or put 
another way, in the category of ‘campaign ers’ – whose repe ti tion provides a 
salient cohes ive chain across the argu ment – there is a colloc ate deficit of 

Figure 7.4 Destabilisation of lexical cohe sion between para graphs [D] and [E].

[D]

What campaign ers find most upset ting about Page 3 is not the photo graphs them selves – 

after all, far more reveal ing pics are avail able at the click of a mouse these days – but 

rather the thought of who is looking at those photo graphs: (young daugh ter) Sun readers, 

gruff blokes, men who *shudder* have jobs that involve phys ical labour. These 

people (young daugh ters) are presumed to be so ill- educated, so incap able of distin-

guish ing reality from fantasy, that if they gawp at Page 3 for long enough they will auto mat-

ic ally turn into sexist beasts who believe that every woman is like Chloe, 21, from Essex: 

saucy and sexu ally avail able.

COHESION DECONSTRUCTED

[E]

Peruse the propa ganda of the anti-Page 3 lobby and you will see that they [campaign ers] 

are far more concerned about (adult) male Sun readers’ tiny minds than they 

[campaign ers] are about Page 3 girls’ ample bosoms. So the new peti tion calls on the Sun 

to “stop condi tion ing your readers to view women as sex objects.”
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‘female’ relat ive to the counter- discourse. And O’Neill neglects to see that 
‘campaign ers’ subsumes both campaign initi at ors and the many support ers 
of the campaign who have made their backing expli cit online.

What is the implic a tion for the argu ment of its failure to address the 
degrad ing female exper i ence of Page 3? From the perspect ive of the ethical 
subjectiv ity, [D] loses coher ence for another reason. I include ‘female 
campaign ers (initi at ors / online support ers)’ within ‘campaign ers’ in [D] as 
well as insert ing some thing they find gener ally ‘upset ting’ (see Figure 7.5). 
In making up for the colloc ate deficit around ‘campaign ers’ in respect to the 
ethical subjectiv ity, ‘female’ becomes a colloc ate surplus in O’Neill’s argu-
ment which disturbs the coher ence of [D]:

Figure 7.5 Coherence prob lems in para graph [D] relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity.

(D)

What (female) campaign ers (initi at ors / online support ers) find most upset ting about Page 3 

is (that it is degrad ing, objec ti fy ing and disrespect ful to women) not the photo graphs them-

selves – after all, far more reveal ing pics are avail able at the click of a mouse these days – 

but rather the thought of who is looking at those photo graphs: Sun readers, gruff blokes, 

men who *shudder* have jobs that involve phys ical labour.

O’Neill’s construc tion of campaign ers as being upset because of the type of 
men who read Page 3 is destabil ised.

Lastly, [D] could also lose coher ence if, instead, we inter vened with the 
third broad reason given in the Change.org corpus that what (female) 
campaign ers gener ally ‘find upset ting’ is that the titil la tion of bare breasts is 
incon gru ous in a news pa per.

Inside- outside inter ven tions on the logic of supple ment a tion

On the one hand by opening up the categor ies of ‘Sun readers’ and 
‘campaigners’ to the more specific categor ies ‘young daugh ter Sun readers’ 
and ‘female campaign ers (initi at ors / online support ers)’ respect ively, one 
might say that I have inter vened in the argu ment from the outside – the 
outside being the corpus of campaign reasons. And if we inter vene in an 
argu ment from the outside and alter its lexis, it is hardly surpris ing if it loses 
cohe sion and thus coher ence! Construing what I did only as an outside 
inter ven tion is mislead ing, however. This is because, relat ive to the counter- 
discourse, ‘young daugh ter Sun readers’ is included within the category ‘Sun 
readers’ and ‘female campaign ers (initi at ors / online support ers)’ is included 
within the category ‘campaign ers’. So, it is not so much that I changed, from 
the outside, ‘Sun readers’ into ‘young daugh ter Sun readers’, or ‘campaign ers’ 
into ‘female campaign ers/online support ers’ in the argu ment. Rather, I 

http://www.Change.org
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threw into relief i) the category of ‘young daugh ter Sun readers’ which was 
already inside ‘Sun readers’ from the lights of the counter- discourse, and ii) 
the category of ‘female campaign ers (initi at ors / online support ers)’ which 
was already inside ‘campaign ers’ from the same. In other words, the 
categor ies of ‘Sun readers’ and ‘campaign ers’ can be said to obfus cate – 
whether inten ded or not – the afore men tioned specific categor ies import ant 
to the ethical subjectiv ity. More gener ally, I have shown, via the logic of 
supple ment a tion appro pri ated from Derrida, how an outside supple ment 
disturbs the inside of the public sphere argu ment it is supple ment ing.

I say ‘supple ment ing’ because there is a weblink right at the end of para-
graph [A] to the NMP3 Change.org peti tion (under lined below):

[A]
Is there no end to the femin ist nagging about Page 3? Yet another 
censori ous campaign has been launched to try to rid Britain of  
the alleged scourge that is the Sun’s daily serving of boobs. Following 
Clare Short’s efforts in the’80s to have Page 3 branded porn, and the 
appear ance of the blue- pen brigade known as Turn Your Back on Page 
3 before the Leveson Inquiry earlier this year, we now have an online 
peti tion called “Take the Bare Boobs Out of the Sun”.

A weblink is a modern form of foot not ing, a piece of supple ment ary inform-
a tion. Analogous to how Derrida uses foot notes to decon struct a text’s main 
body, I have in effect demon strated how mining the content of the weblink 
‘foot note’ in the argu ment can lead to its decon struc tion.

7.7.3 Deconstructing the argu ment via another weblink 
(‘foot note’) supple ment

Another place where use of weblink ing, in the argu ment, is a hostage to 
fortune is in para graph [G]:

[G]
Elsewhere, comment at ors talk about Page 3 as part of a process of “neo- 
lib eral social condi tion ing” that encour ages men to go over to the “dark 
side of sexual objec ti fic a tion”. Turn Your Back on Page 3 claims there is a 
link between Page 3 pictures and “the atti tudes and beha viours asso ci ated 
with viol ence towards women”. Page 3 twists men’s minds, it says, “encour-
aging negat ive atti tudes . . . and at worst, acts of viol ence” . . .

The weblink (underlined above) is to a docu ment co- authored by two 
campaign groups related to NMP3. These groups are called ‘Turn Your 
Back on Page 3’ (TYBOP3) and ‘Object’.20 The docu ment is a submis sion 

http://www.Change.org
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to the Leveson Inquiry in 2011–2012, a judi cial public inquiry into the 
culture, prac tices and ethics of the British press. (O’Neill refers to the 
Leveson Inquiry in para graph [A]). The submis sion (6, 241 words) provides 
detailed evid ence of the sexual objec ti fic a tion of women in the UK tabloid 
press. I used AntConc to gener ate lemmas from the docu ment. These are 
shown in Table 7.3. Among the most frequent lemmas is girl (x30). Many 
of these instances form part of an appraisal that sexu al isa tion of women in 
a number of UK tabloids has harmful effects on girls, i.e. since UK tabloids 
are family news pa pers, they are read by girls. Here is one example from 
page 21 of the docu ment:

Constant monit or ing of appear ance – studies show that women and 
girls face intense pres sure to main tain exact ing ‘beauty’ stand ards. This 
often results in Body Dismorphic Disorder and appear ance anxiety and 
is affect ing women and girls at an increas ingly young age.

In conclu sion, the content of the joint submis sion to Leveson chimes with a 
frequent reason supplied on the NMP3 Change.org peti tion for oppos ing 
Page 3 – which we saw leads to the argu ment’s destabil isa tion. In other 
words, the content of this weblink in O’Neill’s argu ment subverts the very 
argu ment he is making!21

7.7.4 Explanation of the norm al ising of non- gender 
marking of ‘campaign ers’

In this last sub- section of Section 7.7, I explain how the cohe sion between 
‘campaign ers’ and ‘comment at ors’ subtly helps to norm al ise the non- gender 
marking of ‘campaign ers’ – whether this is inten ded or not. Repetition of 
‘comment at ors’ (bold) and ‘campaign ers’ (under lined) across [B], [C] and 
[D] is flagged in Figure 7.6.

‘Thrilling some broad sheet comment at ors’ in [B] is hyper linked in 
O’Neill’s argu ment to a blog published on 17 September 2012 in another 
UK news pa per, The Guardian. In this blog, the journ al ist Roy Greenslade 
high lights how the NMP3 campaign was increas ingly gath er ing support.22 
O’Neill does not mention that this broad sheet ‘comment ator’ is male – why 
would he? The gender- neut ral ity of ‘comment at ors’ here is completely 
expec ted. However, the gender- neutral ‘comment at ors’ returns, in para-
graph [C], in a phrase which includes ‘campaign ers’, i.e. the expres sion 
‘campaign ers and comment at ors’. By asso ci ation, the gender- neut ral ity of 
‘campaign ers’ in this phrase is condi tioned as normal. This helps reduce the 
prospect that subsequent sole use of the gender- neutral ‘campaign ers’ in [C], 
and again in [D], looks out of place.

http://www.Change.org
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[B]

It is calling on Dominic Mohan, editor of the Sun, to “stop showing topless pictures of young 

women in Britain’s most widely read news pa per”, and it is thrill ing some broad sheet 

comment at ors who are impressed by the fact that, so far, it has been signed by more than 

17,000 people . . .

[C]

What is it about Page 3 that so riles campaign ers and comment at ors? Ours is an age in 

which you can’t switch on MTV without seeing a half- naked woman whip ping her backing 

singers and where films and TV shows have more nudity and sex in them than ever before, 

but it is always Page 3 that gets campaign ers hot under the collar. It’s all because of context. 

It’s because of where Page 3 appears – in the gutter press – and who looks at it: gutter 

people.

[D]

What campaign ers find most upset ting about Page 3 is not the photo graphs them selves – 

after all, far more reveal ing pics are avail able at the click of a mouse these days – but rather 

the thought of who is looking at those photo graphs: Sun readers, gruff blokes, men who 

*shudder* have jobs that involve phys ical labour.

Figure 7.6 Repetition of ‘campaign ers’ and ‘comment at ors’ in O’Neill’s argu ment.

7.8 Conclusion

I have high lighted the inco her ence of a public sphere argu ment relat ive to an 
ethical subjectiv ity. O’Neill’s argu ment turned out to be a straw man. 
Specifically, it is a ‘hollow man’ (2.3.4); the stand point O’Neill describes is 
a fabric a tion. More gener ally, I have shown again how the impres sion of 
stabil ity in an argu ment’s coher ence can be depend ent on mean ings which 
are relev ant absences – whether these are delib er ately excluded or not. I 
have demon strated once more that substan tial parts of an argu ment’s 
cohes ive struc ture can fall apart because of one surplus meaning (or deficit 
meaning) which, in turn, can lead to unin ten ded under stand ings of the text. 
Deconstruction derives this time from:

• focus ing on relat ively frequent categor ies in a public sphere argu ment 
which are used to describe the stand point of the socially/econom ic ally 
relat ively power less being criti cised;

• opening these argu ment categor ies out to key categor ies, and key 
category differ en ti ations, used by or relev ant to the relat ively power less 
when it discusses its stand point.

Conversely, I argued that the categor ies of ‘Sun readers’ and ‘campaign ers’ 
can be said to obfus cate – whether inten ded or not – the more specific 
categor ies import ant to the ethical subjectiv ity, i.e. ‘young daugh ter Sun 
readers’ and ‘female campaign ers/online support ers’. In estab lish ing how a 
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public sphere argu ment can be subver ted via use of a web- based supple-
ment, I was able to deepen my ethical respons ive ness to a relat ively power-
less Other.

Notes
 1 The follow ing corpus- based CDA studies of media repres ent a tions of the relat-

ively power less – asylum seekers / refugees and Muslims respect ively – are 
notable: Baker et al. (2008) and Baker et al. (2013).

 2 Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995) was born in Lithuania. He grew up a reli gious 
Jew, retain ing this outlook to his death. He became a natur al ised French citizen 
in 1931. He studied under the philo soph ers, Edmund Husserl and Martin 
Heidegger. As a young man, he came to idolise Heidegger so it came as an 
enorm ous blow, given Levinas’ reli gious outlook, when Heidegger aligned  
with the Nazi party in the early 1930s, thus endors ing – whatever his private 
thoughts – its anti-Semitism. In part, Levinas’ ethics derives from his rejec tion  
of Heidegger’s philo soph ical outlook. The way Levinas saw it, Heidegger’s 
philo sophy must be funda ment ally flawed if he was able to make the appalling 
calcu la tion that he did – one which Levinas never forgave him for. It becomes 
easier to under stand Levinas’ perspect ive once we realise that several members of 
his family were murdered during the war for being Jews. He himself survived the 
war in a pris oner- of-war camp – four years of hard labour, hunger and cold. 
Levinas’ ethics is not some thing dreamed up in an ivory tower. It derives from 
personal suffer ing and trau matic rejec tion of Heidegger, as much as his philo-
soph ical imagin a tion and reli gious orient a tion.

 3 For Levinas, had Heidegger appre ci ated that ethics precedes onto logy, he  
could not have made the cata strophic error that he did. Put another way, for 
Levinas, there were insuf fi cient ethical resources in Heidegger’s onto lo gic ally 
based philo sophy.

 4 NB differ en ti ation in the produc tion of ‘little d’ discourse is not the same as 
différance. The former is a discurs ive action by human agents; the latter is what 
Derrida alleges to be the natural state of affairs of signi fic a tion irre spect ive of 
human agency.

 5 Available at http://www.brit an nica.com/EBchecked/topic/194023/ethics [accessed 
July 2016].

 6 See https://en.wiki pe dia.org/wiki/No_More_Page_3 [accessed July 2016].
 7 Available at http://www.press gaz ette.co.uk/july abcs- most-national- newspapers-

see- month-month- circulation-boost- royal-baby- month [accessed July 2016].
 8 Available at https://media.info/news pa pers/titles/the- sun/read er ship- figures 

[accessed October 2014].
 9 In September 2013, The Telegraph website (www.tele graph.co.uk) had 7.41 

million readers. Available at http://www.journ al ism.co.uk/news/tele graph- most-
read- uk-newspaper- website-in- septem ber/s2/a555230/ [accessed July 2016].

10 The unan notated version of the argu ment with its hyper links can be found at: 
http://blogs.tele graph.co.uk/news/brendanoneill2/100181517/the- censorious-
campaign- against-page-3-is- driven-by- the-oldest- and-most- foul-form- of-snobbery/ 
[accessed July 2016].

11 The argu ment was short enough for me to identify semantic field cohes ive 
patterns around the words in Table 7.1 without the help of WMatrix’s semantic 
tagging func tion.

12 The repe ti tion of ‘page’ or ‘sun’ (Table 7.1) is hardly surpris ing since The Sun’s 
Page 3 is what the argu ment is fixing on. For this reason, I do not trace repe ti tion 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/194023/ethics
https://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_More_Page_3
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/julyabcs-most-national-newspaperssee-month-month-circulation-boost-royal-baby-month
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/julyabcs-most-national-newspaperssee-month-month-circulation-boost-royal-baby-month
https://www.media.info/newspapers/titles/the-sun/readership-figures
http://www.telegraph.co.uk
http://www.journalism.co.uk/news/telegraph-mostread-uk-newspaper-website-in-september/s2/a555230/
http://www.journalism.co.uk/news/telegraph-mostread-uk-newspaper-website-in-september/s2/a555230/
http://www.blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/brendanoneill2/100181517/the-censoriouscampaign-against-page-3-is-driven-by-the-oldest-and-most-foul-form-of-snobbery/
http://www.blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/brendanoneill2/100181517/the-censoriouscampaign-against-page-3-is-driven-by-the-oldest-and-most-foul-form-of-snobbery/
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of ‘page’ in O’Neill’s text. However, where ‘Sun’ colloc ates with ‘reader’ in the 
argu ment, this is annot ated in Figure 7.1.

13 Available at http://www.change.org/en-GB/about [accessed July 2016].
14 Only registered peti tion signat or ies can provide user- gener ated content on 

change.org, thus redu cing the prospect of trolling or lack of seri ous ness.
15 I cleaned irrel ev ant mater ial such as dates of posting and names / loca tions of 

campaign support ers.
16 These reasons could be found at http://nomorepage3.org/faqs/ [accessed 

November 2012].
17 I used a lemma list from Lawrence Anthony’s website, avail able at http://www.

antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/antconc_index.html [accessed July 2016].
18 A stoplist is a list of words auto mat ic ally omitted from a computer- gener ated 

word frequency list. Many are avail able free online, e.g. https://cup.sketchen-
gine.co.uk/stop words/english/ [accessed July 2016]. There is no defin it ive stoplist 
since its make- up will depend on the purposes of the user. I created my own 
stoplist of English gram mat ical words (articles, auxil i ary verbs, conjunc tions, 
determ iners, modal verbs, prepos i tions, pronouns). NB I did not use a stoplist of 
gram mat ical words when I calcu lated word frequen cies for the argu ment because 
gram mat ical words are import ant for the argu ment’s cohe sion as well as lexical 
words.

19 The ‘No More Page 3’ website also expli citly commen ted on reasons support ers 
gave for signing the peti tion. This inform a tion could be found at http://
nomorepage3.org/news/parents- views-on- page-3/ [accessed October 2014]. In 
other words, the reasons were not seen as outside the sphere of the campaign.

20 Despite ‘Page 3’ being signalled in its name, TYBOP3 campaigns against sexu al-
isa tion of women not just in The Sun but in other UK tabloids as well. In exist-
ence for over 40 years, ‘Page 3’ is so infam ous that TYBOP3 is able to use it as 
a metonym for this type of sexu al isa tion.

21 It is possible that it was a sub- editor, and not the author, who included the 
weblink.

22 Available at http://www.theguard ian.com/media/greenslade/2012/sep/17/sun- women 
[accessed July 2016].
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Chapter 8

Ethical subjectiv ity gener ated 
with keywords

8.1 Introduction

In Chapter 8, I develop the second analyt ical strand in three ways:

• I show how an ethical subjectiv ity can be construc ted via keywords 
instead of lemmas.

• I high light how a differ ent type of digital supple ment can be used for 
reveal ing where a public sphere argu ment unravels – the discus sion 
forum under neath an online argu ment.

• I develop appre ci ation of the extent to which an argu ment’s cohes ive 
struc ture can be decon struc ted because of colloc a tion deficit. I do this 
by showing, in more detail than up till now, how decon struc tion of 
local (micro) cohes ive chains can have signi fic ant impact on global 
(macro) cohes ive chains in a public sphere argu ment.

The topic of the public sphere argu ment I examine is the ‘new atheism’  
asso ci ated with intel lec tu als such as Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett. 
The argu ment expli citly attacks the stand point of ‘new atheism’. I shall 
indic ate why I view ‘new atheism’ as a relat ively power less stand point. 
Lastly, as with previ ous chapters in Parts II and III, the appro pri ations from 
Derrida apply. I keep mention of these to a bare minimum now in the 
interests of avoid ing unne ces sary repe ti tion.

8.2 Online comments in a discus sion forum as a 
digital supple ment

8.2.1  Orientation

In the last few years, one tech no lo gical innov a tion of the World Wide Web 
has been the append ing of elec tronic discus sion forums to online texts. The 
facil ity allows readers to post responses to a text and to debate issues raised 
in it. Discussion forums are partic u larly salient in online news pa pers, and 
espe cially follow ing argu ment at ive texts such as edit or i als and opinion 
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pieces. The innov a tion of discus sion forums which succeed online argu-
ments is a conveni ent source for a poten tially useful form of compar ison: 
seeing the degree to which the arguer responds to repres ent a tions of the 
stand point of the criti cised found in the forum. The greater the volume of 
posts, the greater the chance that the forum will contain contri bu tions which 
are know ledge able about the stand point of the criti cised (SotC here after), 
and thus describe it accur ately, because i) posters empath ise with SotC; ii) 
posters are know ledge able about SotC even if they disagree with it. In turn, 
should the preced ing argu ment not respond to accur ate SotC repres ent a-
tions, the greater the chance the analyst is alerted to this via the compar ison. 
Such a compar ison is partic u larly useful for a reader who does not know the 
stand point being criti cised in the argu ment so well (and is thus showing 
open hospit al ity to the Other).

In line with the logic of supple ment a tion, an online discus sion forum 
appen ded to an argu ment is, poten tially, an inside/outside supple ment to the 
argu ment if it can alert the reader to defi cien cies within its repres ent a tion of 
SotC. Adding to replace these defi cien cies in the argu ment – just as I high-
lighted in Chapter 7 – can lead to the argu ment’s cohe sion and coher ence 
decon struct ing with reduc tion in cred ib il ity. I should say also that it is 
import ant that the analyst seek corrob or a tion of the repres ent a tions of SotC 
found in the forum supple ment. The advant age of digit ally mining the 
content of a discus sion forum is that it enables poten tially the detect ing of a 
conveni ently illu min ated discrep ancy between SotC repres ent a tion in the 
forum and argu ment. If such a discrep ancy has been found, it would then be 
worth going to the trouble to check with another source to see whether or 
not the SotC repres ent a tions mostly used in the forum are accur ate.

8.2.2 Why is keyword analysis of a discus sion forum useful?

The argu ment decon struc tion of this chapter uses keyword analysis to create 
an ethical subjectiv ity. The reader will recall from Chapter 4 that a keyword 
is a word which occurs ‘. . . with unusual frequency in a given text . . . by 
compar ison with a refer ence corpus’ (Scott 1997: 236). Keywords are estab-
lished through stat ist ical meas ures such as log like li hood (see Dunning, 
1993). Importantly, the log like li hood value, as a stat ist ical measure, reduces 
arbit rar i ness in what is selec ted as salient. I must emphas ise that keyword 
analysis should not only be quant it at ive – keywords also need to be qual it-
at ively explored in the texts of a discus sion forum to under stand their 
usage.1

Keyword analysis of the discus sion forum follow ing an online argu ment 
can help estab lish concepts which are habitu ally used in SotC. Focusing on 
the highest keywords returns the crit ical mass of concepts in the forum, 
making it likely we avoid captur ing inter per sonal aspects of commu nic a-
tion, which are not relev ant to the SotC, e.g. abuse, silli ness. If the analyst 
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finds that keywords in the discus sion forum are absent from or marginal in 
the argu ment, then they could be ‘on to some thing’ – it may be that the 
argu ment does not discuss SotC accur ately. From such a conveni ently ascer-
tained discrep ancy, it would now be worth going to the effort to seek 
confirm a tion that the keyword analysis does indeed reflect normal SotC 
repres ent a tions. That way, a robust ethical subjectiv ity can be created. To 
be clear, this strategy does not naively assume there will be a homo gen eous 
set of opin ions on a topic. It does, however, make the reas on able assump-
tion that there will be concep tual norms for how the criti cised repres ents its 
stand point whether people agree or disagree with that stand point.

8.3 The anti-‘new atheism’ argu ment and analysis 
of its cohe sion

8.3.1 Atheism as socially relat ively power less

The public sphere argu ment that I focus on is entitled ‘The New Atheism’. 
It appeared in the UK based news pa per The Guardian, on 30 December 
2007. Its author, Brendan O’Neill, uses the expres sion ‘the new atheism’ to 
capture the ethos of a number of books published in 2006 and 2007 which 
set out athe istic posi tions: Dawkins (2006), Dennett (2006), Harris (2006), 
Hitchens (2007). I see atheism as socially relat ively power less as compared 
with organ ised reli gion. From a UK context, this may, at first glance, seem 
a some what odd claim. For example, it is not as if athe ists are barred from 
high office – Nick Clegg, the former deputy prime- minis ter (2010–2015), is 
openly atheist. However, the exist ence of an estab lished church – ‘The 
Church of England’ – means there is systemic priv ilege for Christianity in 
the UK. For example, the Church of England (C of E) is granted priv ileged 
access to the UK Parliament. The 26 most senior C of E Bishops are auto-
mat ic ally granted member ship in the upper chamber of Parliament (‘The 
House of Lords’) – where they have the right to speak and vote on all legis-
la tion. It is also worth noting that 34 per cent of state- funded schools in 
England, 14 per cent in Scotland, 15 per cent in Wales and 94 per cent in 
Northern Ireland are desig nated with a reli gious char ac ter. Except for those 
in Scotland, these schools have been allowed to discrim in ate against students 
in their admis sion policies, favour ing those of the faith over those of other 
faiths and of no faith, or even favour ing those of other faiths over those of 
no faith. In December 2013 the Fair Admissions Campaign flagged this issue 
and estab lished that 16 per cent of state- funded places in England and 
Wales, or 1.2 million, were subject to such admis sions policies.2

An argu ment criti cising ‘new atheism’ in a UK news pa per is, thus, taking 
place against this back ground. Yet the online version of The Guardian has 
a global readership. In April 2013, for instance, there were 81 million online 
visits; only a third of these were from the UK.3 It is straight for ward to show 
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that systemic priv ileging of reli gion is marked in many parts of the world, 
includ ing liberal nations such as the USA:

Being iden ti fied as an atheist in the United States today is still such a 
major polit ical liab il ity that a candid ate holding this posi tion prob ably 
could not gain a major party’s nomin a tion for pres id ent or even the 
Senate.

(Smith, 2015)

Worse, the death penalty for atheism, apostasy or blas phemy is possible in 
several coun tries.4 Misrepresentation of atheism in a popular global commu-
nic a tion plat form, whether the atheism is ‘old’ or ‘new’, has the poten tial to 
contrib ute to the sustain ing of a plan et ary status quo which system ic ally 
priv ileges reli gion.

8.3.2 The argu ment: ‘The New Atheism’

O’Neill’s argu ment totals 926 words and consists of 10 para graphs and 42 
sentences. It is laid out below in accord ance with its original para graph 
struc ture (indic ated with capital letters); I have numbered all the sentences. 
Though it is a relat ively long piece of data, the reader will see that it is 
import ant to include the entire argu ment. This is because there is instabil ity 
across its cohes ive struc ture, as I will show.

1. [head line] The New Atheism
2. [sub- head line] There is more human ity in the ‘super hu man’  

delu sions of the devout than there is in the realism of the hector ing  
athe ists

(A)
3. “New atheism” was the surprise polit ical hit of 2007.
4. God- bashing books by Hitchens, Dawkins and other thinkers who 

come out in a rash when they hear the word “reli gion” flew out of the 
book shops.

5. Philip Pullman’s anti- divine Golden Compass hit the big screen.
6. Everywhere, God was exposed as a fraud and God bother ers were 

given an intel lec tual lashing.
(B)
7. I am as athe istic as it gets.
8. But I will not be signing up to this shrill hector ing of the reli gious.
9. The new athe ists have given atheism a bad name.
10. History’s greatest athe ists, or the “old athe ists” as we are now 

forced to call them, were human istic and progress ive, crit ical of reli gion 
because it expressed man’s sense of higher moral purpose in a deeply 
flawed fashion.
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11. The new athe ists are screechy and intol er ant; they see reli gion 
merely as an expres sion of mass ignor ance and delu sion.

12. Their aim seems to be, not only to bring God crash ing back down 
to earth, but also to down grade mankind itself.

(C)
13. There’s some thing bitterly ironic in the fact that the new athe ists 

pose as the successors to Darwin.
14. Darwin himself had little interest in baiting the devout.
15. In the early 1880s, he was asked by the radical atheist Edward 

Aveling to endorse a new book on evol u tion ary theory.
16. Darwin, caring little for Aveling’s “anti- reli gious milit ancy”, 

refused. He wrote to Aveling: “It appears to me . . . that direct argu-
ments against Christianity and theism produce hardly any effect on the 
public; and freedom of thought is best promoted by the gradual illu min-
a tion of men’s minds which follows from the advance of science. It has, 
there fore, been always my object to avoid writing on reli gion . . .”.

(D)
17. Marx, too, believed that direct assaults on reli gion were point-

less.
18. He argued that reli gion existed as spir itual compens a tion for 

social alien a tion, and believed that once the true nature of reli gion as a 
comfort blanket in an alien ated society had been revealed, it would 
become clear that reli gion is merely a second ary phenomenon depend ent 
for its exist ence on socioeco nomic circum stances.

19. Radical critics should focus their intel lec tual ire on the degraded 
society that sustains reli gion rather than on attack ing reli gion itself: 
“The criti cism of heaven turns into the criti cism of earth, the criti cism 
of reli gion into the criti cism of law, and the criti cism of theo logy into 
the criti cism of polit ics.”

(E)
20. Old athe ists sought to “illu min ate men’s minds”, through ad- 

van cing science or deep en ing our under stand ing of capit al ist society.
21. New athe ists take exactly the oppos ite approach.
22. They expend all of their energy on attack ing the insti tu tion of 

reli gion and its ridicu lous adher ents.
(F)
23. Consider their bizarre and fevered obses sion with reli gious 

symbols, such as cruci fixes worn around the neck, or state ments of reli-
gious belief by public figures like Tony Blair or Nick Clegg: their distaste 
for anything that looks or sounds vaguely reli gious exposes the shallow 
anti- intel lec tu al ism of their new atheism.

24. Their oppos i tion to reli gion is not driven by a profound or radical 
vision, as was Darwin’s and Marx’s, but rather by a dinner- party 
disdain and moral revul sion for the stupid ity of the reli gious.
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25. Where old atheism was driven by a passion ate belief in progress, 
new atheism springs from today’s crisis of secu lar ism.

26. It is because new athe ists have lost their own belief in progress 
and Enlightenment that they turn harshly against those who still cling 
to visions of a better society or “kingdom”.

(G)
27. The inhu man ity of the new atheism is best illus trated by its move 

from the world of social critique into the realm of sociobi o logy.
28. Some new athe ists believe humans must be genet ic ally predis-

posed to believ ing in a higher being.
29. Marx and others saw reli gion as the product of socioeco nomic 

circum stances, and thus believed that reli gion would wither away as 
human ity proceeded along the path of progress.

30. New athe ists see reli gious belief as a kind of anim al istic instinct, 
driven by DNA.

31. Where Marx viewed people’s turn towards reli gion as an under-
stand able response to the harsh reality of alien a tion in capit al ist  
society, new athe ists see it as the product of mankind’s twisted genetic 
makeup.

(H)
32. So what is their solu tion?
33. Mass genetic therapy?
34. Compulsory injec tions of the correct DNA – you know, the kind 

possessed by intel li gent and well- bred people who can see through reli-
gious delu sion?

35. The new athe ists’ aban don ment of a social outlook leads them to 
adopt some very grim, anti- human views.

(I)
36. The key differ ence between the old and new atheism is in their 

views of mankind.
37. For athe ists like Marx, reli gion expressed, in a back ward and 

limited form, human aspir a tions to great ness: “Man . . . looked for a 
super hu man being in the fant astic reality of heaven and found nothing 
there but the reflec tion of himself.”

38. He contin ued: “The criti cism of reli gion ends with the teach ing 
that man is the highest being for man, hence with the categor ical imper-
at ive to over throw all rela tions in which man is a debased, enslaved, 
forsaken, despic able being . . .”

39. Today, Hitchens says of reli gion’s destruct ive impact: “What else 
was to be expec ted of some thing that was produced by the close cousins 
of chim pan zees?”

40. For Marx, reli gion had to be abol ished because it made man 
despic able; for new athe ists reli gion exists precisely because man is 
despic able, little more than a monkey.
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(J)
41. New athe ists will continue to ridicule the reli gious in 2008.
42. But there is more human ity in the “super hu man” delu sions of the 

devout – in their yearn ing for a sense of purpose and great ness – than 
there is in the monkey man realism of the hector ing athe ists.

(© Guardian News & Media Ltd, 2007)

Using the text mining soft ware, WMatrix (see Chapter 6), I gener ated a 
frequency list of words repeated at least twice in the argu ment (see Appendix 
8.1). The most frequent lexical word is ‘reli gion’ (21 instances). Once again, 
know ledge of repeated words is needed because i) it facil it ates system atic 
descrip tion of major cohes ive chains across the argu ment which, in turn, 
enables us to appre ci ate rigor ously how the argu ment frames the stand-
point it is attack ing and ii) I will compare unusu ally common concepts  
in the discus sion forum supple ment with their frequency in the argu ment.  
I could have used a number of differ ent text mining tools to gener ate  
word frequen cies. I employ WMatrix because I also use it to gener ate 
keywords from the online forum appen ded to O’Neill’s argu ment. This  
will help illu min ate if O’Neill responds to how ‘new atheists’ usually  
describe their stand point.

8.4 Digital analysis of the discus sion  
forum supple ment

8.4.1 Keywords

The plan et ary reach of the online version of The Guardian – www.
theguard ian.com – is useful for my purposes since, for global phenom ena 
such as ‘new atheism’, the responses in a discus sion forum are likely to be 
less nation ally paro chial than they may other wise be. In the discus sion 
forum appen ded to the argu ment, there are 365 indi vidual posts. The word 
count for the combined posts is 69, 252.5

I gener ate keywords with WMatrix from a corpus of these discus sion 
forum posts.6 In order to make my exam in a tion manage able, I use the 
keyword cloud func tion of WMatrix which shows only the 100 highest 
keywords (Figure 8.1). Again, in WMatrix a log like li hood value of 7 
(p < 0.01) confers keyness on a word (6.2.2). The larger the log like li hood 
value, the greater the sali ence of the keyword. See also Appendix 8.2 for log 
like li hood values for these keywords as well as their frequen cies.

8.4.2 Keywords ‘faith’ and ‘belief’

Figure 8.1 shows that ‘faith’ is a signi fic ant keyword in the forum. However, 
it is absent from the argu ment. Overwhelmingly, O’Neill repres ents ‘new 

http://www.theguardian.com
http://www.theguardian.com
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atheism’ as being crit ical of the general category reli gion [4, 11, 22, 24, 31, 
39, 40]. As I flagged earlier, ‘reli gion’ is the most frequently used lexical 
word (21 instances).

The semantic ally close, ‘belief’, is also a signi fic ant keyword in the forum 
as are its cognates, ‘beliefs’, ‘believe’ and ‘believ ers’ (see Figure 8.1). Yet, 
‘reli gious belief’ only occurs twice in the argu ment [23, 30]. I should stress 
that quant it at ive compar ison is not enough. It is import ant to under stand 
qual it at ively how these keywords are used in the forum. When I inspec ted 
the forum qual it at ively, I found that ‘faith’ and ‘belief’ are used mostly in a 
way equi val ent to reli gious belief. Generally speak ing, whether or not 
posters are agree ing or disagree ing with ‘new atheism’, are reli gious or non- 
reli gious (as far as one can tell in some cases), predom in antly they ascribe to 
it the follow ing: either the view that faith/belief in a super nat ural power is 
irra tional in the absence of scientific evid ence or that scientific evid ence is 
irrel ev ant to faith/belief in a super nat ural power. Here are some examples 
of posters who agree with ‘new atheism’ (keywords bolded):

Post 102 In context, this “new atheism” is entirely under stand able . . . 
9/11/01 was a faith based initi at ive . . . We [the US] have a sustained 
under min ing of science, both in teach ing—as creation myth o logy / 
“intel li gent design theory” is pushed in schools—and in research—as 
there is tremend ous oppos i tion to stem- cell research based on profound 
misun der stand ing . . .

Post 150 Richard Dawkins point ing out the differ ence between  evid-
ence- based argu ment and belief systems based on faith does not strike 
me as being hector ing or shrill . . .

Figure 8.1  Keyword cloud showing the 100 highest keywords in the discus sion forum; 
keywords with higher log like li hood values are in larger font size; gener ated 
using WMatrix (Rayson, 2009).
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8.4.3 Qualitative corrob or a tion

A signi fic ant value of the relat ively new tech no logy of online discus sion 
forum supple ment a tion is that we do not have to travel very far from the 
argu ment to get, poten tially, an insight ful ‘outside’ angle on it. Digital 
mining of the discus sion forum supple ment enables a conveni ent, relat ively 
speedy and possibly illu min at ing quant it at ive perspect ive on how an argu-
ment repres ents SotC. However, we cannot auto mat ic ally assume that 
keyword evid ence for SotC repres ent a tion, from even a large forum, is qual-
it at ively correct about SotC – partic u larly where the iden tity of posters may 
be unclear. Should a quant it at ive concep tual disjunc ture be (conveni ently) 
found between the argu ment and discus sion forum, the follow ing would 
then be worth the effort: explor ing whether or not it can be qual it at ively 
confirmed that the discus sion forum does indeed reflect how the criti cised 
normally repres ents its stand point.

Out of a number of poten tial sources that I found, in the end I chose the 
follow ing by Taylor (2010) – a defin i tion of ‘new atheism’ from The Internet 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (I.E.P), ‘a peer- reviewed academic resource’.7 
Let me quote part of the opening summary, which gives a good idea of the 
central foci of ‘new atheism’:

New Atheists tend to share a general set of assump tions and view points 
. . . The frame work has a meta phys ical compon ent, an epistem o lo gical 
compon ent, and an ethical compon ent. Regarding the meta phys ical 
compon ent, the New Atheist authors share the central belief that there 
is no super nat ural or divine reality of any kind. The epistem o lo gical 
compon ent is their common claim that reli gious belief is irra tional. The 
moral compon ent is the assump tion that there is a univer sal and 
object ive secular moral stand ard . . . [I]t is used to conclude that reli-
gion is bad in various ways . . .

The New Atheists make substan tial use of the natural sciences in 
both their criti cisms of theistic belief and in their proposed explan a tions 
of its origin and evol u tion . . . They believe empir ical science is the only 
(or at least the best) basis for genuine know ledge of the world, and they 
insist that a belief can be epistem ic ally justi fied only if it is based on 
adequate evid ence. Their conclu sion is that science fails to show that 
there is a God and even supports the claim that such a being prob ably 
does not exist. What science will show about reli gious belief, they claim, 
is that this belief can be explained as a product of biolo gical evol u tion. 
Moreover, they think that it is possible to live a satis fy ing non- reli gious 
life on the basis of secular morals and scientific discov er ies [my bold].

As reflec ted in the first two compon ents (meta phys ical and epistem o lo gical), 
and also in the import ance placed on science, the crit ical thrust of ‘new 
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atheism’ is that reli gious belief is irra tional given the lack of scientific evid-
ence for the exist ence of a super nat ural being.8

I have solid qual it at ive corrob or a tion that the discus sion forum keywords 
‘(reli gious) belief’ / ‘faith’ are part of the normal ‘big D’ discourse of ‘new 
athe ists’. In other words, O’Neill does not respond to how ‘new atheism’ 
normally describes its stand point when he char ac ter ises it via the more general 
category of ‘reli gion’. In Section 8.5, I replace the defi ciency of normal repres-
ent a tion of ‘new atheism’ in O’Neill’s argu ment, and then explore the effects on 
its cohes ive struc ture. In doing this, in effect I adopt a stand point subjectiv ity – 
the discurs ive posi tion of a ‘new atheist’. Since, as I have argued, this is a relat-
ively power less posi tion as compared with global systemic priv ileging of 
reli gion, this stand point subjectiv ity is thus also an ethical subjectiv ity.

8.5 Evaluating the cohe sion and coher ence of 
para graph [B] relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity

8.5.1 ‘Old atheism’ as crit ical of the insti tu tion of reli gion

O’Neill struc tures his entire argu ment through a binary oppos i tion: ‘old 
atheism’ = posit ive and ‘new atheism’ = negat ive. When O’Neill refers to 
the ‘old athe ists’ – Darwin and Marx – he brings in quota tions which show 
that the emphasis of their anti pathy is to the insti tu tion of reli gion. This can 
be seen in the quota tion from Darwin that O’Neill brings into [16] where 
Christianity is mentioned. Immediately after wards in [17], O’Neill says that 
Marx believed that ‘direct assaults on reli gion were point less’ [17], and so 
we under stand ‘reli gion’ here to mean a reli gion such as Christianity. 
Antipathy to the insti tu tion of reli gion is also evident in [10] and [19] where 
reli gious values are alluded to, and in [38] and [40] respect ively where 
O’Neill refers to Marx’s wish to ‘over throw’ the social rela tions of reli gion 
and that reli gion be ‘abol ished’. Reflecting its critique of the insti tu tion of 
reli gion (or perhaps what O’Neill chooses to emphas ise), when he char ac-
ter ises ‘old atheism’ O’Neill always uses the category ‘reli gion’ rather than 
‘reli gious belief’ [10, 16, 17, 18, 19, 24, 29, 31, 37, 38, 40].

In contrast, as we have seen, the stand point of ‘new atheism’ is that reli-
gious belief is irra tional given the lack of scientific evid ence for the exist ence 
of a super nat ural being. In other words, ‘new athe ists” primary target is not 
the insti tu tion of reli gion, but the delu sion of reli gious believ ers. It is this 
tension which, as I show, leads to instabil ity in the cohes ive struc ture of 
O’Neill’s argu ment.

8.5.2 Cohesion between sentences 10 and 11

The binary oppos i tion, ‘old atheism’ = posit ive and ‘new atheism’ = negat ive, 
first appears in para graph [B]. This para graph is a summary of the argu ment:
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[B]
7. I am as athe istic as it gets.
8. But I will not be signing up to this shrill hector ing of the  

reli gious.
9. The new athe ists have given atheism a bad name.
[NEW ATHEISM = NEGATIVE]
10. History’s greatest athe ists, or the ‘old athe ists’ as we are now 

forced to call them, were human istic and progress ive, crit ical of reli gion 
because it expressed man’s sense of higher moral purpose in a deeply 
flawed fashion.

[OLD ATHEISM = POSITIVE]
11. The new athe ists are screechy and intol er ant; they see reli gion 

merely as an expres sion of mass ignor ance and delu sion.
12. Their [new athe ists] aim seems to be, not only to bring  

God crash ing back down to earth, but also to down grade mankind 
itself.

[NEW ATHEISM = NEGATIVE]

In sentence 11, O’Neill repres ents ‘new atheism’ as viewing ‘reli gion  
merely as an expres sion of mass ignor ance and delu sion’. Given the  
results detailed in Section 8.4, this repres ent a tion of the SotC can be said to 
be defi cient. Let me now explore the effects on cohes ive struc ture of 
address ing this defi ciency of ‘reli gious belief’. I replace ‘reli gion’ with ‘reli-
gious belief’ in sentence 11 (I could have used ‘faith’ instead), cross ing out 
‘reli gion’:

11. The new athe ists are screechy and intol er ant; they see reli gion reli-
gious belief merely as an expres sion of mass ignor ance and delu sion.

Sentences [8, 9, 11 and 12] refer to ‘new atheism’; ‘old atheism’ is  
first mentioned in [10]. Sentences [10] and [11, 12] origin ally link through 
the same general category, ‘reli gion’. But follow ing my inter ven tion, there  
is no longer linkage between [10] and [11] via the common category of  
‘reli gion’. In other words, like is no longer being contras ted with like. This 
has adverse effects on the binary oppos i tion struc ture in para graph [B]  
of ‘old atheism’ = posit ive / ‘new atheism’ = negat ive – it unravels 
(Figure 8.2).

Put another way, the inter ven tion high lights that the original cohes ive 
struc ture of [B] is unstable relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity, to normal 
stand point repres ent a tion by ‘new athe ists’. And if the cohes ive struc ture of 
[B] is unstable, so too is its coher ence. Note that I did not also alter ‘reli gion’ 
in sentence 10 because O’Neill is describ ing ‘old atheism’ there rather than 
‘new atheism’.
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8.5.3 Inside- outside inter ven tions via an  
ethical subjectiv ity

Echoing 7.7.2, by repla cing ‘reli gion’ with ‘reli gious belief’, it might look as 
if I have inter vened in the argu ment from the outside only – the outside 
being the supple ments of the discus sion forum / Taylor (2010). Construing 
what I did only as an outside inter ven tion is mislead ing, however. This is 
because the category of ‘reli gious belief’ is, from a ‘new atheist’ perspect ive, 
the key category inside ‘reli gion’. It is just that O’Neill’s use of the general 
category of ‘reli gion’ obfus cates this. (It may even be a delib er ate suppres-
sion). I needed to go outside the argu ment to appre ci ate this prop erly. 
So, while from one view point I changed, from the outside, ‘reli gion’ into 
‘reli gious belief’ from another view point, I did the follow ing: by taking on 
the perspect ive of a ‘new atheist’, I threw into relief the category of ‘reli gious 
belief’ which is semantic ally subsumed within ‘reli gion’, i.e. digging out 
from inside ‘reli gion’ the more specific category which is key to the ‘new 
atheist’ perspect ive. On the logic of supple ment a tion in rela tion to an ethical 
subjectiv ity, I thus conduc ted an ‘inside- outside inter ven tion’. The decon-
struc tions which follow are also inside- outside inter ven tions.

8.5.4 Collocation of TOLERANCE and (reli gious) belief

There is a further adverse effect on the argu ment from this decon struc tion. 
Now that the second clause of [11] has become a reas on able reflec tion of 

[OLD ATHEISM=POSITIVE]

[B]

10. History’s greatest athe ists, or the “old athe ists” as we are now forced to call them, 

were human istic and progress ive, crit ical of reli gion because it expressed man’s sense 

of higher moral purpose in a deeply flawed fashion.

DECONSTRUCTION OF COHESION

BINARY OPPOSITION DECONSTRUCTED

11. The new athe ists are screechy and intol er ant; they see reli gion reli gious belief merely 

as an expres sion of mass ignor ance and delu sion.

12. Their [new athe ists] aim seems to be, not only to bring God crash ing back down to 

earth, but also to down grade mankind itself.

[NEW ATHEISM = NEGATIVE]

Figure 8.2 Deconstruction 1 relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity.
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how ‘new atheism’ normally describes its stand point, a tension is revealed 
between ‘reli gious belief’ and ‘intol er ant’ in this sentence. Intuitively, it is 
diffi cult to see how one can be intol er ant of some thing that cannot be seen – 
in this case, the mental states of reli gious believ ers. Corpus linguistic evi-
d ence supports this intu ition. Table 8.1 shows common colloc a tion of the 
lemma toler ance with ‘reli gion(s)’, ‘reli gious’ and ‘reli gious belief’ using 
a 1.5 billion word corpus of English, the UKWaC corpus accessed via the 
soft ware Sketchengine. As usual the word span for calcu lat ing colloc a tions 
is n±4. The strength of colloc a tion was calcu lated using the t- score func tion 
of Sketchengine. As before, t- scores over 2 are signi fic ant; t- scores over 10 
are very signi fic ant.

Table 8.1 Frequency and t- score values for colloc a tion in the 1.5 billion word 
corpus, UKWaC, of ‘reli gion(s)’, ‘reli gious’, ‘reli gious belief(s)’ with the lemma 
TOLER ANCE for an n ± 4 word span; values are for both lower- case and initial 
capital letter instances of TOLER ANCE

Collocation values for frequency and t- score

religion(s) religious religious belief(s)

freq. t- score freq. t- score freq. t- score

intol er ance 40 6.3 267 16.3 5 2.2
intol er ant 35 5.9 18 4.2
toler ance 106 10.2 386 19.6 8 2.8
toler ant 76 8.7 46 6.7 4 1.9
toler a tion 21 4.6 234 15.3
Intolerance 4 2.0 17 4.1
Tolerance 27 5.2 69 8.3
toler ated 31 5.5 14 3.6
toler ate 20 4.4 14 3.6
toler at ing 6 2.4 3 1.7
Toleration 4 2.0 18 4.2

Table 8.1 indic ates that while it is habitual for forms of the lemma toler-
ance to colloc ate with ‘reli gion(s)’ and ‘reli gious’, there is little evid ence 
of forms of the lemma toler ance colloc at ing with the category, ‘reli gious 
belief(s)’. In turn, accur ately repres ent ing the stand point of ‘new atheism’  
in sentence 11 by repla cing ‘reli gion’ with ‘reli gious belief’ intro duces a 
colloc a tional oddity which supports the intu ition of real world oddity, i.e. 
intol er ance of the mental state of reli gious belief. For another reason, then, 
à la Derrida, the cohes ive stabil ity of para graph [B] is depend ent on exclu-
sion of ‘reli gious belief’ in its repres ent a tion of ‘new atheism’s’ stand point 
(see 3.4).
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8.5.5 Explaining how God meta phors can be seen to 
exclude ‘reli gious belief’

‘God’ occurs four times in the argu ment [4, 6, 12]. Interestingly, all these 
occur rences are in the first two para graphs (see bold below) where they are 
used in descrip tions of ‘new atheism’:

[A]
3. ‘New atheism’ was the surprise polit ical hit of 2007.
4. God-bashing books by Hitchens, Dawkins and other thinkers who 

come out in a rash
when they hear the word ‘reli gion’ flew out of the book shops.
5. Philip Pullman’s anti- divine Golden Compass hit the big screen.
6. Everywhere, God was exposed as a fraud and God bother ers were 

given an intel lec tual lashing.
[B]
[. . .]
12. Their [new athe ists] aim seems to be, not only to bring God 

crash ing back down to earth, but also to down grade mankind itself.

Three usages of ‘God’ involve meta phor (‘bashing’ [4]; ‘fraud’ [6]; ‘crash ing’ 
[12]); ‘God bother ers’ [4] is a slang expres sion. Since the argu ment is in a 
news pa per, the use of meta phor/slang here would seem to have an inter per-
sonal func tion to help attract the reader into the argu ment by use of colour ful 
imagery/inform al ity.

‘God’ is a keyword in the discus sion forum. Very common expres sions in 
the forum which contain this keyword also use two other keywords, ‘belief’ 
or ‘believe’ – such as in ‘belief in God’ or ‘believe in God’. Out of 439 
instances of ‘belief/ve’ in the forum, a quarter (113 instances) are real ised in 
these expres sions as well as in related ones such as ‘belief in the super nat-
ural’. This is largely in rela tion to the ‘new atheist’ perspect ive, corrob or-
ated in Section 8.4.3, that there is no rational/scientific evid ence for ‘belief 
in God’. Despite the inter per sonal func tion of the ‘God meta phors’ in para-
graphs [A] and [B], we can never the less perspect iv ise the argu ment as atyp-
ic ally lacking, in its discus sion of the stand point of ‘new atheism’, the 
colloc a tions belief/faith and God / super nat ural being. In other words, use 
of these meta phors enables a circum ven tion or exclu sion of such colloc a tion 
whether this is premed it ated or not.

On this evid ence- based compar ison, we can make the follow ing judge-
ment: use of meta phor which enables omis sion of ‘belief/ve in God’ also 
contrib utes to the impres sion of stabil ity in the binary oppos i tion struc ture, 
in para graph [B], of old atheism’ = posit ive and ‘new atheism’ = negat ive. 
By this I mean that if O’Neill had expressed himself using ‘belief/ve in God’ 
instead of the God meta phors, this would have had reper cus sions for the 
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stabil ity of the binary oppos i tion. This is because, as we saw, the cohes ive 
feli city of the binary oppos i tion is depend ent on repeated use of the general 
category ‘reli gion’ in sentences 10 and 11 and not use of the specific category 
of ‘(reli gious) belief’. For example, this altern at ive version of the first part of 
sentence 12:

‘Their [new athe ists] aim seems to be, not only to bring belief in God to 
an end . . .’

could be seen to conflict with the cohe sion in [B] achieved by repe ti tion of 
‘reli gion’ in sentences 10 and 11.

8.6 Evaluating cohe sion and coher ence else where 
in the argu ment relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity

8.6.1 Sub- binary oppos i tion struc ture across the argu ment

Knowledge of normal concep tual usage for ‘new atheism’ does not just 
adversely affect, in [B], O’Neill’s binary oppos i tion struc ture of ‘old  
atheism’ = posit ive versus ‘new atheism’ = negat ive. There is decon struc-
tion of cohes ive struc ture in other parts of the argu ment. In order to  
show this, I need first to provide more detail on the global struc ture of the 
argu ment.

The binary oppos i tion struc ture of ‘old atheism’ = posit ive and ‘new 
atheism’ = negat ive is, in fact, a supra-binary oppos i tion struc ture which 
subsumes two sub-binary oppos i tions:

• sub- binary oppos i tion 1: ‘old atheism’ is + DEEP / – HECTORING / 
+ PROGRESSIVE versus ‘new atheism’ is – DEEP / + HECTORING 
/ – PROGRESSIVE;

• sub- binary oppos i tion 2: ‘old atheism’ is asso ci ated with HIGH VIEW 
OF HUMANKIND OF THE RELIGIOUS versus LOW VIEW OF 
HUMANKIND of ‘new atheism’.

I refer the reader to Appendix 8.3 where the argu ment is annot ated for these 
sub- binary oppos i tions. But as brief illus tra tion, below are some examples 
of annot ated text from Appendix 8.3. Sub- binary oppos i tion 1 can be seen, 
for instance, in [20–22]:

OLD ATHEISM: + DEEP / – HECTORING / + PROGRESSIVE = 
POSITIVE

20. Old athe ists sought to “illu min ate men’s minds”, through ad- 
van cing science or deep en ing our under stand ing of capit al ist society.

21. New athe ists take exactly the oppos ite approach.
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22. They expend all of their energy on attack ing the insti tu tion of 
reli gion and its ridicu lous adher ents.

NEW ATHEISM: – DEEP / + HECTORING / – PROGRESSIVE 
= NEGATIVE

In sub- binary oppos i tion 2, the ‘low view of mankind’ ascribed to ‘new 
athe ists’ derives, for O’Neill, from their sociobi o lo gical views:

NEW ATHEISM: LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE
27. The inhu man ity of the new atheism is best illus trated by its move 

from the world of social critique into the realm of sociobi o logy.

This alleged sociobi o lo gical view is that reli gious belief derives from instinct 
(para graph [G]). Another and related reason that O’Neill gives for ‘new 
athe ists’ having a low view of human kind is the opinion he attrib utes to 
Christopher Hitchens: since reli gion was created by early homo sapiens 
(sentence 39), it is not some thing to value. In contrast, O’Neill argues that 
‘old athe ists’ espouse a high view of human kind since they share the aspir a-
tion of the reli gious for a sense of purpose and great ness (sentence 42). Sub- 
binary oppos i tion 2 is evident in this extract:

OLD ATHEISM is asso ci ated with HIGH VIEW OF HUMANKIND 
of the RELIGIOUS = POSITIVE

37. For athe ists like Marx, reli gion expressed, in a back ward and 
limited form, human aspir a tions to great ness . . .

[. . .]
40 . . . for new athe ists reli gion exists precisely because man is despic-

able, little more than a monkey.
NEW ATHEISM: LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE

8.6.2 Deconstruction of sub- binary oppos i tion struc tures 
in para graph [B]

Let me now return to para graph [B], the first substant ive para graph of the 
argu ment. On first read, the detail of the binary struc tur ing of [B] – that it 
contains sub- binary oppos i tions 1 and 2 – is not completely clear. It is only 
on consum ing the entire argu ment that we under stand, for example, why 
O’Neill thinks that ‘new athe ists’ ‘down grade mankind’ [12]. As I demon-
strated in Section 8.5.1, there is cohes ive disrup tion between sentences [10] 
and [11; 12] which unsettles the supra-binary oppos i tion of ‘old atheism’ = 
posit ive and ‘new atheism’ = negat ive. However, with know ledge of the 
sub-binary oppos i tion struc ture in the argu ment, decon struc tion of the 
supra- binary in para graph [B] neces sar ily means the sub-binary oppos i tions 
1 and 2 in this para graph also become decon struc ted (Figure 8.3):
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8.6.3 Deconstruction of sub- binary oppos i tion struc ture 
else where in the argu ment

It might have been possible to brush aside the decon struc tion of para graph 
[B], its loss of coher ence, as a local weak ness. However, once we account for 
sub- binary oppos i tions 1 and 2 across the argu ment we realise that: i) much, 
if not most, of O’Neill’s text is tied together by these sub- oppos i tions; ii) 
para graph [B] is a summary of an argu ment which is based on sub- oppos i tions 
1 and 2. As a result, the decon struc tion of sub- binary oppos i tions in [B] is 
likely to be replic ated else where in the argu ment, which is indeed the case. 
Take the link between para graphs [D] and [E], for example. This is struc-
tured via sub- binary oppos i tion 1. Like para graph [B], cohe sion relies on the 
common lexical tie of ‘reli gion’. This is between sentence 22 (para graph [E]) 
– where ‘new atheism’ is mentioned – and sentences in para graph [D] – 
where ‘reli gion’ is mentioned seven times in rela tion to ‘old atheism’. 
(Sentence [20] is a summary of para graph [D]).

Once we replace, in sentence [22], the defi ciency of accur ate repres ent a-
tion of new atheism’s stand point, there is no longer a common lexical link 
of ‘reli gion’ facil it at ing cohes ive contrast between ‘old atheism’ and ‘new 
atheism’. In turn, there is decon struc tion of sub- binary oppos i tion 1 here 
(Figure 8.4) and loss of coher ence.

As another example, consider para graph [G] where O’Neill attrib utes  
to ‘new atheism’ the ‘sociobi o lo gical’ view that humans are genet ic ally 

OLD ATHEISM: + DEEP / – HECTORING / + PROGRESSIVE = POSITIVE

  asso ci ated with HIGH VIEW OF HUMANKIND of the RELIGIOUS = POSITIVE

[B]

10. History’s greatest athe ists, or the “old athe ists” as we are now forced to call them, 

were human istic and progress ive, crit ical of reli gion because it expressed man’s sense 

of higher moral purpose in a deeply flawed fashion.

  COHESION

DECONSTRUCTION DECONSTRUCTED

OF SUB-BINARY

OPPOSITIONS 1 + 2

11. The new athe ists are screechy and intol er ant; they see reli gion reli gious belief 

merely as an expres sion of mass ignor ance and delu sion.

12. Their aim [new athe ists] seems to be, not only to bring God crash ing back down to 

earth, but also to down grade mankind itself.

NEW ATHEISM: – DEEP / + HECTORING / – PROGRESSIVE = NEGATIVE

    LOW VIEW of HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE

Figure 8.3 Deconstruction 1 elab or ated upon relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity.



204 Ethical subjectiv it ies . . .

condi tioned to believe in a higher being. (This attri bu tion is not quite  
right. Rather, ‘new athe ists’ hold that ‘reli gious belief . . . can be explained 
as a product of biolo gical evol u tion’ – see quota tion from Taylor, 2010 in 
Section 8.4.3). O’Neill begins this attri bu tion in sentences 27 and 28. 
Having done this, he employs both sub- binary oppos i tion 1 and (half  
of) sub- binary oppos i tion 2. Once again, the effic acy of these struc tures 
hinges on common cohe sion of the word ‘reli gion’. This cohe sion takes 
place both within sentence 31 as well as between sentence 31 and sentence 
29. After we replace the defi ciency in O’Neill’s repres ent a tion of new 
atheism – this time in sentence 31 – cohe sion is disrup ted. In turn, the sub- 
binary oppos i tions 1 and 2 here are decon struc ted (Figure 8.5) with further 
loss in coher ence:

Figure 8.4 Deconstruction 2.

OLD ATHEISM: + DEEP / – HECTORING / + PROGRESSIVE = POSITIVE

[D]

17. Marx, too, believed that direct assaults on reli gion were point less.

18. He argued that reli gion existed as spir itual compens a tion for social alien a tion, and 

believed that once the true nature of reli gion as a comfort blanket in an alien ated society 

had been revealed, it would become clear that reli gion is merely a second ary phenom-

enon depend ent for its exist ence on socioeco nomic circum stances.

19. Radical critics should focus their intel lec tual ire on the degraded society that sustains 

reli gion rather than on attack ing reli gion itself: “The criti cism of heaven turns into the 

criti cism of earth, the criti cism of reli gion into the criti cism of law, and the criti cism of 

theo logy into the criti cism of polit ics.”

[E]

20. Old athe ists sought to “illu min ate men’s minds”, through advan cing science or deep-

en ing our under stand ing of capit al ist society

DECONSTRUCTION COHESION DECONSTRUCTED

OF SUB-BINARY

OPPOSITION 1

21. New athe ists take exactly the oppos ite approach.

22. They expend all of their energy on attack ing the insti tu tion of reli gion reli gious belief 

and its ridicu lous adher ents.

NEW ATHEISM: – DEEP / + HECTORING / – PROGRESSIVE = NEGATIVE
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As one more illus tra tion of where appar ently stable cohes ive struc ture can 
be prob lem at ised, consider para graph [I], which is construc ted around sub- 
binary oppos i tion 2. By repla cing the concep tual defi ciency of ‘reli gious 
belief’ in [40] where ‘new atheism’s’ stand point is described, cohes ive struc-
ture once more is decon struc ted. Like is no longer being contras ted with like. 
In turn, the stabil ity of sub- binary oppos i tion 2 is comprom ised (Figure 8.6).9

8.6.4 Summary

Not only is para graph [B] unstable relat ive to how ‘new atheism’ normally 
repres ents its stand point, but so is much of the cohes ive struc ture of the rest 
of the argu ment. Given O’Neill is ‘as athe istic as it gets’ [7], and he expli citly 
refers to Dawkins and Hitchens, could not one presume the follow ing: that 
O’Neill is in fact better acquain ted with the stand ard terms of refer ence used 
by ‘new athe ists’ than his argu ment suggests? This leads me to go further 
than previ ously and spec u late that O’Neill’s use of 21 instances of ‘reli gion’, 
no instances of ‘faith’, and only 2 instances of ‘reli gious belief’ is not acci-
dental but reflects a delib er ate suppres sion/margin al isa tion strategy. That is 
to say, by using the general category of ‘reli gion’, O’Neill is able to obscure 

Figure 8.5 Deconstruction 3.

OLD ATHEISM: + PROGRESSIVE = POSITIVE

[G]

29. Marx and others saw reli gion as the product of socioeco nomic circum stances, and 

thus believed that reli gion would wither away as human ity proceeded along the path of 

progress.

30. New athe ists see reli gious belief as a kind of anim al istic instinct, driven by DNA.

31. Where Marx viewed people’s turn towards reli gion as an under stand able response to 

the harsh reality of alien a tion in capit al ist society,

DECONSTRUCTION

OF SUB-BINARY COHESION DECONSTRUCTED

OPPOSITIONS 1 + 2

new athe ists see it [reli gion] reli gious belief as the product of mankind’s twisted genetic 

makeup.

NEW ATHEISM: – PROGRESSIVE = NEGATIVE

    LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE
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the more specific, and more relev ant, categor ies of ‘reli gious belief’ and/or 
‘faith’. Since these elements of reli gion are the most vulner able to criti cism 
from athe ists – i.e. includ ing O’Neill himself – I am led to suppose that it 
would be better for him to obfus cate, exclude or margin al ise these concepts 
in the argu ment in order to avoid contra dict ing himself.

8.7 Some comments on ‘reli gious belief’ in the 
argu ment

There are two instances of ‘reli gious belief’ in O’Neill’s descrip tions of ‘new 
atheist’ stand points. Surely, then, there is obvious cohes ive conflict already 
in the argu ment? Let me high light why this is not so. The first instance of 
‘reli gious belief’ occurs in sentence 23:

23. Consider their bizarre and fevered obses sion with reli gious symbols, 
such as cruci fixes worn around the neck, or state ments of reli gious 

Figure 8.6 Deconstruction 4.

OLD ATHEISM is asso ci ated with HIGH VIEW OF HUMANKIND of the RELIGIOUS = 

POSITIVE

[I]

37. For athe ists like Marx, reli gion expressed, in a back ward and limited form, human 

aspir a tions to great ness “Man . . . looked for a super hu man being in the fant astic reality 

of heaven and found nothing there but the reflec tion of himself.”

38. He contin ued: “The criti cism of reli gion ends with the teach ing that man is the 

highest being for man, hence with the categor ical imper at ive to over throw all rela tions in 

which man is a debased, enslaved, forsaken, despic able being . . .”

39. Today, Hitchens says of reli gion’s destruct ive impact: “What else was to be expec ted 

of some thing that was produced by the close cousins of chim pan zees?”

40. For Marx, reli gion had to be abol ished because it made man despic able;

DECONSTRUCTION COHESION DECONSTRUCTED

OF SUB-BINARY

OPPOSITION 2

40. . . . for new athe ists reli gion reli gious belief exists precisely because man is despic-

able, little more than a monkey.

NEW ATHEISM: LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE
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belief by public figures like Tony Blair or Nick Clegg: their distaste for 
anything that looks or sounds vaguely reli gious exposes the shallow 
anti- intel lec tu al ism of their new atheism [my bold].

Here ‘reli gious belief’ relates to two specific indi vidu als (one a Christian – 
Blair – and one an atheist – Clegg). ‘New atheism’s’ stand point apropos 
‘reli gious belief’ is not being contras ted here with ‘old atheism’ apropos 
‘reli gion’. In turn, mention of ‘reli gious belief’ here does not cause obvious 
conflict in cohes ive struc ture.

In sentence 30, however, there is mention of ‘reli gious belief’ in rela tion 
to an alleged stand point of ‘new athe ists’ which is contras ted with the stand-
point of ‘old athe ists’:

30. New athe ists see reli gious belief as a kind of anim al istic instinct, 
driven by DNA [my bold].

One imagines that O’Neill is boxed in here. That is to say, he has to mention 
‘reli gious belief’ in sentence 30, rather than ‘reli gion’, since ‘reli gion’ cannot 
mean ing fully be described as an instinct. After all, ‘reli gion’ is a complex 
category consist ing not only of the mental state of reli gious belief, but 
cultural creations which go beyond instinct such as reli gious prac tices  
(e.g. prayer), reli gious insti tu tions (e.g. the Vatican), reli gious art and so on. 
The second clause of sentence 31 rein forces the propos i tion expressed in 
sentence 30:

31. Where Marx viewed people’s turn towards reli gion as an under-
stand able response to the harsh reality of alien a tion in capit al ist society, 
new athe ists see it as the product of mankind’s twisted genetic makeup 
[my bold].

Look closely at the instance of ‘it’ I have bolded in sentence 31. ‘It’ does not 
refer to ‘reli gious belief’ in sentence 30. Instead, ‘it’ refers to ‘reli gion’ used 
in the first clause of sentence 31. (This type of cohes ive link is known as 
gram mat ical refer ence (see 5.8.2)). If O’Neill had used ‘reli gious belief’ 
instead of ‘it’, cohe sion within sentence 31 between the old atheist and new 
atheist perspect ives would have been obvi ously infe li cit ous. Alternatively, if 
he had used ‘reli gion’ instead of ‘it’, there would have been blatant disrup-
tion of cohe sion between sentences 30 and 31 in their descrip tion of ‘new 
atheism’. O’Neill’s use of ‘it’, inad vert ently or delib er ately, is subtle. Not 
only does ‘it’ avoid an expli cit, and thus hyper bolic, state ment that reli gion 
is an instinct, but signi fic antly it also reduces the visib il ity of tensions in 
cohes ive struc ture within sentence 31 and between sentences 30 and 31 (see 
Figure 8.5).
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8.8 Other relev ant digital supple ments

Other relev ant digital supple ments could be grabbed whole or aggreg ated 
from the World Wide Web and keywords gener ated from them for the 
purpose of the argu ment’s poten tial decon struc tion. For example, a web 
search led me to http://www.richard dawkinsfound a tion.org/fourhorse men-
tran script, a tran script of Dawkins et al. (2007). This is a text of 20,536 
words known as ‘Four Horsemen’. It is a colloquy of the ‘new athe ists’, 
Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris and Christopher Hitchens. 
This source is thus highly relev ant qual it at ively. Keyword (quant it at ive) 
analysis of the tran script using WMatrix corrob or ates keywords in The 
Guardian discus sion forum, e.g. ‘faith’ is a highly signi fic ant keyword 
(47; LL=263.9), and is indeed the highest noun keyword. See Appendix 8.4 
for a concord ance of the 47 instances of ‘faith’ from this tran script. The 
reader will see these instances of ‘faith’ mostly have the sense of ‘reli gious 
belief’.

Because it is a colloquy of ‘new athe ists’, coming from the apoca lyptic 
horse men’s mouths, it is a better digital supple ment to use for argu ment 
decon struc tion than the discus sion forum. Yet, because I knew enough 
already about ‘new atheism’, Dawkins etc., I was able to locate and judge 
the relev ance of this source fairly easily. Someone new to this topic may not 
do this so readily.

8.9 Conclusion

I have shown how a group stand point subjectiv ity can be gener ated with  
the help of keyword analysis of a partic u lar digital supple ment – a discus-
sion forum attached to an argu ment in the online version of a news pa per. 
Since I made a case that ‘new atheism’ is relat ively power less, glob ally 
speak ing, for me the stand point subjectiv ity gener ated is an ethical 
subjectiv ity. On the basis of this ethical subjectiv ity, I showed that the public 
sphere argu ment criti cising ‘new atheism’ is a straw man. I judge the straw 
man to be the misrep res ent a tion sub- type (2.3.4). This is because the 
repeated use of ‘reli gion’ in descrip tion of the ‘new atheism’ posi tion 
obscures the more specific focus on ‘reli gious belief’ in ‘new atheism’s’ ‘big 
D’ discourse.

For those new to the topic of a public sphere argu ment, the discus sion 
forum appen ded to it is a partic u larly conveni ent place from which to start 
explor ing possible prob lems in the cohes ive struc ture of the argu ment 
relat ive to how the SotC is expressed by its adher ents. One needs, however, 
to be discrim in at ing in choice of discus sion forum. For example, many 
readers of an argu ment in a quality news pa per who are motiv ated to post a 
comment may well be know ledge able about the topic. Where this is the 
case, this would be a discus sion forum worth mining for helping to create an 

http://www.richarddawkinsfoundation.org/fourhorsementranscript
http://www.richarddawkinsfoundation.org/fourhorsementranscript
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ethical subjectiv ity. Finally, another purpose of this chapter was to show in 
more detail how small frac tures in cohe sion at a local level can impact upon 
the global cohes ive struc ture of a public sphere argu ment and thus its overall 
coher ence.

Appendix 8.1 Frequencies of all repeated words in 
‘the new atheism’ text

53 the 5 be 3 human ity 2 delu sion 2 moral
46 of 5 it 3 It 2 delu sions 2 out
22 to 5 New 3 its 2 direct 2 people
21 and 5 society 3 little 2 DNA 2 product
21 reli gion 4 an 3 mankind 2 earth 2 public
19 a 4 anti 3 more 2 expressed 2 purpose
19 in 4 because 3 not 2 For 2 radical
17 athe ists 4 being 3 old 2 genetic 2 rather
15 as 4 belief 3 progress 2 given 2 realism
14 is 4 Darwin 3 social 2 great ness 2 reality
14 s 4 God 3 super hu man 2 have 2 science
13 new 4 into 3 they 2 heaven 2 sense
12 that 4 see 3 were 2 higher 2 socioeco nomic
11 by 4 than 3 who 2 himself 2 some thing
 9 for 4 there 3 with 2 hit 2 Their
 9 reli gious 3 Aveling 2 against 2 Hitchens 2 them
 9 their 3 believed 2 alien a tion 2 human 2 There
 8 on 3 but 2 all 2 I 2 through
 8 The 3 despic able 2 are 2 intel lec tual 2 turn
 7 atheism 3 devout 2 attack ing 2 itself 2 views
 7 criti cism 3 driven 2 been 2 kind 2 Where
 7 or 3 from 2 best 2 like 2 which
 7 was 3 had 2 But 2 men 2 will
 6 man 3 He 2 capit al ist 2 merely 2 would
 6 Marx 3 hector ing 2 circum stances 2 minds

Appendix 8.2 The 100 highest keywords, includ ing 
frequency (‘Freq’) and log like li hood values (‘LL’), 
in the discus sion forum; gener ated using WMatrix 
(Rayson, 2009).

Keyword Freq LL

reli gion 336 1665.17
athe ists 227 1249.02
reli gious 264 1127.97
god 200 1100.46
atheism 141 764.05
atheist 117 632.37



210 Ethical subjectiv it ies . . .

belief 141 604.86
i 1093 545.37
that 1232 525.72
Dawkins 90 495.21
n’t 445 463.60
you 707 384.81
science 84 363.00
faith 86 339.49
beliefs 77 337.06
think 188 316.27
do 365 310.95
is 1195 304.30
what 327 249.59
Brendan 47 249.02
article 77 246.86
believe 114 232.50
’m 142 222.99
reli gions 44 220.18
Hitchens 40 220.09
Marx 44 210.46
people 239 207.66
Darwin 37 203.58
not 569 197.82
intol er ant 36 189.02
cif 34 187.08
folks 34 187.08
does 146 185.47
delu sion 32 167.24
believ ers 34 166.65
chris ti ans 44 165.24
human ity 31 161.80
hector ing 29 159.57
universe 34 150.52
it 884 146.14
read 71 146.01
just 187 145.03
cath olic 45 142.57
scientific 41 136.10
why 117 130.57
shrill 25 129.21
human 57 125.86
actu ally 61 122.95
moral 40 122.48
about 230 120.18
argu ment 42 117.73
O’Neill 21 115.55
super nat ural 27 114.91
chris tian 45 113.10
are 561 110.79
@ 20 110.05
reason 63 107.19
intel lec tual 29 105.08

(Continued)
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theists 19 104.54
Brendan_O’Neill 18 99.04
spir itu al ity 18 99.04
their 323 98.59
they 425 96.08
as 562 94.48
or 387 94.46
Grayling 17 93.54
those 154 90.70
agree 38 88.74
meta phys ical 16 88.04
your 200 85.10
chris tian ity 26 82.71
spir itual 26 82.71
argu ments 32 82.43
point 61 80.24
silly 26 78.35
’ve 75 76.02
have 432 75.98
islam 19 75.18
rational 19 75.18
secular 19 75.18
think ing 44 72.89
moral ity 18 72.84
-- 13 71.53
Richard_Dawkins 13 71.53
hard ti me think ing 13 71.53
enlight en ment 17 70.62
ignor ance 19 70.57
irra tional 15 70.48
ideas 42 70.15
exist 30 68.31
so 201 67.76
new 180 66.73
intol er ance 15 66.71
attack ing 19 66.57
faus troll 12 66.03
trying 47 65.78
evol u tion ary 14 65.24
but 453 64.65
say 91 64.01
cath ol ics 16 63.05

Keyword Freq LL
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Appendix 8.3 ‘The new atheism’ argu ment  
annot ated for macro- cohes ive struc ture:  
sub- binary oppos i tions 1 and 2

1. [head line] The New Atheism
2. [sub- head line] There is more human ity in the ‘super hu man’ delu sions of 
the devout
[HIGH VIEW OF HUMANKIND OF THE RELIGIOUS = POSITIVE]
than there is in the realism of the hector ing athe ists
[NEW ATHEISM: + HECTORING = NEGATIVE]

[A]
3. [Introductory para graph] “New atheism” was the surprise polit ical hit of 
2007.
4. God- bashing books by Hitchens, Dawkins and other thinkers who come 
out in a rash when they hear the word “reli gion” flew out of the book shops.
5. Philip Pullman’s anti- divine Golden Compass hit the big screen.
6. Everywhere, God was exposed as a fraud and God bother ers were given 
an intel lec tual lashing.

[B]
7. I am as athe istic as it gets.
8. But I will not be signing up to this shrill hector ing of the reli gious
[NEW ATHEISM: + HECTORING = NEGATIVE]
9. The new athe ists have given atheism a bad name.
10. History’s greatest athe ists, or the “old athe ists” as we are now forced to 
call them, were human istic and progress ive, crit ical of reli gion because it 
expressed man’s sense of higher moral purpose in a deeply flawed fashion.
[OLD ATHEISM: + DEEP / – HECTORING / + PROGRESSIVE= 
POSITIVE]
[OLD ATHEISM asso ci ated with HIGH VIEW OF HUMANKIND of 
the RELIGIOUS = POSITIVE]
11. The new athe ists are screechy and intol er ant; they see reli gion merely as 
an expres sion of mass ignor ance and delu sion.
12. Their aim seems to be, not only to bring God crash ing back down to 
earth, but also to down grade mankind itself.
[NEW ATHEISM: – DEEP / + HECTORING / – PROGRESSIVE= 
NEGATIVE]
[NEW ATHEISM: LOW VIEW of HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE]

[C]
13. There’s some thing bitterly ironic in the fact that the new athe ists pose as 
the successors to Darwin.
14. Darwin himself had little interest in baiting the devout.
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[OLD ATHEISM: – HECTORING = POSITIVE]
15. In the early 1880s, he was asked by the radical atheist Edward Aveling 
to endorse a new book on evol u tion ary theory.
16. Darwin, caring little for Aveling’s “anti- reli gious milit ancy”, refused. 
He wrote to Aveling: “It appears to me . . . that direct argu ments against 
Christianity and theism produce hardly any effect on the public; and freedom 
of thought is best promoted by the gradual illu min a tion of men’s minds 
which follows from the advance of science. It has, there fore, been always my 
object to avoid writing on reli gion . . .”.

[D]
17. Marx, too, believed that direct assaults on reli gion were point less.
[OLD ATHEISM: – HECTORING = POSITIVE]
18. He argued that reli gion existed as spir itual compens a tion for social 
alien a tion, and believed that once the true nature of reli gion as a comfort 
blanket in an alien ated society had been revealed, it would become clear 
that reli gion is merely a second ary phenomenon depend ent for its exist ence 
on socioeco nomic circum stances.
19. Radical critics should focus their intel lec tual ire on the degraded society 
that sustains reli gion rather than on attack ing reli gion itself: “The criti cism 
of heaven turns into the criti cism of earth, the criti cism of reli gion into  
the criti cism of law, and the criti cism of theo logy into the criti cism of 
polit ics.”

[E]
20. Old athe ists sought to “illu min ate men’s minds”, through advan cing 
science or deep en ing our under stand ing of capit al ist society.
[OLD ATHEISM: + DEEP / – HECTORING / + PROGRESSIVE = 
POSITIVE]
21. New athe ists take exactly the oppos ite approach.
22. They expend all of their energy on attack ing the insti tu tion of reli gion 
and its ridicu lous adher ents.
[NEW ATHEISM: – DEEP / + HECTORING / – PROGRESSIVE = 
NEGATIVE]

[F]
23. Consider their bizarre and fevered obses sion with reli gious symbols, 
such as cruci fixes worn around the neck, or state ments of reli gious belief by 
public figures like Tony Blair or Nick Clegg: their distaste for anything that 
looks or sounds vaguely reli gious exposes the shallow anti- intel lec tu al ism of 
their new atheism.
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[NEW ATHEISM: – DEEP = NEGATIVE]
24. Their oppos i tion to reli gion is not driven by a profound or radical 
vision, as was Darwin’s and Marx’s,
OLD ATHEISM: + DEEP / + PROGRESSIVE = POSITIVE]
but rather by a dinner- party disdain and moral revul sion for the stupid ity of 
the reli gious.
[NEW ATHEISM: – DEEP = NEGATIVE]
25. Where old atheism was driven by a passion ate belief in progress,
[OLD ATHEISM: + PROGRESSIVE = POSITIVE]
new atheism springs from today’s crisis of secu lar ism.
26. It is because new athe ists have lost their own belief in progress and 
Enlightenment
[NEW ATHEISM: – PROGRESSIVE = NEGATIVE]
that they turn harshly against those who still cling to visions of a better 
society or “kingdom”.
[NEW ATHEISM: + HECTORING of the reli gious for HIGH VIEW OF 
HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE]

[G]
27. The inhu man ity of the new atheism is best illus trated by its move from 
the world of social critique into the realm of sociobi o logy.
[NEW ATHEISM: LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE]
28. Some new athe ists believe humans must be genet ic ally predis posed to 
believ ing in a higher being.
29. Marx and others saw reli gion as the product of socioeco nomic circum-
stances, and thus believed that reli gion would wither away as human ity 
proceeded along the path of progress.
[OLD ATHEISM: + PROGRESSIVE = POSITIVE]
30. New athe ists see reli gious belief as a kind of anim al istic instinct, driven 
by DNA.
31. Where Marx viewed people’s turn towards reli gion as an under stand-
able response to the harsh reality of alien a tion in capit al ist society, new 
athe ists see it as the product of mankind’s twisted genetic makeup.
[NEW ATHEISM: LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND / – PROGRESSIVE 
= NEGATIVE]

[H]
32. So what is their solu tion?
33. Mass genetic therapy?
34. Compulsory injec tions of the correct DNA – you know, the kind possessed 
by intel li gent and well- bred people who can see through reli gious delu sion?
35. The new athe ists’ aban don ment of a social outlook
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[NEW ATHEISM: – PROGRESSIVE = NEGATIVE]
leads them to adopt some very grim, anti- human views.
[NEW ATHEISM: LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE]

[I]
36. The key differ ence between the old and new atheism is in their views of 
mankind.
37. For athe ists like Marx, reli gion expressed, in a back ward and limited 
form, human aspir a tions to great ness “Man . . . looked for a super hu man 
being in the fant astic reality of heaven and found nothing there but the 
reflec tion of himself.”
[OLD ATHEISM asso ci ated with HIGH VIEW OF HUMANKIND of 
the RELIGIOUS = POSITIVE]
38. He contin ued: “The criti cism of reli gion ends with the teach ing that  
man is the highest being for man hence with the categor ical imper at ive to 
over throw all rela tions in which man is a debased, enslaved, forsaken, 
despic able being . . .”
[OLD ATHEISM asso ci ated with HIGH VIEW OF HUMANKIND of 
the RELIGIOUS = POSITIVE]
39. Today, Hitchens says of reli gion’s destruct ive impact: “What else was  
to be expec ted of some thing that was produced by the close cousins of  
chim pan zees?”
40. For Marx, reli gion had to be abol ished because it made man despic able; 
for new athe ists reli gion exists precisely because man is despic able, little 
more than a monkey.
[NEW ATHEISM: LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND = NEGATIVE]

[J]
41. New athe ists will continue to ridicule the reli gious in 2008.
[NEW ATHEISM: + HECTORING = NEGATIVE]
42. But there is more human ity in the “super hu man” delu sions of the  
devout – in their yearn ing for a sense of purpose and great ness
[HIGH VIEW OF HUMANKIND OF THE RELIGIOUS = POSITIVE]
than there is in the monkey man realism of the hector ing athe ists.
[NEW ATHEISM = LOW VIEW OF HUMANKIND / – DEEP / + 
HECTORING / – PROGRESSIVE = NEGATIVE]
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Notes
1 Undertaking qual it at ive analysis of keyword usage will also help ensure that 

keywords are part of genuine posts rather than, say, spam.
2 Available at http://free thoughtre port.com/wp- content/uploads/2013/07/FOTR

eport2013.pdf [accessed July 2016].
3 Available at http://www.guard ian.co.uk/help/insideguard ian/2013/may/24/

theguard ian- global-domain [accessed July 2016].
4 Available at http://free thoughtre port.com/wp- content/uploads/2013/07/ 

FOTReport2013.pdf [accessed July 2016].
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Chapter 9

Ethical subjectiv ity gener ated 
rhizo mat ic ally

9.1 Introduction

In the last chapter of Part III, I enrich and extend the method for construct ing 
an ethical subjectiv ity, as well as the proced ure for digit ally decon struct ing 
argu ments, by taking cues from two differ ent thinkers – Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari. This may seem some thing of an abrupt turn. I am near the 
end of Part III – why bring in these thinkers? First, the influ ence of Deleuze 
and Guattari has been across this book. What I have done with Derrida – 
rhizo mat ic ally enga ging with his think ing – is in the spirit of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s book, A Thousand Plateaus. Second, there are conver gences 
between the ethical outlooks of Deleuze/Guattari and Derrida and Levinas. 
Since one of the aims of this book is a deter rit ori al isa tion of pedagogical 
CDA so as to include a pronounced focus on the ethical alongside the 
political, this is better achieved by showing conver gences between the 
outlook of differ ent philo soph ers rather than using just one.

For the data analysis, I come full circle by using the public sphere argu-
ment that the reader first met in Chapter 5 – the pro-GM argu ment which 
criti cises the stand point of the ‘anti-GM lobby’. This time I create an ethical 
subjectiv ity based on the ‘anti-GM lobby’ for examin ing crit ic ally how the 
argu ment’s author frames this stand point. This lobby is a broad perspect ive, 
being composed of differ ent campaign groups. This means that more than 
one supple ment needs to be mined for creat ing a convin cing ethical 
subjectiv ity. Stimulated by ideas from Deleuze and Guattari, I outline how 
this burden can be reduced by gener at ing the ethical subjectiv ity through 
rhizo matic use of keyword analysis. I start this chapter outlining some signi-
fic ant concepts from Deleuze and Guattari.

9.2 Some key concepts in Deleuze and Guattari’s 
think ing

9.2.1  Becoming

Deleuze and Guattari are less inter ested in states of being and more with 
what we can become (Deleuze, 1990[1969]: passim). Since trans form a tion 
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is a clear tend ency in life, rather than reflect on the nature of being, they 
contend that becom ing is where philo sophy should fix its gaze. Indeed,  
for Deleuze, we ‘. . . should allow ourselves to become in rela tion to 
what we are seeking to under stand’ (Colebrook, 2002a: 46). The becom ing 
of the analyst through know ledge gener a tion – of the habitual big ‘D’ 
Discourse of a topic and of habitual ‘big D’ Discourse asso ci ated with  
the stand point of the criti cised (SotC) in an argu ment – is key to the strategies 
of this book.

9.2.2 Differentiation

With their focus on becom ing, Deleuze and Guattari want to open up life to 
more diverse think ing, to richer possib il it ies. While science may give 
consist ent descrip tions of the actual world, it is philo sophy which has the 
power to under stand the ‘virtual world’: that is, the very possib il it ies for life. 
For Deleuze, the concept that best captures this power is differ ence (Deleuze, 
1991[1966]: 95). Life, if it is allowed to, will always differ en ti ate from what 
already exists. Plant and animal species will differ en ti ate. The same goes for 
reli gions, polit ical move ments and so on. To become is to create differ ence. 
Deleuze and Guattari (1987[1980]: passim) ask why we do not seek to 
accel er ate this process and actively promote new differ ences. Conversely, to 
engage in think ing and beha viour which simply returns us to what we were 
before is not living.

9.2.3 Desiring machines and imman ent connec tions

For Deleuze and Guattari, all life is a mobile and active forming of connec-
tions, e.g. a plant ‘desires’ contact with sunlight, a baby desires contact with 
its mother’s breast. Human life is/should be an array of connect ive processes, 
a throng of desires for forming novel and unpre dict able networks which, in 
turn, can mobil ise subjectiv ity in novel ways (May, 2005: 125). In other 
words, through this connec tion- making, our subjectiv it ies are produced. We 
make ourselves through the connec tions we create with people, with ideas 
and so on. And since we are always in life, since we are always desir ing and 
creat ing networks within it, produc tion of subjectiv ity is imman ent to life 
rather than tran scend ent to it. Because of this, Deleuze and Guattari avoid 
talking about ‘the Subject’ since it suggests, for them, some thing hover ing 
stat ic ally above life. Instead, they prefer ‘desir ing machine’ (Deleuze and 
Guattari, 2004[1972]: passim; Jun, 2011:95). The use of ‘desir ing’ here 
stresses the active seeking of connec tions within life. ‘Desire is a process of 
increas ing expan sion, connec tion and creation’ (Colebrook, 2002b: xxii). By 
‘machine’, Deleuze and Guattari are not refer ring to a mech an ism, but to the 
fact that machines work because they have been connec ted up in a partic u lar 
way. On this outlook, humans connec ted together to perform work – in a 
game of tug- of-war, build ing the pyram ids etc. – would count as a machine.
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9.2.4 Rhizome and in- between-ness

An import ant concept in Deleuze and Guattari (1987[1980]) is one I intro-
duced near the start of the book – the rhizome. Recall that an actual rhizome 
is a hori zontal, under ground stem which can sprout roots or shoots from 
any part of its surface. Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome concept discour ages 
any unified, static plan or organ isa tion in favour of a dynamic, unlim ited 
plane in which one is always moving from one point to another, and all the 
while making random connec tions. Crucially, their focus is more on the 
move ment and changes taking place between points and less on the points 
them selves. To think rhizo mat ic ally is to think between things – ideas, 
concepts, texts etc. – and thereby open up life to differ ence and poten tially 
new insight. As Deleuze and Guattari (1987[1980]: 28) say:

The middle is by no means an average; on the contrary, it is where 
things pick up speed.

Thinking rhizo mat ic ally has the capa city to effect change, to break up order 
and bound ar ies, to produce move ment and growth. Rhizomatic think ing is, 
thus, unpre dict able and trans form at ive. And since rhizo matic move ment 
crosses borders, and in the random ness of connec tion- making we are able to 
re- see the lie of the land, this move ment deter rit ori al ises – to use another of 
Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts that I flagged in the intro duc tion.

9.2.5 Actual- virtual onto logy

The onto lo gical outlook of Deleuze reflects his focus on creat ive produc tion. 
Since he is inter ested in the tend ency of life to lead to trans form a tion, he 
does not see what some thing is only in its actual terms but rather in its 
poten tial to lead to becom ing. Deleuze refers to the capa city of the actual to 
become a differ ent actual as the virtual (Deleuze, 1991[1966]; 2004 passim). 
As Deleuze sees it, the virtual is as real as the actual. The virtual is not 
abstract ‘possib il ity’. For example, genes do not have an abstract possib il ity 
for produ cing bodies. This capa city for genes to lead to bodies is very real. 
Or put in Deleuzian terms, the actual of the human body derives from the 
real virtu al ity within the actual of our genes. Crucially, for him, the virtual 
and the actual are of equal import ance onto lo gic ally speak ing, inex tric ably 
linked rather than being in dualist oppos i tion.

9.2.6 Exteriority/inter i or ity

With a focus on life as process, anything which seeks to stabil ise the flow of 
life – such as the distinc tion between an interior and an exter ior – is treated 
suspi ciously by Deleuze (1995[1990]: 6). He argues that what we call an 
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interior is, in fact, a facti tious abstrac tion. This is because the distinc tion 
between interior and exter ior is always blurred once we open up to the 
throng of life and realise its rela tions, inter con nec tions and inter pen et ra-
tions. A simple example. Here I am in an interior, my office at univer sity 
with the door shut. But this inter i or ity as separ ated from exter i or ity is 
illus ory. I can see email requests from colleagues who are outside my door 
but inside it, elec tron ic ally speak ing. Because, for Deleuze, the interior/
exter ior distinc tion is blurred, he holds that to under stand any state of 
affairs, we must not look to the intrinsic meaning or struc ture of the terms 
involved (Roffe, 2010). Instead, it is under stand ing how an interior relates 
to an exter ior where insight will be gener ated. As before, it is from the rela-
tions between things that fresh aware ness arrives.

I will use the above insights and concepts to enrich and extend the method 
for gener at ing an ethical subjectiv ity as well as the decon struct ive  
analyt ical proced ure for enga ging with public sphere argu ments. Before I  
get on to showing this, I provide some cover age of Deleuze and Guattari’s 
ethics. The reader will see their ethical outlook over lap ping with the  
ethics of Levinas and Derrida, in turn enrich ing the ethical outlook of  
this book.

9.3 Deleuze and Guattari’s ethics

9.3.1 Becoming-Other / becom ing- minor it arian

The basis of Deleuze and Guattari’s ethics is what they refer to as ‘becoming-
Other’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987[1980]: 262). To be ethical is to open 
oneself out from any fixed point such as an iden tity, a partic u lar way of 
seeing the world, to appre ci ate the Other, its prob lems and frus tra tions. It is 
to actively empath ise with the Other through becom ing at one with it. 
Deleuze and Guattari do not have just any Other in mind. Their Other is 
what they call minor it arian. This active orient a tion to the Other, Deleuze 
and Guattari call becom ing-minor it arian:

all becom ing is a becom ing- minor it arian. When we say major ity, we are 
refer ring not to a greater relat ive quant ity but to the determ in a tion of a 
state or stand ard in rela tion to which larger quant it ies, as well as the 
smal lest, can be said to be minor it arian: white- man, adult- male, etc. 
Majority implies a state of domin a tion, not the reverse.

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987[1980]: 320–321)

Minoritarian is not a quant it at ive notion – that is, it does not imply minor ity 
(though in prac tice this may be the case). For example, one becom ing-  
minor it arian that Deleuze and Guattari flag is ‘becom ing- woman’. 
Minoritarian is, instead, a qual it at ive notion – ‘not major it arian’ in 
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Deleuzian-Guattarian parlance, not the domin ant socio-political reality. 
This under stand ing of minor it arian is insuf fi cient though. Minoritarian, 
crucially, refers to polit ical move ments that have the capa city to deter rit ori-
al ise the major it arian, opening it up to differ ence and plur al ity and, in turn, 
creat ive becom ings. As Deleuze and Guattari put things, the minor it arian 
can be:

thought of as seeds, crys tals of becom ing whose value is to trigger 
uncon trol lable move ments and deter rit ori al isa tions of the mean or 
major ity.

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987[1980]: 117)

Since minor it arian move ments have the capa city to deter rit ori al ise the 
major it arian in this way, one purpose of Deleuzian-Guattarian criti cism is 
to identify and amplify such move ments.

It should, I hope, be clear that the idea of becom ing- minor it arian sits  
with showing hospit al ity to a socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less 
Other and related polit ical campaigns. In other words, to create an ethical 
subjectiv ity in the way I have framed things in Part III is to ‘become minor-
it arian’ – in the sense of taking on a minor it arian perspect ive for the dura-
tion, at least, of the crit ical analysis of a public sphere argu ment.

9.3.2 Nomadism, exper i ment a tion and ethics of  
deter rit ori al isa tion

When we become minor it arian, there is an unpre dict ab il ity that flows from 
opening out to new possib il it ies for subjectiv ity, to new connec tions. This 
ethical project is, in effect, nomadic – to use another term from A Thousand 
Plateaus. In other words, in opening ourselves genu inely out to the Other, 
the encounter will not be predestined. Who knows what will come of it? 
And in opening ourselves out to the minor it arian, we are active exper i-
menters with such subjectiv it ies:

The nomadic ethico- polit ical project focuses on becom ings as a prag-
matic philo sophy that stresses the need to act, to exper i ment with 
differ ent modes of consti tut ing subjectiv ity and differ ent ways of inhab-
it ing our corpor eal ity.

(Braidotti, 2006: 134)

The focus on connec tion- seeking in Deleuzian-Guattarian philo sophy, the 
emphasis on rhizo mat ics and nomadism, embody what has been referred to 
as an ‘ethics of exter i or ity’ (Roffe, 2005: 98). To live life as though one is 
not connec ted, to live life as an ‘interior’ which is separ ate from ‘exter i ors’, 
is to ignore the rich, dynam ic ally inter con nec ted nature of life. An aim of a 
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Deleuzian-Guattarian ethics is to ‘recon nect with the external world again, 
and to be caught up in its life’ (Roffe, 2005: 98) – hence ‘ethics of exter i-
or ity’. This is one reason why Deleuze and Guattari place so much emphasis 
on figures such as the rhizome or nomad where borders are crossed, where 
the rela tion ship between inside and outside is troubled. For this reason, 
their ethics has also been referred to as an ‘ethics of deter rit ori al isa tion’ 
(Patton, 2003: 21). To be ethical is to loosen the way we ‘territ ori al ise’ the 
world by opening up to the Other. This may, indeed, involve trying to see 
how the Other regards our own territ ori al isa tion of life if we subscribe to a 
major it arian outlook.

9.3.3 Immanent ethics and creativ ity

Deleuze’s focus on becom ing is crucial to his distinc tion between moral ity 
and ethics (Deleuze, 1995 [1990]: 100; Smith, 2011). The moral ity of unal-
ter able reli gious texts, for instance, sets up tran scend ent and time less values 
which abstract from the dynamic complex ity of ever chan ging life and, in so 
doing, obstruct the becom ing of life and its creat ive capa cit ies. Transcendent 
ideas such as ‘God’ which feed into moral ity place brakes on becom ing and 
more gener ally on life’s capa cit ies. Deleuze rejects tran scend ent moral ity, 
but embraces imman ent ethics. To be immanently ethical is to engage with 
the partic u lar in front of us – rather than being direc ted by inflex ible ‘tran-
scend ent’ abstrac tions which may or may not apply to the matter in hand. 
(In chapters 7 and 8, the ethical subjectiv it ies were gener ated imman ently. 
They were gener ated from results of data mining which I did not know in 
advance). Crucially, for Deleuze, ethics and creativ ity go hand in hand. 
Ethical decisions emerge from what discussants regard as leading to maxim-
isa tion of becom ing via creat ive differ en ti ation and innov at ive connec tion. 
This needs to be nego ti ated since one should not, and indeed cannot, 
maxim ise one’s becom ing whilst restrict ing the becom ing of others (Marks, 
2010: 89). To do the latter is to reduce the possib il it ies for life, to reduce its 
poten tial for trans form a tion. It is to be anti- life itself.

9.4 Linking the (ethical) outlooks of Deleuze/
Guattari, Levinas and Derrida

9.4.1 General conver gence

Derrida and Deleuze were contem por ar ies and knew each other – though 
they were not person ally close (Peeters, 2013 [2010]: 475–476). But, on a 
number of points, they were cosy philo soph ic ally (see Patton and Protevi, 
2003). Indeed, in a eulogy written for Deleuze after his death, Derrida  
wrote of how he exper i enced a ‘nearly total affin ity’ between their ‘theses’ 
(Derrida, 1998: 3).1 It is reas on ably straight for ward to see why Derrida 
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might come to this judge ment. Both Derrida and Deleuze share a commit-
ment to the possib il ity of move ment of our think ing, of remov ing block ages, 
and enabling think ing to be re- direc ted to an open future (Patton, 2003). 
Both are philo soph ers of the Other. Both open texts and contexts out to new 
possib il it ies of differ ence. Both trouble borders, blur ring the distinc tion 
between inside and outside. Both emphas ise the disrup tion of the centre/
major it arian to allow space for minor it arian voices. Both emphas ise trans-
form a tions. Another key simil ar ity is the need not to predes tine an encounter 
with the Other – to be open to the rhizo matic possib il it ies of where engage-
ment with the Other can take one. In partic u lar, reading should be open and 
unpre dict able for both thinkers (Deleuze, 1995[1990]: 7–9; Derrida, 
1987b[1980]: 4). Derrida and Deleuze dove tail too in how they tie ethics 
with creativ ity. Showing hospit al ity to the Other and allow ing Self to be 
refreshed, or indeed re- inven ted, through the ‘incom ing’ of the Other is very 
much akin to becoming-Other in Deleuze and Guattari.2

Importantly, for these thinkers, we should never be so open- minded to the 
Other that our brain becomes unmoored. Engagement of Self with the Other 
is always a process of crit ical and prudent nego ti ation about what we are 
prepared to trans form and the core values we wish to preserve at all costs; 
nego ti ation may in fact lead to us censur ing the Other. Not all Others are, 
obvi ously, worth opening the door to (e.g. terror ists, racists, miso gyn ists, 
homo phobes, theo crat ists). As regards their own core polit ical values, both 
Derrida and Deleuze were oriented to future ideas of demo cracy. Deleuze and 
Guattari refer to this as ‘becom ing- demo cratic’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1994[1991]: 113); Derrida uses the expres sion ‘demo cracy- to-come’ (Derrida, 
2005: passim). These are not determ in ate tele olo gical ideas of demo cracy, nor 
utopian notions. They are instead what might be called ‘horizon concepts’. 
On a boat, we may aim at a horizon, but as we approach it, a new horizon 
continu ally comes into view. As soon as the process and condi tions of demo-
cracy are improved, work is both complete and incom plete for the prac tice of 
demo cracy can never be perfec ted (see Patton, 2007; 2008). Forever will there 
be social, cultural, tech no lo gical etc. change accom pan ied by fresh prob lems. 
A better version of demo cratic prac tice is always over the horizon. Finally, 
and perhaps surpris ingly, given the rather lazy way both thinkers can be auto-
mat ic ally brack eted as ‘post mod ern’ and some times inac cur ately as ‘relat iv-
ists’, Deleuze and Derrida are post-Enlightenment philo soph ers:

I am for the Enlightenment, I’m for progress, I’m a ‘progress ist’.
(Derrida, 2001b: 100)3

In rela tion to ‘Enlightenment reason’, Deleuze sees part of his endeav our as 
‘attempts to preserve some part of it or recon struct it’ (Deleuze, 1995[1990]: 
162). Reflecting this state ment, Deleuze has a complic ated and complic at ing 
rela tion ship with Kant.4 The same applies to Derrida.5
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And Levinas and Deleuze? The ‘ethics of exter i or ity’ of Deleuze clearly 
echoes Levinas’ orient a tion to the Other:

the figure of becom ing- minor it arian contin ues, although in differ ent 
terms, the Levinasian and Derridean theme of other ness and the problem 
of taking the respons ib il ity for the other.

(Žukauskaitė, 2011: 194)

Indeed, the subtitle of Levinas’ first major work, Totality and Infinity, is ‘An 
Essay on Exteriority’. Another key simil ar ity is that these thinkers stress that 
ethical decision- making should emerge from discus sion and reflec tion 
groun ded in the partic u lar rather than being direc ted rigidly by gener al ised 
maxims. While gener al ised maxims will offer orient a tion and ethical para-
met ers for discus sion and decision- making, for all these thinkers acting inelast-
ic ally on a gener al ised maxim which precedes the encounter with the Other is 
by defin i tion not to make a proper decision apropos the partic u lar (see 10.8).6

9.4.2 Nomadic digital hospit al ity

Having outlined some key simil ar it ies between Deleuze/Guattari and 
Derrida/Levinas, I want to enrich the idea of ‘digital hospit al ity’ on which I 
based ethical subjectiv it ies in chapters 7 and 8. ‘Digital hospit al ity’ signals 
one should be open to the Other. But this may be an Other that we are 
already famil iar with. Deleuze and Guattari’s nomadic ethics of deter rit ori-
al isa tion inspires a digital hospit al ity that actively seeks out public sphere 
argu ments which attack, char ac ter ise or poten tially affect minor it arian 
groups with which the analyst is (mostly) unfa mil iar. The World Wide  
Web facil it ates such nomadism. In other words, with a nomadic digital  
hospit al ity, we do not stay close to home. We roam the web looking for new 
oppor tun it ies for deter rit ori al isa tion. This is achieved through creat ing 
ethical subjectiv it ies which are then trained on public sphere argu ments 
criti cising unfa mil iar socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less Others. 
This nomadic process better ensures inter rup tion of Self and, in turn, a non- 
predestined reading.

9.5 Rhizomatically gener at ing an ethical  
subjectiv ity

9.5.1 When a relat ively power less Other consists of 
multiple related groups

The gener a tion of ethical subjectiv it ies in Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 was 
fairly straight for ward because the mining of key concerns/stand points of the 
Other was largely restric ted to one supple ment. Chapter 7 involved data 
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mining a single website mostly – www.Change.org. Chapter 8 involved 
mining one discus sion forum. In this chapter, I am return ing to the pro-GM 
text of Chapter 5 where its author, Julian Little, criti cises quite a broad 
Other – what Little refers to as ‘the anti-GM lobby’. This consists of many 
related national and inter na tional groups. Since most if not all of these ‘sub- 
groups’ (e.g. ‘Greenpeace’) have their own inter net pres ence, relev ant 
website texts are the obvious data to mine for gener at ing an ethical 
subjectiv ity. I can hardly, however, choose just one or a handful of websites 
where such groups commu nic ate their concerns. Were I to do so, I would be 
guilty of parti al ity or selec tion bias. Then again, going to many indi vidual 
websites and compil ing a corpus from each of them would be onerous.

9.5.2 Desiring- machine analyst and actual- virtual 
keywords

To address these issues, I take cues from ideas of Deleuze and Guattari.  
In data mining of relev ant website texts, I suggest the analyst behave as a 
‘desir ing- machine’. That is to say, the reader continu ally ‘desires’ the making 
of novel connec tions, where fresh know ledge of the Other leads to further 
connec tions and thus continual know ledge expan sion/rein force ment. New 
keywords found in one corpus would be used as inter net search terms, driving 
the nomadic reader to other new loca tions on the web from where they would 
compile a fresh corpus of relev ant texts, and so on. On this staged proced ure, 
keywords mined in one supple ment are both actual and virtual simul tan-
eously. They have actual log like li hood values and actual frequen cies; they are 
actual in that they can tap us into the key concerns of the Other. But they are 
virtual also since they can lead us to new actuals – to fresh relev ant texts on 
the web which can be compiled into more corpora. Thus, in the way described, 
is an ethical subjectiv ity gener ated with its growth depend ent on rhizo matic, 
and thus non- pre- determ ined, know ledge gener a tion. And, espe cially because 
gener a tion is over the web, the issue of parti al ity is addressed. Moreover, 
the creation of the subjectiv ity is an imman ent one. The open, emer gent, 
‘desir ing- machinic’ process means the subjectiv ity is not being developed by 
prior (‘tran scend ent’) notions about the Other which may, in fact, be  
erro neous. The issue of selec tion bias is thus addressed also.

The reader may perhaps be think ing ‘how is this rhizo matic/staged 
compil a tion of corpora any less onerous than going to many indi vidual 
websites and compil ing a corpus from each of them?’ Allow me to explain.

9.5.3 Stages in rhizo matic approach to corpora  
compil a tion via keyword analysis

Stage 1. In the first instance, the reader needs to find a website which contains 
relev ant texts from the minor it arian Other. Web search engines could be 

http://www.Change.org
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used for this purpose. Choice of search terms, though, may involve trial  
and error before an appro pri ate website is found. A more conveni ent 
approach may be avail able if the public sphere argu ment that the reader is 
examin ing is online and there is a discus sion forum appen ded to it. It is 
common beha viour in discus sion forums for posters to include weblinks. 
Should posters be crit ical of the argu ment, they may provide a link to an 
organ isa tion website which is oppos i tional in stance. Names of protest 
organ isa tions are likely to show up as keywords since such proper names  
are unlikely to feature commonly in refer ence corpora. Thus, via keyword 
analysis, the names of protest/campaign organ isa tions can be ascer tained 
effi ciently without having to read through, poten tially, hundreds of posts. 
And, for this purpose, the quant ity of keywords found is not neces sar ily 
import ant – one URL found via one proper name keyword may suffice. 
Mining a discus sion forum in this way can be partic u larly useful for the 
reader who is largely unfa mil iar with the Other being criti cised in the  
argu ment.
Stage 2. With an appro pri ate minor it arian website located, the reader 
compiles relev ant campaign texts from this website into a corpus. As  
many relev ant texts as possible should be compiled. The reader then 
performs a keyword analysis of this corpus, estab lish ing its most common  
concepts.
Stage 3. In tandem with the rhizo matic, and thus non- prede ter mined, ethos 
of corpora compil a tion, Stage 3 uses, as a web search term, a concept(s) 
mined in Stage 2 which is both new for the analyst and related to oppos i-
tional perspect ive(s). This concept(s) is then employed to drive compil a tion 
of another corpus from the web. However, while Stage 2 involves compil a-
tion of texts from one protest website, Stage 3 involves compil a tion of texts 
from related protest websites across the World Wide Web. This is done by 
employ ing a web- crawler – a program that compiles texts from many 
differ ent websites.

Frequent replic a tion in Stage 3 of how a keyword is used in Stage 2  
gives us confid ence that we have found a key concern across related  
oppos i tional groups. (And crucially this is done without the operose 
proced ure of having to create on multiple occa sions a single corpus from  
a single relev ant website). With suffi cient replic a tion of how these concepts 
are used, we would then be in a confid ent posi tion that we had found  
core concerns across a widely distrib uted counter- discourse, regard less of 
possible differ ences between sub- groups. As usual, it is import ant to explore 
keywords qual it at ively in relev ant texts in the corpora, making sure the 
keywords are distrib uted across the corpora, and devel op ing an under-
stand ing of how these concepts might be used as part of the counter- 
discourse.

Let me move to generating an ethical subjectiv ity with which to crit ic ally 
analyse how the pro-GM argu ment in Chapter 5 discusses the stand point of 
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the anti-GM lobby. Echoing Deleuze and Guattari’s dictum that ‘to create 
is to resist’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994[1991]: 110), I create an ethical 
subjectiv ity to help resist an argu ment which other wise I may deem reas on-
able through ignor ance of the stand point being attacked.

9.6 Generating an ethical subjectiv ity to examine 
the pro-GM argu ment

9.6.1 Corpora and keyness

To remind the reader, Julian Little’s argu ment was published in October 
2009. My corpora compil a tion and analyses were executed in April 2012. 
Since this was only two and half years after public a tion of Little’s argu ment, 
I deem the corpora find ings to be relev ant to the content of Little’s argu ment.

In my keyword invest ig a tions, I employ the follow ing criteria for selec tion 
of keywords:

• for the sake of consist ency, keywords in differ ent corpora are amongst 
the 100 highest;

• keywords, and their usage, are replic ated across differ ent web- based 
corpora. This will ensure that the concepts I focus on relate to common 
concerns across anti-GM perspect ives (irre spect ive of any hetero gen eity 
within these perspect ives).7

I provide the frequency (first value in brack ets) and log like li hood values of 
keywords (second value in brack ets).8

9.6.2 Stage 1: Guardian discus sion forum [corpus I]

There is a discus sion forum appen ded to Little’s argu ment. It consists of 78 
posts, totalling 9, 498 words.9 Many, if not most, of these posts are crit ical 
of Little’s argu ment. Despite this, one cannot assume that The Guardian 
discus sion forum is repres ent at ive of anti-GM discourse, espe cially with 
only 78 posts and where iden tit ies of posters may be unclear. A keyword 
analysis of the forum could not be said, with confid ence, to illu min ate 
common concerns of anti-GM discourse.

To reit er ate, the main purpose of mining the discus sion forum for 
keywords is it can access effi ciently possible ‘leads’ for the reader in the form 
of oppos i tional organ isa tion URLs. Then again, there is no harm in being 
aware of other keywords in the forum. This is espe cially so if, in Stages 2 
and 3, there is corrob or a tion of keywords found in Stage 1. That is to say, 
it may turn out that this discus sion forum is, after all, repres ent at ive of some 
core concerns across anti-GM groups. Figure 9.1 is a keyword cloud, using 
WMatrix, of the 100 highest keywords in the discus sion forum (‘Corpus I’); 
size of keyword, as usual, is propor tional to its stat ist ical value.
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‘Campesina’ (4; LL = 37.4) (see Figure 9.1) was an unfa mil iar term for 
me; I assumed it might be (part of) a proper name. And, since the forum is 
largely crit ical of GM, I conjec tured that perhaps explor a tion of ‘Campesina’ 
might engender becom ing where I learn about common concerns in anti-
GM perspect ives. I discovered ‘Campesina’ referred to the organ isa tion, ‘La 
Via Campesina’ (‘The Peasants’ Way’). Exploring its website (http:// 
viacampes ina.org/en/), I found out that this repres ents a very large group of 
farmers – several million, mainly across the devel op ing world – who wish to 
pursue agri cul tural prac tices free from ‘first- world’ constraints. We shall 
come shortly to some of these alleged constraints.

9.6.3 Stage 2: Texts from La Via Campesina website 
[corpus II]

On the La Via Campesina website, there is an archive which contains  
texts – in English and Spanish – asso ci ated with various campaigns. The 
archive has a search facil ity. Using ‘GM’ and vari ants as search terms (e.g. 
‘genet ic ally modi fied’, ‘genetic modi fic a tion’), I retrieved 50 texts from the 
English language archive. These texts span the period April 2009 to April 
2012. A corpus – ‘Corpus II’ – of 54, 799 words was assembled from these 
texts and keywords estab lished using WMatrix. Figure 9.2 is a keyword 
cloud of the 100 highest keywords from Corpus II. Notice, in Figure 9.2, 
that ‘biod iversity’ (101; LL = 602.8) is replic ated from Corpus I. Exploring
the co- texts of this keyword in Corpus II in order to under stand how it is 
used, I discovered that the crit ical stance around ‘biod iversity’ is similar to 
that in Corpus I (5; LL = 46.7). That is to say, I under stand that, commonly, 

Figure 9.1  Keyword cloud of the 100 highest keywords for Corpus I; gener ated using 
WMatrix (Rayson, 2009).

http://www.viacampesina.org/en/
http://www.viacampesina.org/en/
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there is a strong concern – in some cases with alleged evid ence cited – that 
GM crops lead (or could well lead) to a decrease in biod iversity. One example 
provided is the reduc tion in biod iversity caused by GM mono- crop ping.10

Other keywords are ‘seed’ (97; LL = 412.9) and ‘seeds’ (138; LL = 746.2). 
Common to co- text around ‘seed(s)’ are claims of manip u la tion/coer cion by 
GM compan ies, e.g.:

agen cies like the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) 
who conspire with TNCs [trans- national corpor a tions] like Cargill and 
Monsanto and with our govern ments to buy off national research  
and seed systems in order to sell GMO seeds . . . The same compan ies 
even manip u late regional farmer organ iz a tions to push GMOs, and we 
call on such organ iz a tions to resist being used in such ways [keywords 
bolded].11

I move on to another keyword in Corpus II – ‘sover eignty’ (171; LL = 
912.9). This, I discovered, is part of the colloc a tion, ‘food sover eignty’ (157 
instances). (‘Food’ is also a keyword in this corpus (530; LL = 2362.1)). The 
Declaration of Nyéléni (27 February 2007) defines ‘Food Sovereignty’ as 
follows:

Food sover eignty is the right of peoples to healthy and cultur ally appro-
pri ate food produced through ecolo gic ally sound and sustain able methods, 
and their right to define their own food and agri cul ture systems . . . It puts 
the aspir a tions and needs of those who produce, distrib ute and consume 
food at the heart of food systems and policies rather than the demands of 
markets and corpor a tions. It ensures that the rights to use and manage 

Figure 9.2  Keyword cloud of the 100 highest keywords for Corpus II; gener ated using 
WMatrix (Rayson, 2009).
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lands, territ or ies, waters, seeds, live stock and biod iversity are in the 
hands of those of us who produce food [keywords bolded].12

For the Food Sovereignty move ment, the aim of ‘food secur ity’, i.e. the idea 
that there be enough food to feed every one on the planet, is laud able. 
However, that ‘food secur ity’ only indic ates what should be achieved, but 
not how the world can be fed is an issue for the Food Sovereignty move ment 
since it allows GM compan ies unprob lem at ic ally to attach to the notion of 
food secur ity.

Related to the concept of ‘sover eignty’, I discovered in Corpus II that the 
keywords ‘farmers’ (292; LL = 1474.6) and ‘rights’ (112; LL = 429.6) 
colloc ate in ‘farmers’ rights’ / ‘rights of farmers’ (28 instances). Co- text for 
these expres sions commonly relates again to alleg a tions of coer cion vis-à- vis 
GM agri cul ture, e.g.:

crops that are genet ic ally- engin eered to with stand drought, heat, cold, 
flood and salt are being promoted by biotech no logy TNCs as neces sary 
to adapt to climate change. The advance ment of GM climate- ready 
crops further threatens farmers rights to seed agro bi od iversity through 
patent claims and genetic contam in a tion . . .

. . . under the guise of devel op ing ‘climate- ready’ crops, TNCs are 
pres sur ing govern ments to allow what could become the broad est and 
most danger ous patent claims in intel lec tual prop erty history [keywords 
bolded].

Co- text here also relates to another self- determ in a tion issue. As intim ated in 
the quota tion above, paten ted GM seeds are habitu ally regarded as under-
min ing the tradi tional right of farmers to use seeds from their own crop 
yields. This right is also referred to specific ally as ‘seed sover eignty’. Indeed, 
this colloc a tion occurs eleven times in Corpus II (i.e. where the keyword 
‘seed’ colloc ates with the keyword ‘sover eignty’).

One other keyword which was replic ated in Corpus II from Corpus I is 
‘contam in a tion’ (Corpus II: 35; LL = 199.8) and (Corpus I: 4; LL = 32.4). 
Exploring co- texts in Corpus II (see ‘contam in a tion’ bolded in the extract above), 
I discovered that use of this term commonly relates to fears that GM pollen 
could fertil ise non-GM plants with consequences that are diffi cult to predict.

9.6.4 Stage 3: webcrawled texts [corpus III]

There are a number of web- crawl ers which can be used. The web- crawler I 
employ is ‘Visual Web Spider’.13 It finds 100 differ ent webpages on search 
terms and then extracts all the text from the webpages into one docu ment. 
The fact that the results are not pre-determined by the reader tallies with the 
rhizo matic and thus emergent ethos of web corpora construc tion. I used the 
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same search terms from 9.6.3, but this time includ ing ‘sover eignty’ – a new 
term for me from Stage 2. The reason I also used ‘sover eignty’ is I discovered 
that ‘Food sover eignty’ is embraced not just by ‘La Via Campesina’ but 
other campaign ing organ isa tions.14 The imman ent or ‘bottom- up’ approach 
has been advant age ous, then, since I have captured a keyword which reflects 
anti-GM discourse, enabling me to accrue with confid ence a corpus of anti-
GM texts using the web- crawler program. In turn, I have reduced the possib-
il ity that I have captured pro-GM texts.15 Moreover, replic a tion of co- textual 
mean ings of keywords in Corpus II would entail these keywords relate to 
common concerns across a number of ‘anti-GM lobby’ perspect ives, not just 
in La Via Campesina.

Visual Web Spider gives the option to search on differ ent web domains. 
Since La Via Campesina is an organ isa tion, and reflect ing Little’s term ‘anti-
GM lobby’, I searched only on the domain ‘.org’. To ensure the rigour of 
any replic ab il ity, I removed texts – two in all – that the web- crawler found 
on the La Via Campesina website. This left a corpus – Corpus III – consist ing 
of 98 texts (34, 797 words) mainly from pres sure groups (e.g. ‘Friends of the 
Earth’). I then used WMatrix to gener ate a keyword cloud for this corpus 
(see Figure 9.3).

The keywords ‘biod iversity’ (41; LL = 295.2) and ‘contam in a tion’ (21; LL 
= 143.1) are replic ated from Corpus II. The same goes for the colloc a tions 
‘farmers’ rights’ / ‘rights of farmers’ (13 instances) and ‘seed sover eignty’ 
(30 instances). My explor a tion of co- texts of these keywords/colloc a tions  
found similar habitual usage to that in Corpus II (as well as in Corpus I). I 
have, then, ascer tained common concerns, with reas on able certainty, across 
a set of anti-GM groups/perspect ives using differ ent manners of corpus 
construc tion.

Figure 9.3  Keyword cloud of the 100 highest keywords for Corpus III; gener ated using 
WMatrix (Rayson, 2009).



234 Ethical subjectiv it ies . . .

9.6.5 Summary

I have shown how an ethical subjectiv ity can be rigor ously gener ated in a 
way which reduces analyst graft. In the rhizo matic keyword propaga tion 
and replic a tion, I have under gone two processes of becom ing- minor it arian:

• I have some under stand ing that erosion of ‘biod iversity’ and ‘contam in-
a tion’ of non-GM plants are import ant concerns across anti-GM 
perspect ives;

• I am aware of concerns about the self- determ in a tion of many  
devel op ing-world farmers with regard to GM (‘farmers’ rights’ / ‘seed 
sover eignty’).

The growth of this ‘anti-GM lobby’ ethical subjectiv ity is a direct reflex of 
the capa city of keyword analysis to target in a concen trated way a series of 
import ant concerns across related oppos i tional perspect ives on campaign 
websites. And, because of the breadth of capture of texts from across the 
web, together with the nomadic and imman ent (‘bottom- up’) approach, 
parti al ity and selec tion bias have been substan tially reduced. The ethical 
subjectiv ity has quant it at ive clout; I am in a more robust posi tion than 
basing an ethical subjectiv ity on one anti-GM website or one anti-GM 
campaigner.

In Sections 9.8 and 9.9, I employ the ethical subjectiv ity I have created to 
afford crit ical perspect ive on Little’s argu ment and, in turn, show how the 
argu ment’s coher ence unravels relat ive to common anti-GM concerns. 
Before I do that, however, I want to enrich the decon struct ive analyt ical 
proced ure in Parts II and III via Deleuzian-Guattarian ideas.

9.7 Deleuze/Guattari and decon struct ing a public 
sphere argu ment

9.7.1 Rhizomatic mapping versus tracing

Deleuze and Guattari make a key distinc tion between ‘mapping’ and 
‘tracing’ in rela tion to the rhizome:

The rhizome is . . . a map and not a tracing . . . What distin guishes the 
map from the tracing is that it is entirely oriented toward an exper i men-
t a tion in contact with the real . . . The map is open and connect able in 
all of its dimen sions; it is detach able, revers ible, suscept ible to constant 
modi fic a tion. It can be torn, reversed, adapted to any kind of mount ing, 
reworked by an indi vidual, group, or social form a tion. It can be drawn 
on a wall, conceived of as a work of art, construc ted as a polit ical action 
or as a medit a tion. Perhaps one of the most import ant char ac ter ist ics of 
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the rhizome is that it always has multiple entry ways . . . A map has 
multiple entry ways, as opposed to the tracing, which always comes back 
“to the same.” The map has to do with perform ance, whereas the tracing 
always involves an alleged “compet ence.”

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987[1980]: 13–14)

Like follow ing the outline of an image under trans lu cent paper, to trace is 
to repro duce what already exists, to repro duce exist ing territ ory. 
Cartography or mapping is differ ent. To map is to deter rit ori al ise – to see 
the territ ory in a fresh way.

All the decon struc tions conduc ted in this book have involved tracing and 
mapping. Describing the cohes ive struc ture of a public sphere argu ment is 
to trace it. It is to repro duce the territ ory of the text – understanding its 
framing of its topics and / or SotC so that these are thrown system at ic ally 
into relief. Conversely, discov er ing blind spots of instabil ity in coher ence 
relat ive to normal colloc a tion for how topics are discussed, or relat ive to 
how the criti cised in the argu ment repres ents its stand point, is to map the 
argu ment. The reader will recall my decon struc tions of public sphere argu-
ments in Parts II and III via dashed double- arrowed lines. These decon-
struct ive annota tions can be conceived as maps. These maps deter rit ori al ise 
the ‘cohes ive territ ory’ of the argu ments. To map an argu ment is to critique 
and decon struct it. And, just like Deleuze and Guattari’s descrip tion of the 
rhizome above, ‘multiple entry’ has been a key feature of my decon struct ive 
mapping. That is to say, I went outside the argu ments and then allowed the 
keywords/lemmas/colloc a tions discovered in the corpora to prompt a rhizo-
matic, and thus non- predestined, revisit of the argu ments via multiple 
inputs.

9.7.2 Producing differ ence, becom ing and the mapping of 
a public sphere argu ment

As I flagged in 9.2.2, Deleuze expli citly links becom ing to the produc tion of 
differ ence. The basis of the digital decon struct ive analysis of public sphere 
argu ments is the produc tion of differ ence between the tracing of an argu-
ment’s cohe sion and its mapping (which eman ates from the differ ence 
between the content of the argu ment and of the digital supple ment). This 
differ ence leads to becom ing – the posit ive becom ing of the analyst in  
their know ledge gain and appre ci ation of constraints on the Other’s self- 
determ in a tion as well as the negat ive becom ing of the argu ment if its coher-
ence unravels.

The act of mapping also leads to the produc tion of differ ence in the 
text. This is akin to Derrida’s mode of reading – to map a text is to open  
it out to the Other which, in turn, opens up the text to ‘suppressed’ differ-
ences. For example, in Chapter 7, the corpus analysis enabled me to open  
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up the category of ‘Sun readers’ to ‘young daugh ter Sun readers’ as differ ent 
from ‘adult male Sun readers’ or more specific ally as differ ent from ‘father 
Sun readers’. Or, put in Deleuzian terms, I read the public sphere argu ment 
in Chapter 7 as a site of the actual meeting the virtual; through the use of 
corpus linguistic tech no lo gies, the virtual of the text was actu al ised as new 
differ ences. In turn, this revealed how the category of ‘Sun readers’ suppresses 
– whether delib er ately or not – category differ en ti ation.

9.8 Re- tracing the cohes ive struc ture of the 
pro-GM argu ment

I return to the public sphere argu ment from Chapter 5 ‘Our future food 
secur ity depends on using GM crops’ by Julian Little. In that chapter, I 
traced only some of the major cohes ive chains in the argu ment. These helped 
me to see how the argu ment framed topics and sub- topics. Table 5.1 shows 
other repeated single words which help with annot at ing other major 
cohes ive chains. In turn, this helps me this time to see system at ic ally how the 
SotC is framed. Yet, cohe sion in a text is not only effected through single 
words. It might tran spire via colloc a tion. Cohesion involving colloc a tion 
can be iden ti fied quickly using a 2-gram search (4.5.2). For example, using 
AntConc to conduct a 2-gram analysis, I found that ‘food secur ity’ occurs 
three times as does ‘more food’. Moreover, gener at ing a lemma list is useful 
for group ing together differ ent word forms of the same lemma which 
provide cohe sion – some thing a word list can’t do. I found that the three 
instances of ‘more food’ colloc ate with word forms of the lemma produce 
(‘to produce’ [2]; ‘produ cing’ [6]; ‘to produce’ [11]). Figure 9.4 annot ates 
cohes ive chains as follows:

• BOLD: ‘choose’ ([5]; 11]);
• HIGHLIGHTER: farmers/farming ([5]; [8]; [9]; [11]
• ITALICS: ‘produce(ing) more food’ ([2]; [6]; [11]);
• UNDERLINED: ‘food secur ity’ ([head line]; [1]; [2]).

‘Produce(ing) more food’ ([2]; [6]; [11]), in fact, fronts a repeated propos i-
tion: allegedly GM produces more food while being kind to the envir on-
ment. Given this repe ti tion, I do not just italicise ‘produce(ing) more food’, 
but the propos i tions in full. The italicised cohe sion frames and rein forces 
prob ably the domin ant point of the article.

Having traced a second round of major cohes ive chains, using the  
ethical subjectiv ity gener ated in 9.6 I map categor ies along these patterns, 
high light ing where they suppress – whether delib er ately or not – categor ies 
and category differ en ti ations import ant for the anti-GM lobby. These 
mappings complic ate Little’s argu ment, unset tling its coher ence relat ive to 
the ethical subjectiv ity. In 9.9, I map locally; in 9.10 I map glob ally.
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Our future food secur ity depends on using GM crops

Scaremongers must come to recog nise the value of agri cul tural tech no logy

[A]

[1] Felicity Lawrence, in her article on the Royal Society’s science- based study on food 

secur ity, repor ted the comments of the anti-GM lobby, which claimed that the research would 

be “of limited value” and ques tioned why it was needed. (It is too late to shut the door on GM 

foods, 17 October)

[B]

[2] The research was needed, however, and should be welcomed, because food secur ity is one 

of the biggest chal lenges we face, and we must find ways in which to produce more food while 
continu ing to reduce the impact our agri cul tural prac tices have on the envir on ment.
[3] Britain has a key role to play in helping to deliver this solu tion; however, as widely acknow-

ledged, our current methods of produc tion will not be suffi cient to meet the increas ing demand.

[C]

[4] Lawrence wrote of the “concen tra tion of corpor ate power” regard ing GM crops.

[5] In fact, GM tech no logy has done much to empower small farmers – over 90% of those 

who choose to use GM crops are small- scale farmers living in devel op ing coun tries.

[6] They grow them because they work contrib ut ing to exactly the kind of “sustain able intens-

i fic a tion” which the Royal Society called for – produ cing more food from a lighter envir on-
mental foot print.

[D]

[7] Additionally, it’s worth noting that GM tech no logy is highly access ible to small as well as 

large compan ies, and to univer sity and public sector research ers, who have already 

developed GM crops of great poten tial value, such as virus- resist ant papaya, insect- resist ant 

veget ables for India, and vitamin- enriched “golden” rice.

[E]

[8] A recent Belgian study repor ted that “on average, two- thirds of the global bene fits are 

shared’downstream’, i.e. among domestic and foreign farmers and consumers, while only 

one- third is extrac ted ‘upstream’, i.e, by biotech no logy developers and seed suppli ers.”

[9] In addi tion, a study published by Terri Raney, senior econom ist of the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation of the UN, recently pointed out: “The bene fits are shared by consumers, tech-

no logy suppli ers and adopt ing farmers, although non- adopt ing farmers are penal ised as their 

compet it ors achieve effi ciency gains they are denied.”

[F]

[10] With that senti ment in mind, Britain should be pursu ing a policy that recog nises the 

demon strable bene fits that agri cul tural tech no logy, includ ing GM, can bring.

[G]

[11] If we are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food at a fair price to 
consumers while safe guard ing our natural resources, they must be given the freedom to 

choose modern, effi cient farming methods based on tried and tested science.

[H]

[12] Sadly, the article gave voice to those scare mon ger ing about GM crops. (partic u larly 

those who ques tion the crops’ safety, even though more than two tril lion meals contain ing 
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9.9 Mapping 1 (local): Evaluating the argu ment’s 
coher ence relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity

9.9.1 Orientation

In chapters 7 and 8, choice of categor ies to focus on in the argu ment was 
straight for ward because of the lexical simil ar ity with key categor ies mined 
from the counter- discourse (i.e. ‘Sun readers’ and ‘young daugh ter Sun readers’; 
‘reli gion’ and ‘reli gious belief’ respect ively). For the pro-GM argu ment, I will 
also high light such hyponymic and meronymic rela tions (see Definition Box 
9.1). But I cannot always rely, for this public sphere argu ment, on lexical 
simil ar ity to guide judge ments of where one category is subsumed by another. 
Sometimes a semantic judge ment is required. To reduce arbit rar i ness as much 
as possible in choice of categor ies to map, I draw on reput able defin i tions of 
terms where appro pri ate. Lastly, the mapping is rhizo matic and thus non- 
predestined – directed by the results of data mining, I am re- enter ing the 
cohes ive struc ture at multiple points which I could not have predicted given 
my know ledge of the anti-GM stand point was previ ously spartan.

Definition Box 9.1 Hyponymy and meronymy

Hyponymy: ‘Child Sun reader’ is a type of ‘Sun reader’. In linguist ics, 
the term hyponomy is used to describe this ‘type of ’ semantic rela tion. 
‘Child Sun reader’ is said to be a hyponym of ‘Sun reader’. The bigger 
category in this semantic rela tion is referred to as the hyper nym or 
super or din ate category. So, ‘Sun reader’ here is the super or din ate.

Meronymy: It would be fine to say ‘Islam’ is a type of reli gion, but it 
would hardly make sense to say that ‘reli gious belief ’ is a type of ‘reli-
gion’. This is because ‘reli gious belief ’ is, instead, a part of the larger 
category of ‘reli gion’. In linguist ics, the term meronymy is used to 
describe this ‘part of ’ semantic rela tion. ‘Religious belief ’ is said to be a 
meronym of ‘reli gion’. Other meronyms of ‘reli gion’ would be ‘reli gious 
art’, ‘prayer’ and ‘reli gious symbols’. The bigger category in this semantic 
rela tion is referred to as the holonym. So, ‘reli gion’ here is the holonym.

GM ingredi ents have been consumed, without a single substan ti ated example of harm to 

health)

[13] We need science- based decision- making, some thing our politi cians clearly under stand. 

The world has moved on, and it’s time the anti- science activ ists did too.

Figure 9.4 Tracing of other cohes ive chains in the pro-GM argu ment.



. . . gener ated rhizo mat ic ally 239

9.9.2 ‘Impact our agri cul tural prac tices have on the  
envir on ment’ [2]

The first thing to mention is that the concern of poten tial contam in a tion of 
non-GM plants by GM pollen is not addressed in Little’s article. Consider 
the follow ing extract from [2]:

[2] . . . food secur ity is one of the biggest chal lenges we face, and we 
must find ways in which to produce more food while continu ing to 
reduce the impact our agri cul tural prac tices have on the envir        on ment.

Straightforwardly, ‘impact’ [2] and ‘contam in a tion’ can be semantic ally 
related since both carry the meaning of cause and effect with ‘impact’ being 
the more general term. That is, ‘contam in ate’ is a hyponym of ‘impact’. 
Moreover, relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity, the modi fier ‘GM’ is a colloc ate 
deficit in ‘agri cul tural prac tice’ [2] – since this is the most relev ant agri cul-
tural prac tice from the perspect ive of the anti-GM lobby. I indic ate 
semantically-hierarchical rela tions using double square brack ets below and 
else where:

[2] . . . food secur ity is one of the biggest chal lenges we face, and we 
must find ways in which to produce more food while continu ing to 
reduce the [impact [contam in a tion]] our [agri cul tural prac tices [GM 
agri cul tural prac tice]] have on the envir on ment.

Once specific categor ies of the Other are thrown into relief, then conflict 
emerges with what Little intends. This pro-GM author natur ally does not 
intend to say that we need to reduce contam in a tion of the envir on ment by 
GM agri cul tural prac tices! But this is what his argu ment can be inter preted 
as saying relat ive to a key concern of the anti-GM lobby.

9.9.3 Environment [2]

Another replic ated keyword that is not addressed in Little’s argu ment is 
‘biod iversity’ and its alleged reduc tion. Since ‘biod iversity’ is a more tech-
nical term than ‘impact’ or ‘contam in a tion’, a defin i tion would help in 
determ in ing whether or not there is a word, in Little’s argu ment, which can 
be construed as includ ing it semantic ally:

The exist ence of a wide variety of plant and animal species in their 
natural envir on ments, which is the aim of conser va tion ists concerned 
about the indis crim in ate destruc tion of rain forests and other habit ats.

(Collins English Dictionary – Complete 
and Unabridged 10th edn, 2009)
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‘Biodiversity’ can, then, reas on ably be considered a meronym of ‘the envir-
on ment’. Indeed, the ‘United Nations Environment Programme’ refers to 
‘biod iversity’ as the ‘genetic diversity of the envir on ment’.16 So when in [2] 
Little refers to ‘reduc[ing]’ the impact our agri cul tural prac tices have on the 
envir on ment’, relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity ‘biod iversity’ can be 
subsumed by ‘envir on ment’ here:

[2] . . . food secur ity is one of the biggest chal lenges we face, and we 
must find ways in which to produce more food while continu ing to 
reduce the impact our agri cul tural prac tices have on the [envir on ment 
[biod iversity]].

Similar to the analysis in 9.9.2, a conflict arises for the inten tion of the argu-
ment in respect to the ethical subjectiv ity – since, presum ably, Little would 
not want to align himself with the anti-GM perspect ive that GM leads to 
dimin ished biod iversity.

9.9.4 Environmental foot print [6]

Relative to the ethical subjectiv ity, ‘biod iversity foot print’ can be seen as 
encap su lated by the concept of ‘envir on mental foot print’ [6]:17

[6] . . . (Small farmers) grow (GM crops) because they work contrib-
ut ing to exactly the kind of “sustain able intens i fic a tion’ which the 
Royal Society called for – produ cing more food from a lighter [envir on-
mental [biod iversity]] foot print.

Once again, complic a tion emerges because of the counter- discourse  
stand point that GM agri cul ture would not lead to a ‘lighter biod iversity 
foot print’, but a ‘heavier biod iversity foot print’. Moreover, use of 
‘environmental foot print’ by Little can be construed – whether delib er ately 
or not – as vague in not address ing a key concern of the ‘anti-GM 
lobby’ [1].

9.9.5 Natural resources [11]

Another category that can be viewed, apropos the ethical subjectiv ity, as 
prob lem at ising the inten tions of the argu ment is ‘natural resources’ [11]. 
Here is a defin i tion:

Natural resources. All “gifts of nature” – air, land, water, forests, wild-
life, topsoil, miner als – used by people for produc tion or for direct 
consump tion. Can be either renew able or nonre new able. Natural 
resources include natural capital plus those gifts of nature that cannot 
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be stocked (such as sunlight) or cannot be used in produc tion (such as 
pictur esque land scapes).18

Natural resources include those that humans enjoy, such as vari et ies of 
fauna and flora. ‘Biodiversity’, thus, can fall within under stand ing of the 
category of ‘natural resources’. Indeed, the OECD expli citly links ‘bio-
d iversity’ to ‘natural resources’.19 Once ‘biod iversity’ is under stood as a 
natural resource, tension emerges in [11] relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity 
because of the counter- discourse stand point that biod iversity is not safe-
guarded by GM:

[11] If we are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food 
at a fair price to consumers while safe guard ing our [natural resources 
[biod iversity]], they must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi-
cient farming methods based on tried and tested science.

On the above defin i tion, ‘natural resources’ [11] could also be seen as 
includ ing ‘non-GM plants’. The differ en ti ation of non-GM plants from 
GM plants is import ant for the anti-GM lobby. Another import ant 
differ en ti ation for the anti-GM lobby is non-GM seed from GM seed. The 
argu ment does not address concerns over ‘farmers’ rights’ or ‘seed sover-
eignty’, the tradi tional owner ship right of farmers to ‘non-GM seed’ – 
another ‘natural resource’. I high light how ‘natural resources’ also subsumes 
‘non-GM plants’ and ‘non-GM seeds’ in [11]:

[11] If we are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food 
at a fair price to consumers while safe guard ing our [natural resources 
[non-GM plants] [non-GM seeds]], they must be given the freedom to 
choose modern, effi cient farming methods based on tried and tested 
science.

Since the ‘anti-GM lobby’ alleges that non-GM plants/seeds are not ‘safe-
guarded’ by GM agri cul ture, once more conflicts arise in respect to the 
ethical subjectiv ity.

9.9.6 Summary

While Little addresses some concerns of the ‘anti-GM lobby’, e.g. the 
concern that GM crops are harmful to human health, there are general 
disquiet udes across anti-GM perspect ives which he does not address. Once 
certain general categor ies in the argu ment – ‘impact on envir on ment’, ‘envir-
on ment’, ‘envir on mental foot print’ and ‘natural resources’ – are shown to 
be holonyms/hyper nyms of recur rent specific categor ies asso ci ated with the 
stand point of the anti-GM lobby, we can see these general categor ies as 



242 Ethical subjectiv it ies . . .

stray signi fi ers in the argu ment, inad vert ently prob lem at ising its inten tions. 
Another way of looking at things is to say that the general categor ies of 
‘impact on envir on ment’, ‘envir on ment’, ‘envir on mental foot print’ and 
‘natural resources’ can be said to obfus cate – whether inten ded or not – the 
afore men tioned specific categor ies import ant to the ethical subjectiv ity.

9.10 Mapping II (global): Evaluating the  
argu ment’s coher ence relat ive to the ethical 
subjectiv ity

I now come to the global mapping of the cohes ive struc ture of the argu ment 
on the basis of the local mapping I performed in 9.9.

9.10.1 Choose [5, 11]

Consider the lexical cohe sion between [5] and [11] via ‘farmers/ farming’ 
(high lighter) and ‘choose’ (bold):

[C]

[5]. . . . GM tech no logy has done much to empower small farmers – over 90% of those 

who choose to use GM crops are small- scale farmers living in devel op ing coun tries.

[. . .]

[G]

[11]. If we are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food at a fair price to 

consumers while safe guard ing our natural resources, they must be given the  

freedom to choose modern, effi cient farming methods based on tried and tested science.

Figure 9.5 Coherence prob lems: freedom to choose GM.

Before construct ing the ethical subjectiv ity, I read the above as follows: if 
UK farmers were allowed the same freedom to choose [11] GM as devel-
op ing world farmers, then agnate bene fits would accrue to UK farmers.20 
Now, from inform a tion accrued in co- texts for the keyword colloc a tions, 
‘farmers’ rights’ and ‘food/seed sover eignty’, I under stand there are alleg a-
tions of manip u la tion and coer cion surround ing the imple ment ing of GM 
agri cul ture. Thus, my previ ous coher ence unravels relat ive to the counter- 
discourse. That is to say, there is a salient tension in Little arguing that UK 
farmers should be given the ‘freedom to choose’ GM [11] when, allegedly, 
many devel op ing world farmers are not in a posi tion to choose this tech-
nology freely.
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9.10.2 ‘Environment’ [2], ‘envir on mental foot print’ [6] and 
‘natural resources’ [11]

Another coher ence problem in the argu ment, apropos the ethical subjectiv ity, 
relates to ‘envir on ment’ [2], ‘envir on mental foot print’ [6] and ‘natural 
resources’ [11]. This semantic linkage helps sustain a key point of the argu-
ment (italics below) that GM can help ‘produce more food’ whilst redu cing 
negat ive effects on the envir on ment:

[B]

[2] . . . food secur ity is one of the biggest chal lenges we face, and we must find ways in 

which to produce more food while continu ing to reduce the [impact [contam in a tion]] our 
agri cul tural prac tices have on the [envir on ment [biod iversity] [non-GM plants]].

[C]

[6] They (small farmers) grow them because they work contrib ut ing to exactly the kind of 

“sustain able intens i fication” which the Royal Society called for – produ cing more food 
from a lighter [envir on mental [biod iversity]] foot print.

[11] If we are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food at a fair price to 
consumers while safe guard ing our [natural resources [biod iversity] [non-GM plants] 
[non-GM seeds]], they must be given the freedom to choose modern, effi cient farming 

methods based on tried and tested science.

Figure 9.6  Coherence prob lems: GM produces more food whilst being kind to the 
environment.

However, the cohe sion between ‘envir on ment’ [2], ‘envir on mental’ [6]  
and ‘natural resources’ [11] unravels relat ive to the counter- discourse 
because:

i) the issues are much more specific and differ en ti ated than Little’s choice 
of repres ent a tion (9.9);

ii) there are prob lems for the inten tions of Little’s argu ment (9.9).

In turn, Little’s point that GM can help ‘produce more food’ whilst re-
du cing negat ive effects on the envir on ment is atten u ated relat ive to habit- 
ual elements of the counter- discourse.
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9.10.3 Our/we [head line, 2, 3, 11, 13]

Another aspect to the cohe sion of the argu ment is the use of pronouns ‘our’ 
and ‘we’ (under lined below):

The under lined cohe sion helps to orches trate the follow ing progres sion of 
ideas:

• the world is using GM;
• GM can help solve the problem of global food secur ity;
• the UK can contrib ute to solving global food secur ity if it were given the 

right to choose GM agri cul ture.

Our (the world) future food secur ity depends on using GM crops

[B]

[2] . . . food secur ity is one of the biggest chal lenges we (the world) face, and we (the world) 

must find ways in which to produce more food while continu ing to reduce the [impact 
[contam in a tion]] our (the world) agri cul tural prac tices have on the [envir on ment 
[biod iversity] [non-GM plants]].

[3] Britain has a key role to play in helping to deliver this solu tion; however, as widely 

acknow ledged, our (UK) current methods of produc tion will not be suffi cient to meet the 

increas ing demand.

[C]

[5] In fact, GM tech no logy has done much to empower small farmers – over 90% of those 

who choose to use GM crops are small- scale farmers living in devel op ing coun tries.

[6] They (small farmers) grow them because they work contrib ut ing to exactly the kind of 

“sustain able intens i fic a tion” which the Royal Society called for – produ cing more food from 
a lighter [envir on mental [biod iversity foot print]].

[G]

[11] If we (UK)] are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food at a fair price 
to consumers while safe guard ing our (UK) [natural resources [biod iversity] [non-GM 
plants] [non-GM seeds]], they (UK farmers) must be given the freedom to choose 

modern, effi cient farming methods based on tried and tested science.

[H]

[13] We (UK) need science- based decision- making, some thing our (UK) politi cians clearly 

under stand. The world has moved on, and it’s time the (UK) anti- science activ ists did too.

Figure 9.7 Coherence prob lems across the argu ment relat ive to the ethical subjectiv ity.
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However, this cohe sion is entangled with my previ ous data- driven prob lem-
at ising of the argu ment’s inten tions apropos:

• ‘(freedom to) choose’ [5, 11]);
• the notion that GM can produce more food whilst redu cing negat ive 

effects on the envir on ment [2, 6, 11]).

In turn, the idea progres sion is adversely affected.

9.10.4 Map ‘mash- up’

Maps gener ated on the basis of differ ent digital supple ments can be 
combined, making the analyst aware of connec tions between the differ ent 
decon struc tions that they have performed. As illus tra tion, in Figure 9.8, I 
have combined a decon struct ive map of the pro-GM argu ment from 
Chapter 5 which used the large corpus, UKWaC (‘Map 1’) and decon-
struct ive maps from this chapter (‘Map 2a’ and ‘Map 2b’). In creat ing ‘a 
map mash- up’, Figure 9.8 thus devel ops Figure 9.7 which, in turn, refreshes 

[C]

[5] In fact, GM tech no logy has done much to empower small farmers – over 90% of those 

who choose to use GM crops are small- scale farmers living in devel op ing coun tries.

[6] They (small farmers) grow them because they work contrib ut ing to exactly the kind of 

“sustain able intens i fic a tion” which the Royal Society called for – produ cing more food from 
a lighter [envir on mental [biod iversity foot print]].

 MAP 2a MAP 2b

[G]

[11] If we (UK) are serious about allow ing UK farmers to produce more food at a fair price 
to consumers while safe guard ing our (UK) [natural resources [biod iversity] [non-GM 
plants] [non-GM seeds]], they (UK farmers) must be given the freedom to choose 

modern, effi cient farming methods based on tried and tested science.

 MAP 1

[H]

[13] We (UK) need science- based decision- making, some thing our (UK) politi cians clearly 

under stand. The world has moved on, and it’s time the (UK) anti-science activ ists did too.

Figure 9.8  ‘Mash- up’ of decon struc tion maps of the pro-GM argu ment relat ive to an 
ethical subjectiv ity and discurs ive subjectiv it ies.
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appre ci ation of quakes in the argu ment. Or in Deleuzian-Guattarian terms, 
the Figure 9.7 decon struc tion is deter rit ori al ised. Sentence 11 emerges as a 
key spot in the decon struc tion. This is because I now appre ci ate that the 
propos i tion in sentence 11 is prob lem at ised in two inter con nect ing direc-
tions. Not only is it ironic that UK farmers are asked to be given the freedom 
to choose modern farming methods, when this is allegedly not always a free 
choice for devel op ing world farmers, but it is a choice based on a notion – 
‘tried and tested science’ – whose cred ib il ity is ques tion able.

9.11 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have conduc ted an eval u at ive analysis of Little’s public 
sphere argu ment in rela tion to an ethical subjectiv ity created around key anti-
GM concerns. This trans formed my previ ously ‘naïve’ reading. I was able to 
see that the ‘exclud ing discourse’ works by semantic ally subsum ing – and 
thus obfuscating whether intended or not – categor ies asso ci ated with specific 
concerns of the ‘anti-GM lobby’ which Little does not address. This prob lem-
at ises Little’s argu ment: tensions emerge within it relat ive to the counter- 
discourse and it can be shown, in parts, to mean some thing other than 
inten ded. It follows that Little’s argu ment is a straw man. Specifically, it can 
be considered to be both a hollow man in fabric at ing GM oppos i tion as anti- 
science, and a select ive straw man in, for example, only address ing concerns 
about GM and human health but not GM and the envir on ment (2.3.4). 
Lastly, in this chapter, I have enriched and exten ded the approach of this 
book via contact with the ideas of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. In one 
enrich ment, I showed how an ethical subjectiv ity can be created in a way 
which cuts down on the analyst’s graft since it is rhizo mat ic ally gener ated via 
keyword analysis of differ ent digital supple ments. Such a proced ure also 
reduces parti al ity and selec tion bias.

Notes
 1 Following Deleuze’s death, Derrida took to using A Thousand Plateaus in his 

teach ing (Peeters, 2013: 476).
 2 This is the ethics of the artist, is it not. From the self- recreator par excel lence: 

‘[Otherness] was my key word all the time, and other ness is maybe more of a 
continu ity through much of my music’. Available at http://www.out.com/
music/2016/1/11/david- bowie-obituary [accessed July 2016].

 3 See also Derrida’s ‘Enlightenment Past and to Come’ where he describes Europe 
‘as a proud descend ant of the Enlightenment past and a harbinger of the new 
Enlightenment to come’ (Derrida, 2004c). Jürgen Habermas, who sees his own 
work as continu ing the Enlightenment project, was initially suspi cious of 
Derrida’s outlook (Habermas, 1987). Yet, towards the end of Derrida’s life, 
Habermas came to appre ci ate their common Kantian roots: ‘Apart from all the 
polit ics, it is the philo soph ical refer ence to an author like Kant that connects me 
to Derrida’ (Habermas quoted in Thomassen, 2006: 3).

http://www.out.com/music/2016/1/11/david-bowie-obituary
http://www.out.com/music/2016/1/11/david-bowie-obituary
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 4 For a lucid expos i tion of how Deleuze modi fies Kantian tools for a revi sion ing of 
the Enlightenment, see Groves (2001). Willatt and Lee (2009) usefully shows the 
wide range of connec tions between Deleuze and Kant.

 5 On Derrida’s complic at ing and complic ated rela tion ship with Kant, see Callinicos 
(2008) who describes Derrida as pursu ing ‘a philo soph ical project that is recog-
niz ably post-Kantian in the kinds of prob lems and themes that it addresses but 
that is resol utely non-Kantian in how it approaches them’ (Callinicos, 2008: 83).

 6 Deleuze and Derrida were very singu lar indi vidu als so, natur ally, there is not 
complete compat ib il ity in their think ing. Their styles of expres sion and vocab u-
lar ies were differ ent. Moreover, there may be reasons not to view Deleuze and 
Derrida as compat ible vis-à- vis the tran scend ence- imman ence dicho tomy (Smith, 
2003).

 7 If the same refer ence corpus is used, corpora of differ ent sizes can be mean ing-
fully compared with one another. A word of caution, though. Log like li hood 
values are depend ent on the size of both corpora, not just the refer ence corpus. 
This means that one must be careful in compar ing stat ist ical signi fic ance across 
differ ent corpora. Paul Rayson (p.c.) advises that, for compar ison to have stat ist-
ical valid ity, aside from using the same refer ence corpus, the sizes of the corpora 
being invest ig ated should not be out by a factor of 10. All three corpora created 
in this chapter are within this para meter.

 8 Inclusion of these values is not meant to reflect a compre hens ive quant it at ive 
invest ig a tion of anti-GM discourse. Such an invest ig a tion would require i) much 
larger amounts of data; ii) a differ ent research strategy involving prin cipled 
sampling of differ ent dimen sions of anti-GM discourse. This kind of invest ig a-
tion would allow an analyst to appre ci ate not just consensus anti-GM discourse, 
but also differ ences of opinion within this discourse. In contrast, the tech nique of 
this chapter is much less likely to be able to estab lish the latter. This is because it 
focuses only on the most salient keywords which, in turn, are more likely to 
reflect consensus discourse.

 9 The whole argu ment and discus sion forum appen ded to it can be found at: http://
www.guard ian.co.uk/commentis free/2009/oct/29/gm- food-security- farming 
[accessed July 2016].

10 ‘La Via Campesina/Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance’ (published 16 
November 2011). Available at http://www.viacampes ina.org/en/index.php/main- 
 issues-mainmenu-27/food- sovereignty-and- trade-mainmenu-38/1119-la- via- 
campes ina- australian-food- sovereignty-alliance [accessed July 2016].

11 ‘1st Encounter of Agroecology Trainers in Africa Region 1 of La Via Campesina’ 
(published 13 July 2011). Available at http://www.viacampes ina.org/en/index.
php/main- issues-mainmenu-27/agrarian- reform-mainmenu-36/1071-1st- 
encounter-of- agroecology-trainers- in-africa- region-1-of- la-via-campesina 
[accessed July 2016]. See also Engdahl (2007) as well as: http://www.theguard ian.
com/envir on ment/2011/oct/19/gm- foods-a- biotech-revolution [accessed July 
2016].

12 Declaration of the Forum for Food Sovereignty, Nyéléni Village, Sélingué, Mali 
(27 February 2007). Available at http://nyeleni.org/spip.php?article290 [accessed 
July 2016].

13 I used the free trial version of Visual Web Spider, Available at: http://www.
newprosoft.com/web- spider.htm [accessed July 2016]. This soft ware also filters 
html in text accrued from webpages.

14 ‘The International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty is an inter na tional 
network that brings together several organ iz a tions repres ent ing farmers, fish er-
folks and small and medium scale farmers, agri cul tural workers and indi gen ous 
peoples, as well as NGOs, provid ing a common room for mobil iz a tion that 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/oct/29/gm-food-security-farming
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holds together local struggles and global debate.’ Available at https://www. 
tni.org/en/network/inter na tional- planning-committee- food-sovereignty [accessed 
July 2016].

15 Searching for ‘sover eignty’ along side ‘GM’ also substan tially reduces the 
prospect of retriev ing web- texts that are unre lated to genet ic ally modi fied agri-
cul ture, such as texts about ‘General Motors’ (GM).

16 ‘Viumbe hai: African Cities, Ecosystems, and Biodiversity’ (p. 2). Available at 
http://www.unep.org/urban_envir on ment/PDFs/biod iversity- brochure.pdf 
[accessed July 2016].

17 Available at http://www.foot print net work.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/the_
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Part IV

Reflection
Posthuman subjectiv it ies and  
crit ical reading

In the final two chapters, I ingather and reflect upon a variety of issues 
related to the decon struc tions of the public sphere argu ments in Parts II and 
III. In Chapter 10, I contem plate meth od o lo gical issues. In doing so, I 
further enrich elements of the method. In partic u lar, I flag the strategy as a 
mode of reading which uses posthu man subjectiv it ies. In Chapter 11, I high-
light the deter rit ori al isa tions of the book.
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Chapter 10

Methodology

10.1 Summary

10.1.1  Digitally-driven critique of public sphere argu ments

A public sphere argu ment may appear cohes ive (on the page) and coher ent 
(reading for sense) because of relev ant inform a tion which has been excluded. 
Key exclu sions could be the habitual way of discuss ing the topic of the argu-
ment or import ant elements in the stand point which the argu ment attacks. 
I have shown how exclu sion – which may be delib er ate or acci dental – can 
work in two ways:

• complete omis sion;
• occlu sion where a general category subsumes and thus might also be 

said to obfus cate a specific category.

The initial proced ure is to trace system at ic ally major cohes ive chains in an 
argu ment. This is import ant since it enables us to appre ci ate accur ately how 
the argu ment has framed its topic and/or the standpoint of the criticised 
(SotC) as well as to avoid missing aspects of an argu ment’s framing which 
are poten tially decon struct ible. Digital text analysis tools help reduce error 
in the tracing. Following this, the crit ical proced ure is to make visible relev ant 
absences in the text of the public sphere argu ment. Should the argu ment’s 
cohe sion unsettle as a result, then the argu ment reduces in coher ence and 
thus cred ib il ity. It is possible also to decon struct an argu ment on coher ence 
grounds where cohes ive instabil ity is not a factor. That is to say, after making 
a relev ant absence visible, tensions can emerge in the argu ment – tensions 
which affect its coher ence – regard less of whether it retains cohe sion.

Data- driven rhizo matic mapping of a public sphere argu ment deter rit ori-
al ises the tracing of the argu ment’s cohes ive territ ory. To map an argu ment 
is to decon struct and thus critique it. Loose impres sion istic decon struc tion 
of an argu ment is obvi ously less convin cing than one based on rigor ous 
proced ures. This is another reason why system atic tracing of the argu ment’s 
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cohes ive struc ture is import ant as well as scru pu lous use of corpus linguistic 
method and quant it at ive data.

10.1.2 Strands and subjectiv it ies

I have demon strated two differ ent crit ical decon struct ive strands which can 
be twined. The first uses a very large corpus as a norm of language use and 
compares the language use of a public sphere argu ment with this. This 
enables the analyst to notice if there are marked depar tures from how a 
partic u lar topic is discussed habitu ally, regard less of how it is eval u ated. 
Once normal colloc a tion for discus sion of a partic u lar topic is bestowed on 
the argu ment, the ensuing surpluses or defi cits of colloc a tion may lead to the 
argu ment decon struct ing. To conduct this kind of decon struc tion, the 
analyst creates discurs ive subjectiv it ies.

There is a second strand, which relates expli citly to the dialect ical dimen-
sion of argu ment. In this strand, the analyst finds out whether or not the 
argu ment accur ately repres ents the key concerns of an Other who is  
char ac ter ised, criti cised or poten tially affected for the worse by the outlook 
in the argu ment. Such engage ment with the perspect ive of the Other – 
becoming-Other for the dura tion of the analysis – helps to inter rupt Self  
and off- centre the analyst. To conduct this kind of decon struc tion, the 
analyst creates a stand point subjectiv ity. The second strand could be 
used, in prin ciple, on any argu ment which has two sides. For such an  
engage ment, discurs ive subjectiv it ies could be twined with the stand point 
subjectiv ity.

I regard this book as an attempt to make a contri bu tion to crit ical think ing 
in helping eval u ation of public sphere argu ments in rela tion to discurs ive 
and stand point subjectiv it ies. Part III focused on a partic u lar type of stand-
point subjectiv ity – ethical subjectiv ity – which I see as relat ing to CDA. 
Since an ethical subjectiv ity is a type of stand point subjectiv ity, I thus see the 
CDA focus of this book as falling under crit ical think ing.

The logical, rhet or ical and dialect ical dimen sions of argu ments can inter-
sect. So, while the second strand orients expli citly to the dialect ical, this 
does not mean that the rhet or ical or logical dimen sions are not worth 
reflect ing on. Since decon struc tions affect the stabil ity of cohes ive struc ture, 
they may render defect ive an argu ment’s rhet or ical strategies and/or unsettle 
its logical struc ture even if this logical struc ture has not been fully disclosed 
by the analyst. Moreover, the logical dimen sion may be a consid er a tion 
vis-à- vis the content of a digital supple ment. For instance, in Chapter 7 I 
used a set of reasons given by support ers of NMP3 to decon struct the 
cohe sion/coher ence of the anti-NMP3 public sphere argu ment. However, 
while reasons are always a consid er a tion when encoun ter ing an argu ment, 
in this book compre hens ive and systematic recon struc tion of an argu ment’s 
logical struc ture has not been a focus (11.2).
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10.1.3 Appropriations and enrich ments

Many of the ideas for the strategies of this book are crit ic ally appro pri ated 
from Derrida’s philo sophy of language (which I regard as prob lem atic) as 
well his modes of reading (which I regard as import ant). I laid out a number 
of appro pri ations at the end of Chapter 5, so there is no need to repeat those 
here. However, after Chapter 5, I appro pri ated other ideas from Derrida. I 
showed how decon struc tion of argu ments can be under taken by:

• using a number of differ ent manu ally compiled supple ments not just 
ready- made corpora (chapters 7, 8 and 9);

• reveal ing where a meta phor betrays the text’s inten ded meaning 
(Chapter 6).

In further appro pri ations of Derrida, I showed how:

• decon struct ing a public sphere argu ment via the content of its weblinks 
was akin to reading a text via its foot note (Chapter 7);

• respond ing to new possib il it ies of differ ence in a text can show how the 
text exceeds its author’s inten tions: I high lighted how categor ies in a 
public sphere argu ment can subsume and thus obfus cate specific 
categor ies and category differ en ti ations import ant to the SotC which,  
in turn, can complic ate the inten tions of the argu ment (chapters 7  
and 9).

In Chapter 9, by drawing on ideas from Deleuze and Guattari, I enriched 
under stand ing of digital decon struct ive proced ures, as well as the method 
for gener at ing an ethical subjectiv ity. In line with a Deleuzian outlook,  
this was produced ‘imman ently’. In other words, the ethical subjectiv ity  
was developed in an emer gent manner – I did not employ a pre- exist ing  
and thus ‘tran scend ent’ ethical subject. Indeed, all the subjectiv it ies of  
this book have been produced imman ently. A key Deleuzian/Guattarian 
enrich ment of the ethical subjectiv ity is its nomadism. Students roam  
across the stupendous resource of the web to discover public sphere argu-
ments on topics with which they are (mostly) unfa mil iar. In turn, they can 
compile appro pri ate digital supple ments to explore possible tensions in  
an argu ment relat ive to i) how it describes the stand point it attacks/ 
char ac ter ises or ii) a relev ant dissent ing stand point which is ignored in the 
argu ment.1

10.1.4 Benefits of creat ing subjectiv it ies to train on  
argu ments

A number of bene fits ensue from these kinds of crit ical argu ment engage ment:
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• discov ery or expan ded aware ness of differ ent domains of debate which 
takes place in a crit ic ally focused manner;

• insight through trans form a tion – often a pleas ur able exper i ence; we are 
able to see where our initial reading was naive/shallow relat ive to the 
key concerns of a relat ively power less Other and/or normal colloc a tion 
for discus sion of a topic;

• intel lec tual satis fac tion and empower ment from high light ing straw man 
argu ments;

• through deepened ethical respons ive ness, our rhet or ical sens it iv ity  
is sharpened, e.g. we are in a better posi tion to see where categor ies  
in the argu ment are insuf fi ciently specific and differ en ti ated (i.e.  
they are total ised) relat ive to the Other and, in turn, where they  
impede appre ci ation (whether inten ded or not) of specific concerns of 
the Other;

• since the analyst’s unpre dict able inter rup tion of Self via showing digital 
hospit al ity to a (mostly) unfa mil iar Other leads to a non- predestined 
decon struct ive reading, this helps to escape routine perform ance of  
crit ical Self;

• conscious ness is refreshed/expan ded since we have chal lenged ourselves 
to decide a posi tion on a new Other;

• know ledge gener a tion: we now have some quant it at ive facts about 
what is import ant to a relat ively power less Other and/or colloc a tion for 
how a topic is gener ally discussed regard less of how it is eval u ated. This 
is useful for our contrib ut ing, in an informed way, to relev ant debate in 
the future.

What might happen after an argu ment decon struc tion which uses an ethical 
subjectiv ity?

10.2 After decon struc tion

10.2.1 Ethical respons ive ness does not lead to polit ical 
commit ment

We may have started from nomadic and open digital hospit al ity. We used 
the resources of the web to expand our hori zons and find out about key 
concerns of a previ ously unknown socially/econom ic ally relat ively power-
less Other. But having high lighted instabil it ies in the coher ence of a public 
sphere argu ment relat ive to a scru pu lously founded ethical subjectiv ity, 
perhaps in tandem with discurs ive subjectiv it ies, it is time for us to assert 
crit ical inde pend ence. And this might mean the follow ing: while dialect ic-
ally we derived satis fac tion from reveal ing a straw man argu ment, and 
ethic ally were happy to show hospit al ity to a new Other and have Self 
unpre dict ably inter rup ted and hori zons expan ded, all the same we do not 



Methodology 255

wish to align with the Other’s desire for polit ical change. We may have good 
reasons. Just because texts are produced by a relat ively power less Other or 
their support ers, this does not neces sar ily make their reas on ing sound. 
Despite allow ing the guest into our home, and bending over back wards to 
see their point of view, we may conclude that it is time to end the exper i-
ment and for our guest to leave. I should say, though, that our uncon di-
tional hospit al ity was not in vain. The bene fits flagged in 10.1.4 still apply, 
partic u larly that the inter rup tion of Self has refreshed conscious ness as well 
as exten ded know ledge of debate domains. Moreover, welcom ing a chal-
lenge of our core values by a differ ent Other is a gesture which can work 
product ively in compel ling us to under stand and artic u late our values better. 
And, echoing the above, while an ethics of hospit al ity has an injunc tion to 
orient to the Other, this cannot be an abso lute injunc tion. We must be able 
to act autonom ously and make judi cious choices, on the basis of extant 
know ledge, about Others we wish to ‘open the door’ to, making autonom ous 
decisions about how far we are willing to Self- trans form or, the very 
oppos ite, about what is non- nego ti ably core to our values and when we 
wish to ‘shut the door’. In an ethics of hospit al ity, hetero nomy and autonomy 
are in fact constant compan ions.

10.2.2 Ethical respons ive ness leads to polit ical commit ment

But what if we have no reason to reject the Other’s stand point? The  
injunc tion of this method to show uncon di tional digital hospit al ity to a 
socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less Other means direct engage ment 
with an argu ment from the Other’s view point is fostered. And, because  
Self has been inter rup ted in a focused manner, there is the prospect of 
another trans form a tion – we poten tially choose a new polit ical commit-
ment. Merely finding out about a socially/econom ic ally relat ively  
power less Other is, I would argue, less likely to lead to this trans form a tion. 
Political commit ment to an Other is more likely to ensue when we make  
the effort to ‘get under their skin’ and appre ci ate what makes ‘their  
skin crawl’. Or put another way, polit ical sympathy may follow when 
ethical empathy has been insti tuted. So, we could add another bullet point 
to 10.1.4:

• the benefit is not just for us. There may be gain for the relat ively power-
less Other if we end up align ing polit ic ally with their outlook.

10.2.3 Ethically enrich ing an exist ing polit ical commit ment

Instead of start ing from fairly open and nomadic digital hospit al ity, we 
might begin more narrowly. We choose a public sphere argu ment because  
it criti cises a relat ively power less Other which we happily align with  
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polit ic ally, but have a weaker ethical respons ive ness to. For instance, this 
describes my earlier posi tion on ‘Page 3’ (Chapter 7). For a long time, I saw 
‘Page 3’ as tawdry commer cial ism. But my posi tion lacked ethical respons-
ive ness to the Other. I judged the anti-Page 3 argu ment via my own pre- 
formed polit ical subjectiv ity only, without making myself prop erly aware of 
the mass of key motiv a tions of those (primar ily women and girls) who 
opposed it. That would have taken a fair amount of effort before the social 
web. Now I can do this much more easily.

10.3 The posthu man

10.3.1 Orientation

My morning train journey to Elephant and Castle confirms the every day  
fold ings of humans in intel li gent tech no logy: carriages are tetris- ed with 
headphoned gamers, e- book readers, mobile phoners, tablet social media 
check ers, email respon ders, earphoned music listen ers. A mash of work and 
leisure – often in a single brain. Those who have tapped their work email  
app are at the virtual office, at work whilst jour ney ing to work. This plugged- 
in-ness does not, of course, mean we have trans formed into cyborgs.  
But neither are we only human when flesh coad jutes with intel li gent  
machines. In these moments, we are ‘posthuman’. In this onto lo gical condi-
tion, human subjectiv ity is made differ ent – complic ated, distrib uted, 
enhanced by the inter pen et ra tion of intel li gent tech no logy. Derrida’s logic  
of the supple ment has grip here. On the one hand, the mobile or wear able 
device is outside us in being an addi tion to the human. But they are also 
‘inside’ the human in making up for limit a tions of human memory, know-
ledge and skills.

10.3.2 Posthumanism

Contemplation of the posthu man condi tion is known as posthu man ism. 
This emer ging outlook considers and explores how advances in intel li gent 
tech no lo gies or genetic discov er ies – such as the sharing of genes across 
differ ent species – lead to a decen ter ing of what it means to be human and 
how we relate to the world. Posthumanism thus rethinks i) human ism, the 
assump tion that humans are clearly distinct and autonom ous from machines 
and other animals and that our exper i ence of indi vidual conscious ness is 
distinct from the same; ii) anthro po centrism, where it is auto mat ic ally 
assumed that homo sapiens sapiens is at the centre of the world and thus 
more import ant than other animal species and machines; iii) human instru-
ment al ism, that humans have the right to exploit the natural world. 
Posthumanist schol ars are crit ical of human ism and the indi vidu al istic 
subject asso ci ated with it. They seek to:
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move beyond the tradi tional human ist ways of think ing about the 
autonom ous, self- willed indi vidual agent in order to treat the human 
itself as an assemblage, co- evolving with other forms of life, enmeshed 
with the envir on ment and tech no logy.

(Nayar, 2014: 4)

There is an ethical and polit ical basis to this decen ter ing of the human. The 
indi vidu al istic human subject has made gargan tuan capital from the natural 
world without prop erly managing the effects of this exploit a tion. This  
negli gence has led to the Anthropocene – a period on earth where humans 
have altered the climate for the first time. As one step in helping remedy this 
poten tially cata strophic state of affairs – for both humans and non- humans – 
posthu man ists propose a non- anthro po centric exist ence on earth in which 
humans are dynam ic ally inter con nec ted with other species, and also 
machines, in a complex decentered network.

Posthumanism, like any theor et ical outlook, is not homo gen eous. This is 
espe cially so for posthu man ism with its vast scope – ‘the human’ – and its 
rich, varied, dispar ate influ ences and strands (e.g. alien phenomen o logy, 
animal studies, cyber net ics, Deleuzian rhizo mat ics, Derridean decon struc-
tion, evol u tion ary biology, genet ics, micro bi o logy, new mater ial femin ism, 
object- oriented-ontology, post- colo ni al ism, queer theory, spec u lat ive 
realism). It is hardly surpris ing that posthu man ism is ‘a concept in motion, 
an active theor et ical assemblage’ (Taylor, 2016: 6; 21). Despite the hetero-
gen eity in posthu man ism, there are some fairly common prin ciples and 
perspect ives as well as oft- cited sources and thinkers. A touch stone text for 
posthu man ist schol ars is Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto. Haraway’s 
(1991) meta phor of the cyborg is an instru ment for confront ing ‘gender 
essen tial ism’ – that there is an inher ent gender iden tity passed down through 
biology. The cyborg meta phor also contests more gener ally the distinc tions 
between the human and inhuman, organ ism and machine. This meta phor  
is, in effect, a decon struc tion of the category of the human. And, since  
decon struc tion of the binary pair of human/inhuman is a typical feature of 
posthu man ism, it is not surpris ing that Derrida is refer enced frequently in 
posthu man studies (e.g. Herbrechter and Callus, 2008 and Wolfe, 2010). 
Once the complic at ing and invent ive pres ence of Derrida makes an appear-
ance, posthu man ism is not going to be a straight for ward ‘after- human ism’. 
Rather as Neil Badmington says it can be a recog ni tion that posthu man ism 
‘inhab its’ human ism and thus in contam in at ing the ‘human’ prob lem at ises 
this notion, poten tially opening it up to new actu al ity (Badmington, 2004: 
151). Put another way, posthu man ism can be an injunc tion to appraise those 
compon ents of human ism which are worth retain ing and rein flect ing for a 
posthu man age. It does not have to mean jettis on ing human ism whole sale.

Another key source text in posthu man ism is How We Became Posthuman 
by N. Katherine Hayles. For her, import antly:
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the posthu man view config ures human being so that it can be seam lessly 
artic u lated with intel li gent machines. In the posthu man, there are no 
essen tial differ ences or abso lute demarc a tions between bodily exist ence 
and computer simu la tion, cyber netic mech an ism and biolo gical 
organ ism, robot tele ology and human goals.

(Hayles, 1999: 3)

Because of mani fold inter pen et ra tions of human and intel li gent tech nology 
in differ ent contexts, she sees the posthu man subject as a fluid, hybrid entity:

an amalgam, a collec tion of heterogeneous compon ents, a mater ial- 
inform a tional entity whose bound ar ies undergo continu ous construc-
tion and recon struc tion.

(Hayles, 1999: 3)

That is to say, the posthu man subject is protean and emer gent rather than 
unified and stable. Rather than being a singu lar, bounded and distinct indi-
vidual, the posthu man subject can embody differ ent iden tit ies and perlus-
trate the world from multiple vant ages.

Hayles views the posthu man not as the end of the human but as the begin-
ning of a new concep tion of the human (Hayles, 1999: 286). Holding that the 
exper i ence of embod i ment of the human is still a char ac ter istic of the posthu man, 
she refers to absorp tion of the digit al ised virtual world into our bodily exper i-
ence, in our use of intel li gent tech no lo gies, as ‘embod ied virtu al ity’. As Hayles 
sees it, it is the very ‘embod ied virtu al ity’ of the posthu man which affords the 
poten tial for produ cing new subjectiv it ies (Hayles, 1999: passim). Indeed, she 
views this benefit as the crux of the posthu man. And, import antly, for her these 
are subjectiv it ies which do not play out the mistakes of the human ist and thus 
autonom ous subject whose ‘mani fest destiny [is] to domin ate and control 
nature’ (Hayles, 1999: 288). In the posthu man ism she promotes, human 
subjectiv ity is distrib uted across an assemblage in co- evol u tion with machines 
and other animals. Pramod Nayar encap su lates this perspect ive nicely:

This distrib uted subjectiv ity paradigm in posthu man ism treats the 
human form as an inter face rather than a self- contained struc ture, 
closed off and inde pend ent.

(Nayar, 2014: 64)

Another theor ist who stresses the embod ied nature of the posthu man and 
its tech no lo gised capa city for creat ing novel subjectiv it ies is the Deleuzian 
philo sopher, Rosi Braidotti. Digital tech no lo gies: 

both capture and process forces and ener gies, facil it at ing inter re la tions, 
multiple connec tions and assemblages. They stand for radical rela tion-
al ity and delight as well as productiv ity.
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The ‘becom ing- machine’ under stood in this specific sense indic ates 
and actu al ises the rela tional powers of a subject that . . . bears a priv-
ileged bond with multiple others and merges with one’s tech no lo gic ally 
medi ated plan et ary envir on ment. The merger of the human with the 
tech no lo gical results in . . . radical trans versal rela tions that gener ate 
new modes of subjectiv ity . . .

(Braidotti, 2013: 92)

And, since digital tech no logy allows Self to inter face with a multi tude of new 
Others, in Braidotti’s notion of the posthu man, bio- medi ation of tech no logy 
leads to the creation of new subjectiv it ies which have an ethical basis:

tech no lo gical medi ation is central to a new vision of posthu man 
subjectiv ity and that it provides the ground ing for new ethical claims.

(Braidotti, 2013: 90)

The ethical imagin a tion is alive and well in posthu man subjects, in the 
form of onto lo gical rela tion al ity. A sustain able ethics for non- unitary 
subjects rests on an enlarged sense of inter- connec tion between self and 
others . . .

(Braidotti, 2013: 190)

10.3.3 Posthuman subjectiv it ies and pedagogy of this book

I concur with Hayles’ vision of the posthu man as the afford ance of new 
subjectiv it ies through use of intel li gent tech no lo gies. This is why I see the 
discurs ive and ethical subjectiv it ies of this book as posthu man subjectiv it ies. 
That is to say, use of the web, digit ised corpora and digital text analysis 
affords the creation of new subjectiv it ies which rely on machinic supple-
ment a tion – hence posthu man. Production of these subjectiv it ies in a pre- 
web and pre- digital tools era would be very chal len ging if not impossible. 
Echoing Braidotti’s char ac ter isa tion of the posthu man, the subjectiv it ies of 
Part III have ‘an enlarged sense of inter con nec tion between self and others’ 
apropos intel li gent tech no lo gies and ethical imagin a tion; both discurs ive 
and ethical subjectiv it ies ‘bear a priv ileged bond with multiple others’ since 
they rely on soft ware to capture and process texts authored by multiple 
authors, which in turn furnishes insight into habitual ‘inter re la tions’ of 
language use (i.e. colloc a tion, collig a tion and semantic pref er ence) apropos 
topic and stand point.

The stress on ‘multiple’ is key here, partic u larly in view of the advance of 
web- based social media where readers also have the oppor tun ity to be 
writers and make their opin ions publicly avail able. Ethical subjectiv it ies, 
thus, do not have to include only the posi tions of the initi at ors of a political 
campaign. They can also include the posi tions of its support ers who, if the 
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campaign gains trac tion, should substan tially outnum ber initi at ors. Since 
the ethical subjectiv ity is based on the aggreg ate of a large number of affil i-
ates, this confers quant it at ive author ity on it – much more diffi cult to 
achieve before the social web. Discursive subjectiv it ies carry quant it at ive 
clout also, afforded by intel li gent tech no lo gies and the sheer volume of 
digit ised text avail able on the web.

Given the emphasis on multiple texts, discurs ive and ethical subjectiv it ies 
have a breadth which surpasses the range of an ‘ordin ary’ indi vidual reader. 
They do not coin cide with a single reader’s subjectiv ity. Instead, they 
harmon ise with proto typ ical discourse where single authored texts have 
been blended into a broad set of voices via the concen trat ing power of the 
soft ware. The quant it at ive clout of these subjectiv it ies thus eman ates from 
the non- human. As gener al ised subjectiv it ies, whose gener al is ab il ity is 
depend ent on machines, discurs ive and ethical subjectiv it ies are not indi-
vidual human subjectiv it ies. Moreover, in the case of ethical subjectiv it ies 
created from web- based social media, and reflect ing what I said above about 
support ers outnum ber ing initi at ors, should the campaign achieve 
momentum, the motiv a tions and concerns with most weight may not neces-
sar ily coin cide with those of the campaign’s gener at ors. An ethical 
subjectiv ity does not auto mat ic ally harmon ise with the subjectiv ity of one 
campaign initi ator.2

While these posthu man subjectiv it ies have a breadth which outstrips  
real readers, they are neces sar ily ‘shallow’ subjectiv it ies. They could not be 
equi val ent to the rich ness and complex ity inher ent within the predilec tions, 
idio syn crasies, desires and memor ies of a single human. They are not 
inten ded to be and, indeed, do not need to be so. For the purpose of decon-
struct ive reading of public sphere argu ments, the subjectiv ity of a single 
human has, by defin i tion, no quant it at ive author ity. Even if the human 
reader of a public sphere argu ment possessed accur ate intu itions of normal 
colloc a tion for discus sion of the topic they do not (fully) know, or accur ate 
intu itions of the key concerns/motiv a tions of relat ively power less Others 
they do not (fully) appre ci ate, they would still need access to relev ant 
corpora to test these intu itions. Otherwise, how would they know they  
were accur ate? Lastly, in making use of posthu man subjectiv it ies in an 
educa tional setting for purposes of crit ic ally eval u at ing argu ments, this 
book promotes a posthu man ist pedagogy. For other examples of, and  
reflec tion on, posthu man ist pedagogy, see Gough (2004); Gourlay (2012); 
Snaza et al. (2014); Snaza and Weaver (2015); Knox (2016); Taylor and 
Hughes (2016).

10.3.4 Machinic liber a tion from exist ing subject posi tions

There is an import ant flip side to using posthu man subjectiv it ies – they 
liber ate us from human(ist) subjectiv ity:
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Radically imman ent philo soph ical nomadism . . . spon sors a subject 
that is composed of external forces, of the non- human, inor ganic or 
tech no lo gical kind . . . The ‘machine- like’ in Deleuze’s thought refers to 
this dynamic process of unfold ing subjectiv ity outside the clas sical 
frame of the anthro po centric human istic subject, re- locat ing it into 
becom ings and fields of compos i tion of forces and becom ings.

(Braidotti, 2002: 228–229)

The discurs ive and ethical subjectiv it ies of this book, based as they are on the 
machine of the corpus, dislodge the ‘knowing’ human(istic) subject as the 
centre of its world. Its egoist opining on this, that and the Other – whose 
motiv a tions it may not fully know, if it under stands them at all – merely 
affirms the illu sion of this centre.3

The follow ing is import ant: when I have referred to ‘discurs ive subjectiv ity’ 
and ‘ethical subjectiv ity’, I may have given the impres sion that relat ively 
frequent colloc a tions, keywords and lemmas are equi val ent to these subjectiv-
it ies. But on their own, these quant it at ive results are not subjectiv it ies. Instead, 
for posthu man subjectiv it ies to be born, a human subject needs to take this 
data into Self, to allow Self to be data- driven (Snaza et al., 2014: 50; 52).

10.3.5 Posthuman subjectiv ity as non- unitary

A posthu man subjectiv ity is not a unitary subject:

I define the crit ical posthu man subject within an eco- philo sophy of 
multiple becom ings, as a rela tional subject consti tuted in multi pli city, 
that is to say a subject that works across differ ences and is also inter-
nally differ en ti ated, but still groun ded and account able.

(Braidotti, 2013: 49)

Subjectivities I have created reflect this multi pli city and differ en ti ation 
where they are based on the aggreg ate of many voices and thus differ ent 
exper i ences. For example, the posthu man subjectiv ity in Chapter 7 contained 
two proto typ ical exper i ences: the negat ive exper i ence of women remem-
ber ing being unnerved as girls by their fathers reading Page 3 as well as the 
negat ive exper i ence of women that Page 3 was objec ti fy ing and degrad ing.

Braidotti’s critique of the unified subject chimes with the anti- human ist 
posi tion of earlier thinkers such as Michel Foucault (Foucault, 1970[1966]). 
I draw atten tion to this in order to flag that not everything in posthu man ism 
is new, espe cially as other key roots include, for instance, Deleuzian rhizo-
mat ics, Derridean decon struc tion, post- colo ni al ism, femin ism and ecopol-
it ics. Posthumanists main tain, though, that these estab lished perspect ives 
‘can be better under stood by looking through a posthu man ist lens’ 
(Pennycook, 2016: 3).
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10.3.6 Super- posthu man subjectiv it ies

Aggregating voices on the web could be used poten tially to give substance 
to a fledgling minor it arian perspect ive, which could in turn be trained on a 
relevant public sphere argument. This would be a minor it arian Other which 
does not have an ‘offi cial’ website pres ence yet, since it only exists frag ment-
ar ily in comments scattered across social media plat forms by posters who 
commu nic ate in differ ent languages. In the scen ario I am paint ing, posters 
may be unaware that there is a multi tude out there whose opin ions overlap 
with theirs. One ‘holy grail’ for creat ing posthu man subjectiv it ies would 
involve the follow ing: as auto mated a process as possible where dispar ate 
voices can be iden ti fied effi ciently in a multi tude of loca tions on the web, 
aggreg ated into a corpus, trans lated into a common language, and then 
analysed for recur rent concepts and colloc a tions in order to index common 
concerns and outlooks. If it were the case that most, if not all, these posters 
would never exchange ideas due to language barri ers, the subjectiv ity 
created would be partic u larly pronounced in its posthu man ity. I mean by 
this that such a subjectiv ity would be espe cially depend ent on machines for 
its devel op ment – a ‘super- posthu man subjectiv ity’, in effect.

10.4 Methodological issues with tracing cohe sion

A reader has to work out the semantic connec tions between words in a text. 
The text never yells ‘here is a cohes ive link’. But this does not make iden ti fic-
a tion of cohe sion idio syn cratic. It is a stand ard liter acy skill. You can’t read 
without being able to infer cohes ive ties.4 All the same where texts are long, 
the reader is unlikely to infer every single possible lexical and gram mat ical 
ligat ure. Long texts can tax us. If we are reading for gist, we skip bits.

Being both sens it ive to an argu ment’s specific cohes ive struc ture and 
tracing major cohes ive chains across it are neces sary so the analyst can 
appre ci ate system at ic ally how the argu ment has framed its topic and/or the 
SotC; system atic tracing helps ensure too that subsequent decon struc tion of 
framing is cred ible. Moreover, it is in an analyst’s best interests to identify 
lengthy cohes ive chains across the public sphere argu ment since a local 
decon struc tion is then more likely to have a devast at ing effect on cohes ive 
struc ture. Some chains may not be decon struct ible. So it is always good to 
have a number of different chains across the argu ment to examine.

The labour involved in tracing cohe sion is alle vi ated by digital tools. It is 
much easier to notice the whole of a lengthy cohes ive chain with soft ware 
assist ance than it is on manual reading. In the same way that discurs ive 
subjectiv it ies and ethical subjectiv it ies go beyond ‘normal human reading’, 
soft ware- assisted tracing of cohes ive rela tions across an argu ment of at least 
several hundred words may well be less select ive than ordin ary human 
processing of these cohes ive rela tions.
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Tracing lengthy cohes ive chains across an argu ment is not the same as 
tracing cohes ive chains compre hens ively in the text. The latter would be 
very onerous. Any text of reas on able length is satur ated with cohes ive links 
as the annota tions of even the short frag ment from the Tony Blair speech in 
2.8.1 show. And, besides, compre hens ively tracing the cohes ive struc ture of 
a public sphere argu ment may not be neces sary if it can be decon struc ted on 
one lengthy cohes ive chain. Moreover, choice of cohes ive chain(s) to probe 
for poten tial decon struc tion could be affected by whether or not the analyst 
is employ ing a discurs ive subjectiv ity or an ethical subjectiv ity. That is to 
say, quant it at ive find ings from differ ent corpora may well direct us to focus 
on differ ent cohes ive chains in the argu ment. Lastly, while use of digital text 
analysis tools is certainly useful for facilitating systematic tracing of an 
argument’s cohesion, as well as helping to reduce errors in doing so, software 
can only recognise words and not meaning. Given this limitation, the analyst 
should eschew subservience to quantitative data when making judgements 
about meaning, being free instead to group words semantically into various 
cohesive chains.

10.5 Methodological issues with subjectiv it ies

10.5.1 Standpoint (ethical) subjectiv it ies and keyword/ 
lemma selectiv ity

The reader will have noticed that, for build ing an ethical subjectiv ity in 
Chapter 9, my choice of keywords was select ive. This is inev it able given the 
number of keywords that are habitu ally gener ated. This must mean that stand-
point subjectiv it ies based on keywords are likely to be partial. And so it follows 
that differ ent analysts explor ing the same corpora could create differ ent ethical 
subjectiv it ies because they choose differ ent keywords. Though the selectiv ity 
and thus parti al ity of stand point subjectiv it ies based on keywords is perhaps 
inev it able, it does not have to follow that these subjectiv it ies are uncon vin cing. 
After all, they are based on words which have stat ist ical signi fic ance and are 
common across the counter- discourse. By the same token, selectiv ity of lemmas 
in construc tion of a stand point subjectiv ity must also be a consid er a tion. 
Depending on the volume of lemmas gener ated, the analyst may need to set a 
threshold for the most common lemmas they will enter tain which, in turn, 
means there may be repeated lemmas which do not make it into the construc-
tion of a stand point subjectiv ity.

10.5.2 Discursive subjectiv it ies

In Part II, in rela tion to discurs ive subjectiv it ies, I was not saying that argu-
ments should always use normal colloc a tion when discuss ing a topic. It is 
more that if an author avoids doing so – inten tion ally or not – they run the 
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risk that bestowal of normal colloc a tion will unravel their argu ment at ive 
line. It all depends on the topic, the cohes ive struc ture and perspect ive of the 
public sphere argu ment. The first analyt ical strand is not norm at ive then – 
arguers do not neces sar ily have to use normal colloc a tion for discus sion of 
a topic. In contrast, the second strand is norm at ive since it adheres to the 
stand point rule of pragma- dialectics (2.2.3).

10.6 Methodological issues with mapping

10.6.1 Reducing arbit rar i ness in rhizo matic re- entry into 
the argu ment

Mapping of a public sphere argu ment is neces sar ily an inter pret at ive 
proced ure. To be as convin cing as possible, we need to markedly dimin ish 
arbit rar i ness in our inter pret a tion of fault lines in cohes ive struc ture/  
detec tion of inco her ence. The strategies of this book require the analyst  
to go outside the argu ment to a corpus of texts. The analyst’s selec tion 
of categor ies/cohes ive chains in the argu ment for poten tial decon struc tion  
is direc ted by the most frequent/stat ist ical results of the corpus analysis.  
It follows that this selec tion is not direc ted by the analyst’s own  
procliv it ies, and how they happen to play out that day in reading a  
partic u lar argu ment, but by relev ant external quant it at ive inform a tion. In 
turn, this means that the analyst re- enters the argu ment non- arbit rar ily or, 
at least, with the chances of this re- entry being arbit rary signi fic antly 
reduced.

10.6.2 Choice of colloc a tion absence

In a decon struct ive analysis, one still has to select from a number of stat ist-
ic ally signi fic ant colloc ates from the supple ment. Let me consider the 
analysis in Chapter 5 as illus tra tion. One reason for choos ing the stat ist ic-
ally signi fic ant colloc ates that I did – global (corpor ate bene fits); envir on-
ment (and GM safety); (tried and tested) tech no logy – was they were all 
present as lexis in the argu ment already; I could see, then, that inter ven tions 
with these stat ist ic ally signi fic ant colloc ates were likely to have impact on 
the argu ment’s cohe sion.

10.6.3 Differences in mapping across differ ent analysts

Since analysts are rhizo mat ic ally data- driven from outside the public sphere 
argu ment, it follows that re- entry points into the same argu ment may diverge 
for differ ent analysts. And so differ ent analysts may draw contrast ing maps 
on the same public sphere argu ment. These could be diver gent  
maps on top of the same categor ies / cohes ive chains or diver gent maps  
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on top of differ ent categor ies / cohes ive chains. Whatever prob lem at ising/
decon struc tion an analyst conducts, the crucial thing is that it should be 
semantic ally justi fi able and scru pu lously executed so as to dimin ish arbit rar-
i ness as far as possible. And what if the analyst uses more than one digital 
supple ment? Another relev ant supple ment could just corrob or ate previ ous 
decon struc tions. Alternatively, it may open up the argu ment to further 
decon struc tion. I have stopped at one or two supple ments in my analyses 
because I was, in effect, demon strat ing what a student could do for an assign-
ment of a few thou sand words. But with the web, there is always the prospect 
of creat ing more relev ant supple ments. In this respect, it could be said that 
final decon struc tion of a public sphere argu ment is perpetu ally deferred (à la 
Derrida). Lastly, collab or at ive decon struc tion of an argu ment by two or 
more students could result in mapping which is differ ent from what each 
student working inde pend ently might produce. Indeed, through collab or-
at ive mapping, students could end up with a rather complex map mash- up.

10.6.4 How much mapping/decon struc tion is neces sary?

From a schol arly perspect ive, one might say that the more compre hens ive a 
mapping of a public sphere argu ment the better. This could mean, as I did 
in Chapter 8, provid ing detailed mapping on top of an argu ment’s macro 
and micro cohes ive struc ture (though it is quite possible that I have not 
exhausted illu min a tion of fault lines in any of the public sphere argu ments in 
Parts II and III). As I did in chapters 7 and 8, a schol arly approach would 
also seek to provide explan a tion of where meta phor – as well as relat ively 
general/vague categor ies – might help to create the impres sion of cohes ive 
stabil ity through exclu sion of specific concepts/colloc a tion normally used by 
the criti cised to express its stand point.

From another angle, such compre hens ive ness and explan a tion may not be 
deemed so neces sary by a relat ively time- poor reader who has a less schol-
arly orient a tion. Consider a reader of an online argu ment who wants to 
commu nic ate their critique of it in a short post to the discus sion forum 
under neath that argu ment. Should the reader produce one decon struc tion of 
the argu ment which devast ates it glob ally, then the analyst may well exper-
i ence decon struct ive satis fac tion. The argu ment is suffi ciently prob lem at ised 
by this killer blow; relat ive to their time- poor state and specific goals, there 
is no need to explore the possib il ity of further decon struc tion. In sum, the 
degree of compre hens ive ness of a digital decon struct ive analysis will ulti-
mately depend on the expect a tions of rigour for a partic u lar setting.

10.6.5 Mapping as exper i ment

Mapping a public sphere argu ment is an exper i mental proced ure. As with 
all exper i ments, failure is a prospect. There is always the possib il ity of 
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connect ing an argu ment to a digital supple ment and ‘nothing comes 
through’. If the argu ment discusses the topic using normal colloc a tion or 
has accur ately repres en ted the SotC, then decon struc tion is unlikely to be 
possible. But this failure is a good thing! It means that the argu ment has 
passed tests of quality.

10.6.6 Smooth and stri ated space

A useful comple ment of the concepts of tracing and mapping is another pair 
of terms Deleuze and Guattari (1987[1980]) uses – stri ated space and 
smooth space. Striated space is space which is recur rently segmen ted, criss- 
crossed with partic u lar ways of think ing, seeing and eval u at ing asso ci ated 
with the major it arian. Smooth space is created where stri ations are disrup ted. 
Crucially, for Deleuze and Guattari, smooth space is where rhizo matic 
connec tions are taking place, where becom ings are occur ring unpre dict ably 
and thus stri ations are disrup ted in an unfore seen manner.

Cohesion in a public sphere argu ment written by a repres ent at ive of the 
socially/econom ic ally power ful can be conceived as stri ations across the 
text. The cohe sion of the argu ment could well striate discus sion of the topic 
and of the relat ively power less Other who opposes the major it arian view-
point and agenda. In tracing the cohe sion of a public sphere argu ment which 
attacks or char ac ter ises a socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less Other, 
or whose outlook poten tially affects this Other for the worse, the analyst is 
thus tracing stri ated space. For the reader who is not in the know, these stri-
ations may appear reasonable – space is thus left striated. In contrast, 
resisting these striations through the mapping of the argu ment’s cohes ive 
structure leaves smooth space. When I showed how the cohe sion of the 
public sphere argu ments of Parts II and III unrav elled, as the move ment was 
non- predestined and thus rhizo matic I produced smooth space in these 
argu ments. And, crucially, it was in the creat ive produc tion of smooth space 
that I deepened ethical respons ive ness to the Other.

Any binary set of terms is never in simple oppos i tion for Deleuze and 
Guattari. Just like Derrida, Deleuze and Guattari see concepts in terms of 
both/and rather than either/or. So, for smooth space and stri ated space:

the two spaces in fact exist only in mixture: smooth space is constantly 
being trans lated, trans versed into a stri ated space; stri ated space is 
constantly being reversed, returned to a smooth space. In the first case, 
one organ ises even the desert; in the second, the desert gains and grows; 
and the two can happen simul tan eously . . .

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987[1980]: 524)

Put another way, any deter rit ori al isa tion auto mat ic ally becomes a reter ri-
tori al isa tion. A corol lary of this is that analysts should be open to the 
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possib il ity that, in time, their mappings of a public sphere argu ment may  
need to be refreshed as fresh relev ant data comes to light.

10.6.7 Rhizome in prac tice

For Deleuze and Guattari, the point of philo sophy is concept creation 
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1994[1991]). Philosophical concepts should be 
‘intens ive’, meaning that they should lead to the produc tion of new connec-
tions and territ or ies. The emphasis in A Thousand Plateaus is the stim u lus 
poten tial of concepts such as rhizome. In prac tice, however, there are very 
few pure rhizomes. The horti cul tural rhizome needs someone to plant it in 
the first place. Its rhizo matic growth will be hindered by the nature of the 
soil, which might include chalk, clay, stones and so on. Similarly, the 
mapping of a public sphere argu ment cannot be rhizo matic in its purest 
sense since there needs to be an analyst conduct ing the mapping. In other 
words, the mapping is not a completely free, self- gener at ing, wholly unpre-
dict able move ment. Still, if the analyst is showing genuine hospit al ity to a 
(mostly) unfa mil iar Other, the keywords, lemmas, colloc a tions mined from 
the corpus invest ig a tion will data- drive engage ments with the argu ment that 
they should not have been able to foresee. The mapping of public sphere 
argu ments in this book is well within the spirit of Deleuze and Guattari 
(1987[1980]).

10.7 Analyst’s respons ive ness and respons ib il ity

10.7.1 The digital supple ment(s)

The digital supple ment(s) chosen should always be relev ant to the public 
sphere argu ment. Analysts need also to be sens it ive to the condi tions  
of the counter- discourse. It may be possible that only one digital supple ment 
needs to be mined to ascer tain convin cingly the counter- discourse. 
Alternatively, if the ethical subjectiv ity needs to be built from the counter- 
discourses of differ ent sub- groups, such as with the ‘anti-GM lobby’ 
(Chapter 9), more than one digital supple ment will be neces sary to mine.  
To ensure rigour, the public a tion dates of the texts in the refer ence  
corpus should normally be close to when the public sphere argu ment was 
written.

It is import ant also to under stand how keywords, lemmas, colloc a tions 
are being used in the texts of the corpus supple ment(s). This is to make sure 
that what we find in our corpus analyses is fairly well distrib uted across the 
texts of our corpus. Otherwise, our argu ment decon struc tions may have a 
skewed basis if keywords, lemmas, colloc a tions appear recur rently in only 
one or a few texts of the corpus/corpora.
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When we come to mine a digital supple ment and compare with the 
content of a public sphere argu ment to see if it can be decon struct ively 
mapped, we must be careful to avoid assum ing that a lexical absence in the 
argu ment is the same as a denota tional absence. The public sphere argu ment 
may be using differ ent lexis to talk about the same things discussed in the 
supple ment and vice versa.

10.7.2 Justifying qual it at ive judge ments in the  
decon struct ive analysis

Where the analyst high lights how a category in the argu ment subsumes  
and thus obfus cates – whether intended or not – a more specific category 
asso ci ated with the stand point of the Other, they may have to turn to altern-
at ive sources of evid ence to help their justi fic a tion. For example, in 
Chapter 9, I turned to authoritative definitions to justify treat ing ‘biod-
iversity’ as a meronym of ‘natural resources’. Moreover, qual it at ive co- 
 textual judge ments may need to be made and justi fied about which colloc ate 
to delete as a surplus meaning. As illus tra tion, in Chapter 5 I deleted ‘science’ 
and not ‘tried and tested’ in ‘tried and tested science’ because Little  
expli citly conten ded that GM had been tried out and seen to work. 
‘Tried and tested’ echoed a key point in his argu ment and so I retained this 
phrase.

10.7.3 Corroboration

If we are using a big corpus to create a discurs ive subjectiv ity, then  
corrob or a tion using another large corpus certainly helps. The notions of 
normal colloc a tion deficit and surplus are not abso lute ones since these 
judge ments are performed relat ive to the corpus employed. So, it is in the 
interests of the analyst to seek replic a tion where possible. Likewise, if we 
use a discus sion forum as a digital supple ment, it is import ant to seek 
corrob or a tion of any appar ent ‘big D’ Discourse find ings. In Chapter 8,  
I went to an author it at ive encyc lo pedic source on ‘new atheism’ to corrob-
or ate find ings from mining of the discus sion forum. Moreover, as I  
showed in Chapter 9, corrob or a tion may be done via mining of other digital 
supple ments.

One might object that if we have to follow up quant it at ive analysis of a 
discus sion forum by looking for qual it at ive corrob or a tion, why bother with 
quant it at ive invest ig a tion of a digital supple ment in the first place? A signi-
fic ant value of the quant it at ive analysis of a digital supple ment, in tandem 
with quant it at ive analysis of the preced ing argu ment, is that it can readily 
alert the reader to poten tially relev ant concep tual absences or infre quen cies 
in the argu ment. A qual it at ive contrast may not throw this into relief so 
easily. Another advant age of the quant it at ive contrast  ive analysis is that, if 
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a concep tual junc ture is revealed between public sphere argu ment and 
supple ment, this usefully provides the reader with a focused rationale for 
facil it at ing poten tial prob lem at ising of the argu ment. Avoiding keyword/
lemma analysis of a relev ant supple ment and going straight to the outside 
qual it at ive data source would mean the reader’s focus is more diffuse. They 
may be less sure of what to look for in the encyc lo pe dia entry, or whatever, 
in order to enable the argu ment’s prob lem at isa tion.

10.7.4 Taking account of expert voices

Imagine a public sphere argu ment denying climate change. Most of us do 
not have the scientific expert ise to cred ibly contest such an argu ment  
and would thus would do well to rely on the testi mony of a range of 
respec ted climate scient ists. Continuing this theme, consider an agri cul tural 
community whose land has increas ingly vanished through deser ti fic a tion; 
this community regu larly posts online evid ence of this deser ti fic a tion and its 
specific effects on their agri cul tural live li hoods. Whilst it is import ant to 
take account of the voices of communit ies such as these in oppos ing an 
argu ment denying climate change, cynical self- inter ested major it arian voices 
can always find a way of dismiss ing the perspect ive of those without much 
power. It is far harder to dismiss repeatedly veri fied scientific meas ure ment, 
by signi fic ant climate scient ists, of the retreat of arable land and the increase 
of deser ti fic a tion as a direct effect of global warming. In creat ing the most 
convin cing ethical subjectiv it ies apropos certain public sphere argu ments, 
we may need also to give signi fic ant weight to the opin ions of genuine 
experts.

10.7.5 Discussion forums and trolling

In discus sion forums, where one poster abuses another this is popularly 
known as ‘trolling’. Felicitously, the approach of this book demands taking 
account of a breadth of response, thus dimin ish ing the signi fic ance of indi-
vidual troll posts. Since keyword analysis of a discus sion forum ascer tains 
the crit ical mass of concepts of what posters say, how posters commu nic ate 
– which could include abusive language – should hope fully recede into the 
back ground. Basing an ethical subjectiv ity on multiple texts facil it ates an 
ethics of affirm a tion which gives the joyless troll a wide berth. All the same, 
if one does not want to worry about troll posts contam in at ing a corpus of 
discus sion forum posts, or indeed spam, it is best to choose a forum which 
employs moder at ors to remove such posts. Relatedly, the analyst should 
exer cise care over their choice of discus sion forum. One attached to a serious 
and respect able website is more likely to attract thought ful commu nic a tion, 
making it worth mining.
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10.8 (Post)human rights, becom ing- demo cratic 
and ethical respons ive ness

10.8.1 Do you need to have left- wing polit ics to create 
ethical subjectiv it ies?

Critical Discourse Analysts are usually expli cit about their polit ical align-
ment. Like many in CDA, my econo- polit ics veer left in that it is clear to me 
that govern ment has a key role in address ing socio- economic inequal ity. It 
is self- evident that there isn’t a tight correl a tion between the effort one 
invests to develop one’s talent and how one is rewar ded finan cially. Some 
profes sions cannot be ‘monet ised’ easily (e.g. fire fighter). As well as hard 
work, finan cial reward is down to the arbit rary beha viour of markets – 
which can be bene vol ent for some, but unkind for many others. The acci-
dent of having well- off parents with cultural capital, connec tions and the 
capa city to finance voca tional train ing which is not funded by the state also 
plays a large role in finan cial success in adult life. Ergo, since the wealthy did 
not become so purely from talent and hard work, they should cherish their 
good fortune and will ingly contrib ute ‘lucky tax’ for distri bu tion to the far 
less fortu nate to enable them to realise their poten tial too. (For instance, a 
levy on private schools could be redis trib uted to state schools which serve 
areas where parents are impov er ished and deprived in cultural capital). 
Everyone should not just be free to fulfil their poten tial to the best of their 
abil it ies, but given the resources to facil it ate the greatest possible devel op-
ment. If all chil dren and adults are finan cially enabled to make the best  
of their talents and accom plish their goals, includ ing those with great ideas 
for the creat ive economy, how could this not benefit a country’s GDP? 
Indeed, the well- off should be relaxed about such a ‘lucky tax’ since they are 
bene fi ciar ies of a more success ful economy in the long run.

Does the state ment above mean that analysts must have left- wing polit ics 
to create ethical subjectiv it ies? No. First, the obser va tion that the world  
is socially and econom ic ally unequal is not a polit ical state ment. It is a 
descrip tion of life. Politics, at its most impact ful, is the action a govern ment 
takes to change society – which may or may not include address ing 
inequal ity. Second, Part III’s emphasis was on growing ethical subjectiv it ies, 
not polit ical subjectiv it ies, in rela tion to the public sphere argu ment being 
engaged with. So, you don’t need to have, or take on, left- wing polit ics to 
use the approach of this book. You just need to open out to the socially/
econom ic ally disad vant aged Other in your engage ment with argu ments 
which criti cise, char ac ter ise or poten tially affect the Other’s posi tion for  
the worse. If you espouse econo- polit ics which lean right wards, then  
scru pu lously take account of the Other who is / claims to be affected 
deleteriously by this polit ics and econom ics, under stand their desire for 
polit ical change to address their social/economic inequal ity and/or 
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under stand the motiv a tions of their support ers. This prin ciple applies too to 
those on the left who claim to know the socially/econom ic ally relat ively 
power less Other which they speak for, when they may be insuf fi ciently 
know ledge able about the circum stances of this Other. The web allows us an 
aggreg ate and imman ent ‘in’ into the lives affected by the major it arian. The 
results of this data mining may surprise and thus off- centre those who veer  
left wards such as myself, cueing a rethink if we previ ously thought we 
accur ately repres en ted the Other in under stand ing the key issues with their 
plight.

It might help, at this point, if I say a little about how I teach the creation 
of ethical subjectiv it ies on a module in CDA. I initially frame the module by 
spot light ing the social/economic inequal ity of the planet. This is best done, 
in my view, ‘dryly’, marshalling relev ant stat ist ics from a variety of reput-
able bodies to convince the scep tical. Admittedly, it doesn’t sound like an 
excit ing way to kick- start a module. But facts about social/economic 
inequal ity, early on, give relent less devil’s advoc ates too much to chew on. I 
don’t then pour down anhyd rous throats what I regard as valid polit ical 
solu tions to the planet’s inequal it ies. It is hardly right for students to be 
exhor ted to choose a project focus just because it chimes with the educator’s 
ideas for polit ical change. It is, though, the role of an educator to encour age 
students to think for them selves. In line with an ethics of hospit al ity, students 
need to make their own decisions about which socially/econom ic ally rela-
tively power less group to show empathy to.

So, I hope it is clear that this book’s strategies, and how they can be used, 
are not neces sar ily connec ted to my polit ical outlook. Besides, the days of 
lumpen polit ical iden tity are long gone if they ever existed. Each of us is a 
criss- cross ing multiple of polit ical, economic and cultural values and iden-
tit ies which shift, to differ ing degrees, over time as well as mutat ing in their 
expres sion. Painting ourselves as left- wing, cent rist or right- wing helps in 
broadly commu nic at ing our outlook. But there is often much more nuance 
and complex ity in our posi tions (perhaps than we are willing to let on). That 
should, indeed, be the case because it means we are not being bovine in 
support of dogma, but are reflect ing, ration ally enga ging and thus 
progress ing. Moreover, not all causes which seek to address social/economic 
inequal ity can be polit ic ally labelled so neatly. For instance, it doesn’t  
neces sar ily follow that, in being opposed to media sexu al isa tion of  
girls, to rampant consumer ism, or to how unres trained hyper- capit al ism is 
destroy ing the envir on ment, you are left- wing. And it would be patron ising 
as well as plain wrong to claim that all on the polit ical right do not 
sympath ise with the socially/econom ic ally disad vant aged (though I usually 
find their solu tions for address ing such inequal ity – where they exist – either 
uncon vin cing or not going far enough). And lastly, it is not as if all those on 
the left agree. Trying to estab lish a firm left- wing basis for the creation of 
ethical subjectiv it ies, or for crit ical discourse studies more gener ally, given 
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the self- evident tensions between racin ated and dera cin ated left ists, between 
post-Enlightenment universalists and cultural relativists, certainly has its 
chal lenges.

10.8.2 Choosing socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less 
groups to build ethical subjectiv it ies around

But if there is no neces sar ily left- wing ground ing for the creation of ethical 
subjectiv it ies, is choice of socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less group 
to build an ethical subjectiv ity around arbit rary and worse relat iv ist? Why 
not, say, choose a fascist organ isa tion or a terror ist group to show empathy 
to? After all, such groups could be construed as relat ively power less in many 
places. One way of rebut ting a charge of relativ ism might be to draw up a 
list of ‘author ised’ socially/econom ic ally disad vant aged groups that I expect 
students to follow. If I wanted to come over as risibly and mega lo ma ni ac ally 
author it arian, that would certainly do it.

Some orient a tion I give to students which helps with their decision- 
making about which ethical subjectiv it ies to create. The first is to focus on 
the minor it arian and not the minor ity. Recall from 9.3.1 that these are not 
equi val ent notions. ‘Minority’ is quant it at ive, but ‘minor it arian’ is qual i-
tat ive. Fascists and terror ists may be minor it ies in a partic u lar society. But 
since they espouse inhos pit able, bigoted, non- plur al ised polit ics which 
would spur the promo tion of their becom ing at the expense of the becom ing 
of others, they cannot be considered minor it arian. To be minoritarian is not 
to act in a totalitarian manner once you have achieved greater equality. 
Moreover, some minor it ies may not just espouse awful polit ics; they might 
engage in perni cious prac tices, e.g. female genital mutil a tion. Becoming- 
minor it arian is to align oneself with progress rather than reac tion ary forces. 
The minor it arian is asso ci ated with posit ive trans form a tions, freedom from 
regress ive prac tices, and new oppor tun it ies for self- determ in a tion, and espe-
cially for redu cing inequal ity as far as possible. It is the seeds of becom ing; 
should the minor it arian be success ful, it deter rit ori al ises the major it arian in 
plur al ising voice.

A second orient a tion that I give students are the follow ing para met ers for 
creat ing ethical subjectiv it ies:

• secular demo cracy with a univer sally apply ing legal system;
• ‘becom ing- demo cratic’;
• univer sal human rights: the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights provides the minimum stand ard for subsequent national and 
inter na tional legis la tion such as the 2009 Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the European Union;

• the import ance of science: rigor ous empir ical evid ence and scientific 
know ledge are priv ileged as they should be anyway, and espe cially 
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given the import ance of genet ics and evol u tion ary theory for post-
human ist theor ising. Moreover, intel li gent tech no lo gies whose use by 
humans has also led to posthu man ist contem pla tion, self- evid ently, 
could not exist without physics, elec trical engin eer ing, etc.

With the latit ude of these para met ers, there is great scope for making ethical 
subjectiv it ies from the web; at the same time, these para met ers help avoid 
bad choices.

Ethically-direc ted curi os ity is a key orient a tion for creat ing posthu man 
subjectiv it ies: the desire to raise one’s aware ness of demo cratic defi cits in  
the wider world, not just on one’s door step. The minor it arian chimes with 
the idea of becom ing- demo cratic (9.4.1) since minor it arian gains should 
lead to greater polit ical repres ent a tion, diversity, equal ity and creat ive  
parti cip a tion in the demo cratic process and, in turn, better forms of  
demo cracy. The cliché about demo cra cies – that they are awful polit ical 
systems, but much better than the altern at ives – certainly contains some 
truth. One only has to see, for instance, how suscept ible demo cratic polit ical 
parties can be to the vested interests of corpor a tions and media moguls. 
And, of course, demo cra cies contain glaring social and economic inequal-
it ies; what purports to be a demo cracy may, in fact, be a hybrid of  
demo cracy, corpor a to cracy and pluto cracy. Still, this cliché is a rather 
demo tiv at ing way of looking at a polit ical system that, in prin ciple, could be 
good even if its various instan ti ations, prac tices and leaders can disil lu sion. 
The more posit ive orient a tion of ‘becom ing- demo cratic’ both affirms the 
prin ciple of demo cracy and the need to continu ally trans form its prac tices 
for the better.

Employing a univer sal human rights frame work assists clear decision- 
making about which Others to show digital hospit al ity to and which Others 
to rebuke. Without a human rights frame work, intel lec tual muddle can 
ensue with, for example, the Other being fetish ised.5 But, in encour aging the 
produc tion of posthu man subjectiv it ies against a human ist filter of human 
rights, am I not commit ting a contra dic tion? The follow ing medit a tion by 
the posthu man educa tion al ist, Carol Taylor helps appre ci ate the issues here:

as soon as we express the desire to ‘over come human ism’, we very 
quickly realize how utterly entwined we are within human ism’s afford-
ances and prob lem at ics, as femin ists and post- struc tur al ists already 
know. Any dis- entangling, there fore, has to be a continu ing and incis ive 
crit ical prac tice, not one done easily or ‘once and for all’. Yet the desire 
to ‘over come’ human ism is urgent and neces sary. One only has to think 
for a moment of the geopol it ical suffer ing, ecolo gical depred a tion, and 
epistem o lo gical viol ence that human ism, partic u larly in its alli ance with 
neo- colo ni al ism and hyper- capit al ism, has given rise to, to appre ci ate 
the urgency of the task. Thinking for a moment longer, though, might 
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bring to mind human ism’s legacy of univer sal human rights, communit-
arian polit ics and disab il ity equal ity legis la tion. These are things we 
humans would prob ably not want to do away with, albeit that they 
often work as posit ive guises beneath which human ism seeks to hide its 
wreck ages. One can appre ci ate that the larger project of becom ing 
posthu man is fraught with diffi culty . . .

(Taylor, 2016: 9)

This book reflects the current trans itional hybrid ity of human/posthu man. 
This change is taking place at differ ent speeds and in differ ent contexts; it is 
not neces sar ily continu ous. In a single day, we can switch between non-  
tech no lo gic ally medi ated human subjectiv it ies and tech no lo gic ally medi ated 
posthu man subjectiv it ies. Such switch ing is a priv ilege of living in the 
developed world. A very signi fic ant portion of the planet still exper i ences  
a relat ively tech no lo gic ally impov er ished life. Jettisoning human rights  
just because they are human ist would not only be philo soph ical indul gence, 
but a reck less evic tion of the baby with the bathwa ter. Posthumanist 
think ing requires careful and rigor ous probing of what posit ives of 
human ism can be retained/rein flec ted. While posthu man contexts burgeon, 
human rights remain import ant both outside and inside these contexts. As 
Rosi Braidotti says, ‘The posthu man era is ripe with contra dic tions . . .’ 
(Braidotti, 2013: 51).6

Let me sum up. Given the stress on becom ing- minor it arian and the para-
met ers of becom ing- demo cratic and human rights, I would not expect 
students to empath ise with relat ively power less bigoted organ isa tions/indi-
vidu als in their construc tion of posthu man subjectiv it ies. I hope too I have 
been clear that opening out to the Other, whilst exper i mental and ajar to 
unfore seen consequences, should also be a crit ical and rational engage ment 
which is never so welcom ing that our moral compass falls out. I have 
espoused an imman ent ethics in this book. But I have just endorsed secular 
demo cracy and human rights, that is to say, a set of polit ical, moral and 
legal prin ciples. But aren’t these prin ciples tran scend ent notions? And if so, 
isn’t there another contra dic tion here?

10.8.3 Immanent univer sal ism and gener at ive  
(post)human rights

Rights are not divinely conferred. They are always social construc tions out 
of partic u lar moments and circum stances. Acknowledging their status of 
social construct means rights can, in prin ciple, be improved/supple men ted 
as society changes. When rights become purely tran scend ent – and thus 
untouch able – they risk becom ing dysfunc tional. An example: reten tion in 
the twenty- first century of the second amend ment of the United States 
Constitution shows in tech ni col our the idiocy of pure tran scend ence. The 
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1791 ‘right to keep and bear arms’ applied to partic u lar histor ical condi-
tions – ‘a well regu lated militia being neces sary to the secur ity of a free 
state’.7 Moreover, the weapons that drafters of the amend ment had in mind 
included muskets, not semi- auto matic assault fire arms which have been so 
effect ive in slaughter ing chil dren at US schools. Another example: the 
univer sal declar a tion of human rights emerged from the carnage of the 
Second World War. Who could criti cise such an advance for human kind? 
And yet, if the human rights of 1948 became a pure untouch able tran scend-
ence, there would, for example, be fewer rights than now for people with 
disab il it ies whose needs were less well catered for then. And from the 
vantage of animal rights and posthu man ism, the 1948 declar a tion looks 
rather anthro po centric (Hanafin, 2014).

Deleuze takes issue with ‘tran scend ent univer sal ism’, where a univer sal 
perspect ive never changes and, over time, runs the risk of becom ing dysfunc-
tional (Deleuze and Parnet,1996a). In contrast, he espouses what could  
be called ‘imman ent universalism’, where the expres sion of univer sals is 
altered in accord ance with new prob lems and chan ging needs. That is to say, 
with his imman ent perspect ive, what happens ‘on the ground’ in specific 
encoun ters with the Other should always feed into the review and improve-
ment of (the wording of) rights (Deleuze, 1995[1990]: 153; Patton, 2011: 
120–121; Patton, 2012: 15–31; Smith, 2012: 158–159). A concep tion of 
unchan ging human rights which fixes what it means to be human would not 
do for Deleuze. Crucially, also, he asserts the import ance of being free to 
conjure new rights which open up poten tial for life and what ‘human’ can 
mean. In other words, rights should not just protect, but should enable creat ive 
possib il it ies.

Echoing Deleuze’s imman ent univer sal ism, and Derrida’s ethics too, when 
I said that choice of Other to build an ethical subjectiv ity around should be 
guided by the para meter of univer sal human rights, this does not entail 
being lashed to an immob ile tran scend ence of gener al ised maxims. After all, 
the minimum stand ard of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
is continu ally supple men ted. And in time, this supple ment a tion, will need to 
facil it ate passage to an equit able social and economic posthu man future. 
Consider a future where bodily alter a tions from expens ive biotech no lo gies, 
nano tech no lo gies and gene ther apies lead to a qual it at ively differ ent human 
with super ior body and brain perform ance through out the lifespan, no 
possib il ity of devel op ing cancers, no deteri or a tion of memory, and with the 
ageing process slowed or even suspen ded. We will need, at some point, 
posthu man rights to avert a perni cious state of affairs where the rich are 
deriv ing the most health benefit and life enhance ment. Posthuman health 
enhance ment should never be just the preserve of the wealthy. Working out 
the rela tion ship between human rights and posthu man/transhuman rights 
may, though, prove to be rather a fraught process. The legal scholar, 
Upendra Baxi:
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The rela tion ship of human rights with the posthu man is a troubled  
one, at least on certain apoca lyptic construc tions of the emer gent 
posthu man. It may well be, on this register, that human rights as we 
know them may soon consti tute the ‘remem brance of things past’.  
Or, they may survive without the majesty of the human ist vision  
and remain only avail able in the future as facil it at ing human attrib ute/
trait enhance ment or more gener ally as rein for cing the sover eign  
logics of trade- related market friendly human rights of global capital. 
Whether the tech nos cience- created future worlds are ‘accursed’ or 
‘blessed’ will remain import ant ques tions in any future inter rog a tion  
of human rights values as inform ing/misin form ing the bases for  
judge ment.

(Baxi, 2007: 237–238)

10.8.4 Aggregating oppressed voices to bypass the clash ing 
of rights

Operationalising a human rights perspect ive can be tricky when differ ent 
social groups and organ isa tions, as well as indi vidu als, inter pret rights  
in differ ent ways, or invoke differ ent rights which serve their interests  
best. To return to Chapter 7, some femin ists criti cised ‘Page 3’ because  
of its unequal sexual objec ti fic a tion of women, thus invok ing the right  
of gender equal ity. In contrast, The Sun at differ ent points said that anti-
Page 3 campaign ers were seeking to infringe the right of freedom of  
expres sion. The nomadic subjectiv it ies of this book get past poten tial 
clash ing of rights and argu ment at ive stale mate. This is because web- based 
aggreg a tion of oppressed voices has been emphas ised – an ethical  
injunc tion that obliges us to seek out and aggreg ate, on the web, a voice 
multiple of those afflic ted by the major it arian ideo logy, policy or cultural 
object.

An illus tra tion. By mining the www.Change.org comments I discovered 
that a common issue with Page 3 was that young girls find it disturb ing that 
their fathers looked at that bit of The Sun. The family news pa per setting for 
soft porno graphy is inap pro pri ate because there is plenty of testi mony that 
it leads to body image prob lems for girls going through puberty. I didn’t 
eval u ate ‘Page 3’ via the notion that it is sexistly unequal, a notion which 
can be inter preted differ ently and contested across indi vidu als and cultural/
polit ical group ings. Indeed, debate about what ‘sexism’ may or may not 
mean in rela tion to female sexual display can lead to argu ment at ive grid lock 
in my exper i ence. Harvesting a multiple of oppressed voices from the web is 
an anti dote to such para lysis; aggreg ate at scale the testi mony of those who 
suffer from a major it arian ideo logy, policy or cultural object and let the 
data speak for itself. (Even better take the data into Self and create a 
posthuman subjectiv ity).

http://www.Change.org
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10.9 Other issues with the creation of posthu man 
subjectiv it ies

10.9.1 Identifying the socially/econom ic ally power less

The judge ment of who has power and who does not can be tricky. As illus-
tra tion, consider the pro-GM argu ment which took issue with ‘the anti-GM 
lobby’. In certain coun tries – such as the UK – anti-GM lobby ists have been 
effect ive in helping to restrict GM agri cul ture. So, one might say vis-à- vis 
the UK, GM compan ies are relat ively power less. But this needs to be 
balanced against the relat ively power less condi tion of small- scale farmers  
in the devel op ing world. Another thing that is import ant to state is that the 
socially/econom ic ally disad vant aged and their support ers are not neces-
sar ily equi val ent. The latter may indeed be quite power ful figures and far 
from being socially/econom ic ally deprived.8 All the same, any group which 
campaigns for partic u lar social/economic reform is not, by defin i tion, in a 
posi tion of power apropos their specific aims even if group members are 
indi vidu ally power ful and socially/econom ic ally advant aged.

From a soci olo gical perspect ive, the dicho tomy of socially/econom ic ally 
relat ively power ful versus relat ively power less may appear simplistic. It is 
not a soph ist ic ated and nuanced soci olo gical model of power. But it is  
not inten ded to be. Such a model is required if you are seeking to explain 
how power works in society. In offer ing prac tical strategies for crit ic ally en- 
ga ging with public sphere argu ments, the second strand of this book is not 
academic explan at ory soci ology. It is rigor ous empathy. When an analyst 
empath ises with those who are seeking to reduce their social/economic 
inequal ity, they empath ise with how a partic u lar social group sees them-
selves – as currently lacking in power relat ive to those that do.

10.9.2 Allow the data to surprise you into ‘not- you’;  
avoid ing circu lar ity

The posthu man ist prin ciple of finding ways in our study to ‘take data into 
ourselves’, so as to drive form a tion of new subjectiv it ies, entails that ‘the 
“what” of the study must be able to parti cip ate, to surprise the researcher’ 
(Snaza et al., 2014: 50; 52). The data- driven approach of this book echoes 
this posthu man ist perspect ive in encour aging an emer gent and thus 
surpris ing decen ter ing of the analyst via their discov ery, and absorb ing into 
Self, of the Other’s ‘Big D’ Discourse. And, in promot ing a discov ery- based 
pedagogy, this bypasses the issue of circu lar ity that CDA has been accused 
of (2.6.2). In other words, since the analyst is corpus- driven, direc ted by the 
results of data mining that they could not easily pre- figure, there is no ready- 
made inter pret a tion to project onto the text and then, in circu lar fashion, 
ratify by subsequent analysis.
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10.9.3 Deterritorialise!

If you already have a polit ical and ethical commit ment to the socially/
econom ic ally relat ively power less Other criti cised in a public sphere argu-
ment, then you are prob ably not showing hospit al ity if you proceed to a 
decon struct ive analysis. In such an event, there would be no point in 
explor ing possible coher ence prob lems in the argu ment. Self is not being 
inter rup ted. It would be a little like having dinner with one’s twin who lives 
next door – the famili ar ity might be comfort ing, but the exper i ence is prob-
ably not so extend ing. The web affords mani fold oppor tun it ies for deter rit-
ori al isa tion, for discov er ing demo cratic defi cits which go beyond one’s 
exist ing know ledge. Why invest ig ate to the n-th degree what should be 
obvious to you already?

10.9.4 Preferring not to create ethical subjectiv it ies

Corpus linguistic method is ethic ally neutral. The corpus- driven approach of 
this book could, thus, be used to decon struct straw man argu ments written 
by the relat ively power less, or their repres ent at ives, which criti cise the relat-
ively power ful. Just because we are members of a socially/econom ic ally 
relat ively power less group, or a supporter of this group, this does not absolve 
us of the dialect ical oblig a tion to avoid straw man argu ments. Besides, it can 
be reveal ing to find that our favour ite polit ical comment at ors have distor ted 
the posi tions of relat ively power ful groups/organ isa tions or omitted relev ant 
details from their stand points. Distortion of any stand point is always dia- 
lectically wrong, being faineant, unrig or ous and preclud ing of mean ing ful 
debate. The public sphere is better served when the arguer has taken the time 
to report accur ately the key concerns of the stand point they attack.9 

10.10 The Other

10.10.1 Same- isation

Derrida wrote an essay on Levinas’ Totality and Infinity (Derrida, 
1978[1967]). He points out a paradox across Levinas’s book. Totality and 
Infinity is dedic ated to going beyond the Same into a philo soph ical artic u la-
tion of the Other. But it is impossible to discuss the Other philo soph ic ally 
without using the language of philo sophy. This means that when Levinas 
discusses the Other, he is doing so, in part, using the language of philo soph-
ical autonomy. It is thus not feas ible for Levinas to artic u late Otherness 
without using the language of the Same. Derrida’s criti cism alerts us to the 
prospect that we may domest ic ate the Other without real ising; we may be 
redu cing the Other to the categor ies we use to see the world. Logically 
speak ing, this is unavoid able. It cannot be possible for me to read a text 
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purely from the perspect ive of the Other since I am not the Other. Any 
attempt to do so neces sar ily accom mod ates the Other into the Same.

So goes the philo soph ical argu ment. Does it always have to be like this in 
prac tice? Or put another way, how can we reduce the prospect of domest i-
c a tion of the Other? Software- based quant it at ive analysis helps. Relatively 
frequent categor ies in the Other’s counter- discourse are object ively gener-
ated data. The analyst did not subject ively arrive at these category results. 
The very objectiv ity of corpus- gener ated frequency data about the Other’s 
categories helps apply some braking, at least, on the analyst domest ic at ing 
the Other in accord ance with their own social, cultural and polit ical lights.

10.10.2 Totalisation

The ethical subjectiv it ies of this book are neces sar ily gener al ised. But this 
does not mean they do not show sens it iv ity to plur al ity. Returning to the 
anti-Page 3 campaign: the ethical subjectiv ity was based on a Sun reader 
which expli citly includes girl readers. This is a better state of affairs than the 
(ground less) total isa tion in O’Neill’s argu ment. I acknow ledge, though, that 
I may be glossing over key differ ences here among girl Sun readers.

This acknow ledge ment is a reminder that there must always be differ-
ences within social categor ies no matter how much we divide them. But this 
does not stymie digit ally-driven decon struct ive analysis so long as we 
perform a decon struc tion using categor ies which are less total ised than the 
categor ies used by the argu ment’s author. It is a matter of degree. That said, 
use of a fairly total ised stand point subjectiv ity may be justi fi able. For 
example, in Chapter 9 the target of Julian Little’s argu ment is the ‘anti-GM 
lobby’. Naturally, there will be differ ences of opinion and emphasis across 
differ ent envir on mental campaign ing groups. But since Little has a total ised 
crit ical target, I was justi fied in pulling together conver gent key motiv a tions 
across differ ent anti-GM campaign groups.

10.11 A dialogue with crit ical voices

10.11.1 What the method does not set out to do . . .

You don’t encour age delib er a tion on the logical struc ture of a public sphere 
argu ment.

It would be odd to ignore an argu ment’s reasons. And, to discuss an 
argument usually involves giving a summary of it. But to delib er ate prop erly 
on an argu ment’s logical struc ture involves its comprehensive and systematic 
recon struc tion; this book obvi ously takes an altern at ive approach.
By focus ing on cohe sion and coher ence only, a student can miss signi fic ant 
aspects of an argu ment’s rhet or ical dimen sion as well as falla cies other than 
straw men.
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The focus here is not to under stand compre hens ively the rhet or ical dimen-
sions to a public sphere argu ment or to spot other falla cies within the argu-
ment. Many text books in crit ical think ing already help students to do this. 
That said, an advant age of import ing relev ant absences into a public sphere 
argu ment and seeing how certain rhet or ical dimen sions are rendered 
defect ive is that this very proced ure makes us aware of rhet or ical dimen-
sions that we might other wise not spot.

10.11.2 ‘Ordinary’ reading . . .

How do you know that the decon struc tions via discurs ive/ethical subjectiv-
it ies actu ally replic ate what an actual reader would do?

These data- driven gener al ised posthu man subjectiv it ies are not equi val ent 
to indi vidual human subjectiv it ies.
People don’t ordin ar ily read public sphere argu ments in the way you propose.

What is ‘ordin ary’ reading? We are increas ingly posi tioned by machine- 
driven, hybridly construc ted perspect ives. For example, web- based news 
media habitu ally aggreg ate, from social media, indi vidual reac tions to an 
event alongside the news story reporting that event. In a world where non- 
unitary posthu man addressor subjectiv it ies increas ingly posi tion the reader, 
this book advoc ates a resist ant reading where the human takes charge of 
creat ing their own posthu man subjectiv it ies.

10.11.3 Reading strategy . . .

Mapping of an argu ment may vary with differ ent readers. Doesn’t that 
mean mapping is select ive, subjectively interpretative and thus a problem?

Selectivity in mapping and subject ive inter pret a tion are red herrings. The 
crucial issue is avoid ing arbit rar i ness as much as possible in order to increase 
the like li hood that the decon struc tion is convin cing.

Selectivity: given the rhizo matic nature of mapping, re- entry points into 
the same argu ment could well differ for differ ent analysts. The import ant 
thing is that re- entry is not done arbit rar ily. In other words, the analyst does 
not locate in the argu ment some thing they find objec tion able, they find 
inter est ing to comment on that partic u lar day. They fix on some thing in the 
public sphere argu ment having been data- direc ted towards it by empir ical 
evid ence outside the text (2.6.2);

Subjective inter pret a tion: all text inter pret a tion is subject ive. How could 
it be other wise? To criti cise an inter pret a tion of a text for being subject ive 
is to criti cise a reader for having their own brain. Crucially in the approach 
of this book, subject ive inter pret a tion is driven by object ively gener ated 
corpus data, which reduces arbit rar i ness in mapping. In provid ing quant i-
tat ive author ity for the decon struc tion, chances are increased that it is 
accept able to others. In other words, because it has been rigor ously executed, 
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the decon struc tion has a better chance of being inter- subject ively valid (even 
if it might be a decon struc tion another analyst of the same argu ment did not 
execute).
If you compare a public sphere argu ment with a digital supple ment, given 
the variety of texts in the latter, and the size differ ence between the argu-
ment and the supple ment, you will always see absences from the argu ment 
which are present in the supple ment.

This is true, but another red herring. The key ques tion that the analyst 
needs to ask them selves is whether or not the absences from the argu ment 
are relev ant absences from how the topic is normally discussed and/or how 
the criti cised in an argu ment habitu ally discusses its stand point.

10.11.4 Miscellaneous . . .

You say the second analyt ical strand is a type of CDA. But it does not take 
into account the social- situ ated ness of the reader.

That’s right. I don’t have a fixed idea of what CDA should be, a set of 
prac tices which origin ated in a pre- digital era (see 11.4).
Appreciation of the Other lacks depth.

While the posthu man subjectiv it ies of this book are (unavoid ably) 
shallow, crucially they also have breadth. This is key to these subjectiv it ies; 
because they are based on multiple texts, they can carry quant it at ive 
author ity. These subjectiv it ies do not substi tute for deeper appre ci ation of 
the Other such as might be afforded via ethno graphic method, or even just 
wider reading – which presum ably will follow if the analyst’s decon struc-
tion leads to polit ical align ment with the Other. The purpose of these 
subjectiv it ies, ultimately, is to get crit ical eval u at ive work done with satis-
fact ory rigour for analysts who were previ ously not in the know. Figure 10.1 
contrasts the posthu man subjectiv it ies of this book and ethno graphy on this 
point.
It looks like a lot of work to compile a discurs ive/ethical subjectiv ity from 
the World Wide Web. Why not just read one relev ant website, book, etc.?

Similar point: if you did this, your discurs ive subjectiv ity and/or ethical 
subjectiv ity, would not have quant it at ive stand ing and thus would not carry 
convic tion. For example, we may see from one anti-GM website that a 
writer links ‘GM safety’ to both ‘health’ and ‘envir on ment’. But without 
examin ing multiple relev ant texts, we cannot know for sure if this is a 
common feature across anti-GM counter- discourse. Moreover, basing 
discurs ive/ethical subjectiv it ies on the conver gences across multiple texts 
has the advant age of helping to bypass partic u lar biases in how a single 
author has medi ated a topic.
Not all arguers are trying to deceive.

Whether or not distor tion/obfus ca tion of the stand point of the Other is 
delib er ate, it is still distor tion/obfus ca tion.
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You’re expect ing readers to spend time and effort which may merely lead to 
them reject ing a public sphere argu ment. How negat ive.

Analysts are encour aged to discover new territ or ies. Whatever subjectiv ity 
an analyst grows, borders should be crossed, hori zons and know ledge 
should be exten ded. Positive things.

Notes
1 In Part III, I focused on public sphere argu ments which expli citly attack relat-

ively power less stand points. But, I could have focused instead on public sphere 
argu ments which bypass completely – delib er ately or through ignor ance – the 
key crit ical concerns of relev ant dissent ing groups.

2 An ethical subjectiv ity, in this book, is a group stand point subjectiv ity; natur ally, 
not all stand point subjectiv it ies are group subjectiv it ies. A stand point subjectiv ity 
could just be the stand point of a single indi vidual; the stand point of one indi-
vidual who empath ises with a socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less group is 
not then, on this book’s outlook, equi val ent to an ‘ethical subjectiv ity’.

3 Posthumanism is not to be confused with ‘transhuman ism’. A transhuman would 
be a human who is dramat ic ally improved with tech no lo gical implants. The 
‘bionic man’ of the 1970s TV series ‘The Six Million Dollar Man’ is a fictional 
transhuman. Posthumanism is regarded as distinct from transhuman ism because 
the latter ‘implies that there is a distinct ive entity iden ti fi able as the “human”, a 
human “self” or “person” which can do with some improve ment’. Unlike 
posthu man ism, transhuman ism ‘refuses to see the human as a construct enmeshed 
with other forms of life and treats tech no logy as a means of “adding” to already 
exist ing human qual it ies’ (Nayar, 2014: 6). Transhumanism is, then, ‘an inten-
sific a tion of human ism’ (Wolfe, 2010: xv).

4 Indeed, it is because of such univer sal infer ence- making that the applied linguist 
Guy Cook argues for a broader defin i tion of text than the symbols on a page 

Figure 10.1 Posthuman subjectiv it ies versus ethno graphy: contex tual breadth and depth.
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which we can form coher ence of: ‘By ‘a text’, I mean the linguistic forms in a 
stretch of language, and those inter pret a tions of them which do not vary with 
context’ (Cook, 1994: 24).

5 The follow ing criti cism of the veteran human rights campaigner Peter Tatchell, 
as racially insens it ive, amongst other things, is an example of this confused 
mindset: http://www.pinknews.co.uk/2016/02/22/academ ics- and-activists- 
condemn-bully peter- tatchell-in- open-letter/ [accessed July 2016]. Peter Tatchell’s 
reply to this critique is contained in this weblink.

6 The para meter of univer sal human rights is echoed in the think ing of the crit ical 
discourse analysts Isabela Fairclough and Norman Fairclough on the norm at ive 
found a tions of CDA: ‘We want to ground CDA norm at ively in a set of values 
that closely approx im ate a list of univer sal human rights, or duties/oblig a tions 
that we have towards our fellow beings [. . .] and more precisely in a list of 
human capab il it ies that define a concept of human flour ish ing or well- being 
[. . .]. The ethical found a tions that we ground CDA with are not relativ istic, in 
the sense that we do not think that one should give recog ni tion to just any value 
that partic u lar communit ies happen to hold. Not any differ ence should be given 
recog ni tion: in partic u lar those that infringe human rights, hinder human cap- 
ab il it ies or violate funda mental duties we have towards each other. . . .’ Fairclough 
and Fairclough (2012: 60).

7 Available at http://www.archives.gov/exhib its/charters/bill_of_rights_tran script.
html [accessed July 2016].

8 For example, Prince Charles of the UK royal family is a critic of GM; Richard 
Dawkins has a global profile as both a biolo gist and as a critic of reli gion.

9 Indeed, a broader prin ciple behind this book is its espousal of slow journ al ism. 
Available at http://nieman re ports.org/articles/the- value-of- slow-journalism- in-
the- age-of- instant-information/ [accessed July 2016].

http://www.pinknews.co.uk/2016/02/22/academics-and-activistscondemn-bullypeter-tatchell-in-open-letter/
http://www.pinknews.co.uk/2016/02/22/academics-and-activistscondemn-bullypeter-tatchell-in-open-letter/
http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/bill_of_rights_transcript.html
http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/bill_of_rights_transcript.html
http://www.niemanreports.org/articles/the-value-of-slow-journalism-inthe-age-of-instant-information/
http://www.niemanreports.org/articles/the-value-of-slow-journalism-inthe-age-of-instant-information/
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Chapter 11

Deterritorialisations

11.1 Orientation

In this last chapter, I show the deter rit ori al isa tions of the book. These are 
broadly in rela tion to:

• crit ical think ing
• crit ical discourse analysis and pedagogy
• Jacques Derrida.

11.2 Posthuman crit ical think ing

11.2.1  Orientation

This book decentres human subjectiv ity through encour aging inter fa cing 
with machines for the creation of altern at ive subjectiv it ies. It thus has a 
posthu man framing. In turn, since its crit ical eval u ation of a public sphere 
argu ment depends on the creation of posthu man subjectiv it ies, the book 
presents a posthu man crit ical think ing.

Reconstruction of an argu ment in crit ical think ing takes as its start ing 
point what is inside an argu ment such as the reasons supplied for its conclu-
sion. In contrast, and reflect ing its posthu man approach to crit ical think ing, 
this book has eval u ated public sphere argu ments on the basis of what is 
found outside them in digital supple ments. Some digital supple ments will 
need to be construc ted. The approach of this book thus also chimes with the 
tradi tion in the digital human it ies of ‘crit ical making’ where engage ment 
with tech no logy in order to make a mater ial product facil it ates crit ical 
think ing (Ratto, 2011; Ratto and Boler, 2014). That is to say, crit ical 
perspect ive on a public sphere argu ment can be achieved through making of 
a digital supple ment to insti tute other ness.1
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11.2.2 Deconstructive focus and rela tion ship to formal 
recon struc tion

Given the assump tion in critical thinking that an argu ment’s analysis requires 
comprehensive and systematic recon struc tion of its logical structure, another 
deter rit ori al isa tion of this book is its decon struct ive approach to crit ic ally 
eval u at ing argu ments. A corol lary is the approach of this book leaves the 
text intact. This does not mean the recon struct ive approach is rejec ted. As I 
have said repeatedly, if you want to under stand the logical dimen sion of a 
public sphere argu ment, if you want to weigh up whether or not it is ration-
ally persuas ive, you need to recon struct its logical struc ture as best you can. 
I see the decon struct ive approach of this book as comple ment ary to recon-
struc tion. This can work in two ways:

• ‘Gatekeeping’ strategy: why bother recon struct ing an argu ment’s logical 
struc ture if its coher ence unravels because it does not accur ately char ac-
ter ise the stand point it criti cises, or because it does not discuss and eval-
u ate a topic using stand ard terms of refer ence? This decon struct ive 
approach could, then, be used as a gate keep ing strategy.

• Alternative to recon struc tion: as I flagged in Chapter 2 and showed in 
Chapter 6, recon struc tion is not always a straight for ward busi ness. 
Implicit premises may be tricky to recover; it can be taxing to work out 
which bits of a public sphere argu ment are relev ant; parts of the argu-
ment may be (delib er ately) vague. The decon struct ive approach of this 
book could be used as an altern at ive to recon struc tion where the latter 
is diffi cult to accom plish.

11.2.3 The above applies to func tional recon struc tion too

When I recon struc ted argu ments in chapters 2 and 6 into premises and 
conclu sion, I was in fact enga ging in formal recon struc tion. But recon struc-
tion can be func tional too. This is where the analyst indic ates the role or 
func tion of premises. The func tional approach to crit ical argu ment a tion is 
well estab lished. I provide a little cover age of func tional recon struc tion below 
so the reader will appre ci ate how the approach of this book can also work as 
a gate keep ing strategy for, or an altern at ive to, func tional recon struc tion.

A major impetus for looking at argu ments func tion ally is Toulmin (1958). 
Rather than ‘premise’, Toulmin uses the func tional categor ies of ‘claim’, 
‘grounds’, ‘warrant’ and ‘backing’. He holds that these categor ies provide a 
more real istic account of what we do when we justify argu ments. As an 
example, take an argu ment which makes a claim that men are always more 
likely to go to prison than women. What Toulmin calls the grounds is the 
back ground inform a tion or facts on which we base our argu ment. For this 
argu ment, the grounds would be that there are currently many more men in 
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prison than women. It’s still a leap to claim that men are always more likely 
to go to prison than women. So, there needs to be some justi fic a tion for the 
link between grounds and claim. This is what Toulmin calls the warrant. A 
possible warrant for this argu ment is that testoster one makes men more 
prone to viol ence / risk- taking. A warrant on its own may not be convin cing, 
however. It helps if we can provide support for the warrant – using what 
Toulmin calls the backing. One possible backing for the above warrant 
might be to invoke a wide range of respec ted evol u tion ary psycho lo gists 
who agree with the warrant. Figure 11.1 shows the func tional rela tion ship 
of this argu ment:

Figure 11.1 A Toulminian func tional schem at isa tion of an argu ment.

With these func tional rela tions schem at ised, delib er a tion on the argu ment is 
facil it ated. In Chapter 6, I could have recon struc ted Hitchens’ sub- argu ments 
by showing the func tional nature of their premises. All the same, similar 
chal lenges would have arisen with identi fy ing relev ant and/or impli cit 
grounds, back ings and warrants.

In 11.3–11.5, I will high light deter rit ori al isa tions of pedago gical CDA. 
But it is appro pri ate to flag here a new pedago gical approach in CDA which 
expli citly depends on the func tional recon struc tion of argu ment, and which 
the deconstructive approach of this book complements. This approach is 
designed by Isabela Fairclough and Norman Fairclough. What is differ ent 
from Norman Fairclough’s earlier work is that, rather than only focus ing on 
the rhet or ical dimen sion of an argu ment (or of texts gener ally), there is a 
focus on the logical dimen sion. Echoing the Toulminian tradi tion, Fairclough 
and Fairclough (2012) devise a func tional frame work for the analysis of 
argu ments in order to facil it ate delib er a tion on them. Like Toulmin, they 

Grounds 

There are many more men in 
prison than women 

Warrant 

Testosterone makes men more prone to 
violence I risk-taking 

Backing 

This warrant is supported by a wide range 
01 respected evolutionary psychologists 

Claim 

Men are always more likely to 
go to prison than women 



Deterritorialisations 287

indic ate how premises have differ ent func tional roles to play. But with its 
focus on polit ical argu ment, their analyt ical scheme departs from Toulmin’s. 
Fairclough and Fairclough’s frame work is designed to capture the common 
func tional elements employed by a politi cian when they seek to persuade an 
elect or ate. Typically in a polit ical argu ment, the politi cian argues for a solu-
tion that, in their opinion, will remedy the social or economic circum stances 
that the politi cian has iden ti fied as prob lem atic and repres en ted in a partic-
u lar manner to suit their polit ical purposes. The politi cian will not only 
assert they have the means to achieve their partic u lar goal of alle vi at ing 
these prob lem atic circum stances, but will press home the import ance of 
their values, which the elect or ate will need to buy into if the politi cian is to 
gain office to achieve their aim. In Fairclough and Fairclough’s analyt ical 
scheme, what I have italicised are all func tional premises in the politi cian’s 
argu ment. The solu tion that the politi cian offers – what they claim is the 
action that needs to be taken to realise their goal – is the conclu sion to the 
argu ment. Figure 11.2 is a simpli fied version of the func tional schem at isa-
tion found in Fairclough and Fairclough (2012):

Figure 11.2  Fairclough and Fairclough’s (2012) analyt ical scheme for prac tical argu ment a-
tion analysis; adapted from Fairclough and Fairclough (2012: 45).
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Echoing what I said earlier, I see the decon struct ive approach of this book 
as comple ment ary to Fairclough and Fairclough’s recon struct ive scheme, 
poten tially working as a ‘gate- keeping’ strategy, or as an altern at ive strategy, 
when func tional recon struc tion is chal len ging to oper a tion al ise.

11.2.4 Public sphere argu ments and online beha viour

A peruser of discus sion forums will struggle to encounter recur rent recon-
struc tion of argu ments which posters have executed in order to facil it ate 
delib er a tion on their logical struc ture. While there are a variety of ways of 
respond ing to public sphere argu ments in online discus sion forums, one is 
partic u larly salient in my exper i ence. Relative to their know ledge, the poster 
contends that the argu ment has omitted some thing crucial. The argu ment 
thus unravels in the poster’s opinion – in the sense that it cannot be taken 
seri ously without consid er a tion of what has been omitted. As illus tra tion, 
here is an online comment which quotes and responds to a frag ment from a 
public sphere argu ment:

Fragment from argu ment: “Given that Istvan Csurka admit ted that he 
was an inform ant for the Hungarian commun ist author it ies . . .”.

Response from poster comment ing on this frag ment: Csurka was 
forced into this role and never spied on anybody. Being forced into 
becom ing an inform ant was a common fate under commun ist- social ist 
rule in Hungary. This would have been worth while mention ing, just to 
get the facts right.2

It is not surpris ing that this kind of online response to a public sphere argu-
ment is so common and much more frequent than recon struc tion (even if 
the poster knows how to perform recon struc tion). Identifying a relev ant 
absence on the basis of one’s know ledge is an imme di ate and non- labour- 
intens ive way of assess ing an argu ment’s cred ib il ity.

In conclu sion, given that high light ing absences from a public sphere argu-
ment on the basis of relev ant know ledge is the corner stone of this book’s 
strategies, there is a rela tion ship between these strategies and this habitual 
form of online engage ment with argu ments. Though the strategies of this 
book go further in insist ing on quant it at ive author ity for decon struc tion, 
thus redu cing arbit rar i ness in what the analyst regards as a relev ant absence, 
there is all the same a continuum from this form of online beha viour to the 
beha viour of the posthu man decon struct ive analyst.
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11.3 Critical linguist ics and pedagogy

11.3.1 Critical linguist ics and locat ing distor tion/ 
obfus ca tion as a first- order oper a tion

The reader will recall, from Chapter 2, that Critical Linguistics is a branch of 
CDA (and, more generally speaking, a branch of Critical Discourse Studies). 
Critical Linguistics draws on systemic func tional grammar (SFG) to explain in 
rigor ous detail how language (often the language of media texts) distorts and 
obfus cates. I high light ‘explain’ because use of SFG can’t actu ally reveal distor-
tion or obfus ca tion in a text. To disclose where a text has distor ted the agency 
of an action it reports, we need to know what happened in the event. We need 
relev ant know ledge. As I wrote in Chapter 2, a corol lary of this is the follow ing: 
when crit ical linguists use SFG to explain how language distorts and obfus-
cates, this is a second- order oper a tion. The crit ical linguist most likely explains 
the linguistic basis for distor tion and obfus ca tion they can already intuit.

The strategies of this book are differ ent from Critical Linguistics because 
they stress the import ance of non- predestined read ings. In contrast, the 
analyst discov ers distor tion and obfus ca tion of which they were previ ously 
unaware and thus couldn’t intuit. Stressing this becom ing of the analyst 
makes the decon struct ive approach of this book a first- order oper a tion for 
reveal ing distor tion and obfus ca tion in public sphere argu ments.3

11.3.2 Metalinguistic- lite ness

Unlike Critical Linguistics, the decon struct ive approach offered here does 
not require very much metalan guage. Cohesive metalan guage is needed – 
after all, the analyst cannot deter rit ori al ise unless they know the territ ory  
of the text and thus how the topic and/or SotC have been framed. But there 
is no need for compre hens ively tracing the text with SFG metalan guage 
(or any other metalan guage) as promoted in CDA text books. Concept- 
light corpus linguistic method powers the argu ment’s eval u ation rather  
than being ancil lary to an eval u ation which is conduc ted with detailed  
meta lin guistic descrip tion. That is to say, where this book employs ethical 
subjectiv it ies (optionally in tandem with discursive subjectivities), it is not a 
corpus- based form of CDA, but a corpus- driven one.

11.3.3 Treating a text as an ‘interior’ hinders  
trans form at ive reading

Labour-intensive meta lin guistic tracing of a text in Critical Linguistics to 
explain how a text distorts and obfus cates social actors – some thing we 
prob ably intu ited already – is a booby prize from a Deleuzian perspect ive. 
This is because, echoing the quota tion from Deleuze and Guattari 
(1987[1980]: 13–14) in Section 9.7.1, tracing the text ‘always comes back 
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“to the same” ’ in showing what compet ent analysts we are. Text descrip-
tion in Critical Linguistics is not a rhizo matic mapping which enables 
genuine becom ing – discov er ing that a public sphere argu ment distorts or 
obfus cates the stand point it criti cises.

Part of the reason, Critical Linguistics merely explains how a text obfus-
cates or distorts social actors is because it treats a text as an ‘interior’. It 
looks at the text in its own terms, tracing it with labels, rather than relat ing 
the text to some thing else. In contrast, connect ing the interior of a public 
sphere argu ment to the exter ior of a digital supple ment leads to seeing the 
argu ment in a fresh manner. The very act of connect ing an interior to an 
exter ior facil it ates ‘betwee ness’. And, as I flagged in Chapter 9, it is between 
things that trans form at ive insight is gener ated for Deleuze.

11.3.4 Critical meta phor analysis

The analysis of meta phor has been import ant in CDA since early writ ings 
in Critical Linguistics. CDA has to a large extent taken its cues from 
Lakoff and Johnson (1980). In this approach, meta phor is not an adorn-
ment. It can frame the way we think about things and, in turn, obscure or 
down play altern at ive perspect ives. For example, Fairclough (2015: 137) 
draws atten tion to how youth riots are described, in a news pa per, as a 
‘cancer’. As Fairclough sees it, this frames the riot as some thing that needs 
to be ‘cut out’ rather than, say, encour aging an under stand ing of its under-
ly ing causes.4

I have also been inter ested in how meta phor impedes and obscures, but 
have explored differ ent implic a tions of this. In Chapter 6, I showed how an 
argu ment’s use of appar ent meta phor may unwit tingly decon struct its 
coher ence. Recall that Hitchens writes vis-à-vis Iraq, in the early twenty- first 
century, of a ‘country’s collapse’. This is a vague formu la tion – Hitchens 
does not specify what kind of collapse he has in mind. Moreover, ‘collapse’ 
seems to fit with Hitchens’ exten ded medical meta phor where the US as 
‘doctor’ inter vened in the life and death struggle of its ‘patient’, Iraq. Using 
a large corpus, we can inspect normal colloc a tion for (what looks like) a 
meta phor. I showed how ‘collapse’ vis-à-vis a country most commonly 
colloc ates with ‘economic’ as well as words from the same semantic field 
such as ‘finan cial’. In other words, ‘a country collapses’ in Hitchens’ argu-
ment can be read as short hand for the rapid deteri or a tion of an economy. 
This conflic ted with the exten ded medical meta phor that Hitchens used, 
with negat ive rami fic a tions for his argu ment. To negate this reading, 
Hitchens could just have been clearer about what he meant by ‘a country 
collapses’. Because he was not, his vague ness is hoist by its own petard.

This book has had another focus on meta phor. I have shown how meta-
phors can – inten tion ally or not – be said to hide colloc at ive norms of  
Big ‘D’ discourse for a partic u lar stand point. In Chapter 8, I showed how 
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meta phors such as ‘God crash ing down to earth’ hide normal colloc a tion 
for how ‘new athe ists’ express their stand point. ‘Believe/belief in God’ is 
normal colloc a tion that features in ‘new atheist’ critique. Since normal 
colloc a tion had a dele ter i ous effect on the cohes ive stabil ity of the anti- new 
atheism argu ment of Chapter 8, I conten ded in turn that the occlud ing 
meta phors helped to sustain the impres sion that the argu ment’s cohe sion is 
stable – whether this was inten ded or not.

11.4 Posthuman Critical Discourse Analysis

11.4.1 Orientation

As I said at the begin ning of Chapter 10, I regard this book as a contri bu tion 
to crit ical think ing in helping eval u ate public sphere argu ments via discurs ive 
and stand point subjectiv it ies. Since an ethical subjectiv ity is a type of stand-
point subjectiv ity, I thus see the CDA focus of this book as falling under 
crit ical think ing. And, continu ing this logic, in conduct ing a posthu man crit-
ical think ing apropos creation and use of ethical subjectiv it ies, I have 
conduc ted, then, a posthu man crit ical discourse analysis.

11.4.2 Rhizomatic use of posthu man subjectiv it ies

My orient a tion point in this section is Figure 2.2. The inter pret a tion stage  
in Fairclough’s model involves the analyst trying to get into the heads of  
the target constitu ency and appre ci at ing how they might consume a text 
inten ded for them. The analyst thus needs to under stand the context of the 
text’s consump tion; they need to under stand the social- situ ated ness of non- 
crit ical target readers. A compre hens ive CDA would thus involve empir ical 
analysis of what target readers do with a text. Put another way, it would 
find out, rather than just inter pret, the kinds of ‘little d’ discourse made 
from a text by actual target readers. In turn, on the basis of empir ical evi- 
d ence, it would crit ic ally explain how ‘big D’ Discourse helps to shape this 
produc tion of ‘little d’ discourse in the social condi tions of these readers.

The decon struct ive approach of this book is not a socially situ ated form 
of by- proxy analysis; it is not a form of ‘little d’ discourse analysis. The 
analyst is not trying to under stand how a target reader consumes a text in 
their ordin ary contex tual condi tions. Indeed, the non- crit ical target reader 
is not a concern. This is because the emphasis is on change in the analyst. 
This change can happen because the analyst creates ‘big D’ Discourse 
contexts, with which to eval u ate a public sphere argu ment, which should 
ideally go beyond the analyst’s exist ing know ledge. As the reader will know 
by now, the contexts that the analyst gener ates could be either or both of the 
follow ing:



292 Reflection

• ‘big D’ Discourse I: concepts and colloc a tion used in habitual discus sion 
of the topic of the public sphere argu ment regard less of how the topic is 
eval u ated;

• ‘big D’ Discourse II: concepts and colloc a tion used by adher ents in 
habitual discus sion of their stand point criti cised in the public sphere 
argu ment.

So, while the decon struct ive approach I put forward does not involve ‘little 
d’ discourse analysis, it does involve ‘big D’ Discourse analysis. And since 
these ‘big D’ Discourses are not inhab ited by the analyst – they did not 
know them (in any depth) before – they are extra dis curs ive to the analyst’s 
original reading of the argu ment.

Figure 11.3 shows how this book deter rit ori al ises Fairclough’s model in 
Figure 2.2. At the centre is an active reader who i) exploits the afford ances 
of the World Wide Web in order to create posthu man subjectiv it ies; ii) puts 
these posthu man subjectiv it ies to work in rhizo mat ic ally mapping an argu-
ment. This is differ ent from tradi tional (crit ical) discourse analysis, which 
would not seek to disturb the exist ing discurs ive condi tions of the reading 
process since this would hinder under stand ing of ‘little d’ discourse – the 
‘ordin ary’ socially situ ated reading or listen ing taking place. Rhizomatic 
mapping of a text via posthu man subjectiv it ies is not ordin ary reading. The 
rhizo matic reader is extra-ordin ary because their start ing point is extra dis-
curs iv ity. They produce a data- driven crit ical reading of an argu ment via big 
‘D’ Discourses they do not usually inhabit.

11.4.3 Deleuze and Wittgenstein

Underpinning the distinc tion I have just flagged between this book and tradi-
tional CDA is a philo soph ical differ ence – one between the outlooks of 
Gilles Deleuze and Ludwig Wittgenstein. The latter’s think ing in Philosophical 
Investigations (Wittgenstein, 1953) is a signi fic ant set of roots for discourse 
analysis, and thus CDA, in emphas ising the import ance of context in under-
stand ing language (Chouliaraki, 2008: 674–676). Indeed, Wittgenstein 
(1953) influ enced schol ars (Austin, Grice, Searle) asso ci ated with the branch 
of linguist ics known as prag mat ics, an import ant refer ence for discourse 
analysis gener ally (Cook, 2011: 434–435). For Wittgenstein, social reality is 
consti tuted by a multi tude of differ ent language- based activ it ies. Each of 
these activ it ies is struc tured by norms specific to their contexts (Wittgenstein, 
1953 sec.23). Analogous to a game of chess, every single linguistic utter ance 
only makes sense as part of the whole activ ity. The need in (crit ical) discourse 
analysis to under stand one instance of language use as part of the whole 
socially situ ated commu nic at ive context chimes with this Wittgensteinian 
maxim.
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Deleuze’s view of context is, in contrast, diamet ric ally opposed to the 
orient a tion to context in (crit ical) discourse analysis:

Deleuze’s philo sophy is anti- contex tual. Recognising our culture, our 
discourses, or our ‘construc tion of reality’ is just one more way of allow ing 
ourselves to remain who we are, enslaved to an ‘image of thought’. 
Confronting non- human, machinic, or discon nec ted forces beyond our 

Figure 11.3  De/re- territ ori al isa tion of Figure 2.2. Diagonal lines and cross ing out indic ate 
which portions of Figure 2.2 do not apply.

Text of argument 
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recog ni tion is, for Deleuze, active think ing: a think ing that is not defined 
by an image it creates of itself, but that reforms itself over and over again, 
etern ally.

(Colebrook, 2002a: 66)

Underpinning Wittgenstein’s approach to context is the need to register its 
differ ent ‘forms of life’. But this is the anti thesis of a Deleuzian way of 
living. Acknowledging the differ ent contexts of life keeps life as it is rather 
than trans form ing it.5 Deleuze was rather unres trained when he was asked 
to discuss Wittgenstein:

Pour moi, c’est une cata strophe philo sophique . . . c’est une réduc tion 
de toute la philo sophie, une régres sion massive de la philo sophie. C’est 
très triste . . .

(Deleuze and Parnet, 1996b)

Since this book stresses the utility of digital supple ment a tion for analysis of 
public sphere argu ments, it emphas ises ‘active think ing’ in ‘confront ing non- 
human, machinic, or discon nec ted forces beyond our recog ni tion’. Yet, 
Wittgenstein is not completely ostra cised from Figure 11.3. The decon-
struct ive analyst finds out ‘big D’ Discourse for the topic or stand point being 
criti cised in an argu ment. However, even though these ‘big D’ Discourses 
should ideally be (mostly) new for students, they already exist. And, since that 
is the case, this book is not the purest possible instan ti ation of the think ing of 
Deleuze (and Guattari). The most thor ough- going Deleuzian pedagogy 
would, instead, encour age the inven tion of ‘big D Discourse’. In other words, 
students would create thor oughly novel ways of talking and stand points to 
use as crit ical lenses on an argu ment. A tall order though for most of us.6

11.5 Ethical versus polit ical reading

11.5.1 Normativity

The decon struct ive approach I put forward subscribes to the norm at ive rule 
of pragma- dialectics that an argu ment should accur ately describe the stand-
point it is criti cising. This is the norm ativ ity that applies when this strategy 
is situ ated within crit ical think ing. When the second analyt ical strand is situ-
ated, more specific ally, within CDA another norm ativ ity applies: the student 
should embrace an ‘ethics of other ness’ towards minor it arian groups, 
seeking to under stand restric tions on their self- determ in a tion. Another 
deter rit ori al isa tion of CDA, then, is the emphasis placed on the dialect ical 
in rela tion to the ethical. In other words, it is not just a dialect ical fallacy to 
create a straw man – to flout the stand point rule in pragma- dialectics. The 
second strand is both dialect ical and ethical or ‘dialeth ical’.
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11.5.2 Avoiding a predestined polit ical reading

In his book Infinitely Demanding: Ethics of Commitment, Politics of 
Resistance, the philo sopher Simon Critchley makes a distinc tion between 
ethical subjectiv ity and polit ical subjectiv ity. Critchley is in part inspired by 
the ethics of Levinas, with Critchley contend ing that ethical subjectiv ity is 
the most import ant of Levinas’ concepts (Critchley, 2007: 62). Critchley is 
concerned with showing how a hetero nom ous ethics – which involves the 
form a tion of an ethical subjectiv ity – can lead to the creation of a polit ical 
subjectiv ity which engages in resist ance to major it arian struc tures sustain ing, 
amongst other things, inequal ity. Political subjectiv ity for Critchley is then 
wrapped up with taking polit ical action.

Equating polit ical subjectiv ity with taking polit ical action is hardly news 
in CDA (or else where). Still, the concept of ethical subjectiv ity is not tradi-
tion ally found in CDA. In my view, Critchley’s simple distinc tion between 
ethical subjectiv ity and polit ical subjectiv ity can be used to complic ate 
product ively the idea of ‘polit ical reading’ in pedago gical CDA. One can’t 
do CDA without polit ical commit ments. This means that CDA pedagogy is 
guided by a polit ical subjectiv ity. If a student already has concrete polit ical 
commit ments, then it is self- evident that they will critique a text from these 
commit ments. Why do they need to perform a labour- intens ive linguistic 
analysis of a text or texts that they find polit ic ally objec tion able in order to 
affirm with the utmost rigour what they knew already? With this predestined 
reading, they do not become – their polit ical reading is tread ing of water. 
Taking my cue from Critchley’s asso ci at ing of polit ical subjectiv ity with 
polit ical action, the student would have better spent their time using their 
extant polit ical subjectiv ity to campaign for the cause they are commit ted 
to. In contrast, if the student creates an ethical subjectiv ity in rela tion to a 
socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less group that they did not previ-
ously know (so well), then they have become. Their reading of an argu ment 
which criti cises this Other is not predestined. The pedagogy has exten ded 
their conscious ness. They are not tread ing water, but swim ming to new 
shores. And, as I said in Chapter 10, if the analyst is convinced ulti mately by 
the perspect ive of this Other, polit ical support/resist ance on behalf of the 
Other may ensue. In other words, an ethical subjectiv ity in argu ment 
analysis may lead to a polit ical subjectiv ity of action.

I should build in a caveat. There may be occa sions when we need to 
produce polit ical read ings of our favour ite bête noire texts because we  
wish to persuade others of our cause. I am think ing, for example, of the 
‘TYBOP3 / OBJECT’ joint submis sion to the UK Leveson inquiry 
(Chapter 7). So, I do not think there is no need at all for polit ical reading. 
But to reit er ate, I ques tion its valid ity in a CDA pedagogy. Lastly, let me 
enter tain a chal lenge to my argu ment: ‘not all students have mature polit ical 
subjectiv it ies, so CDA pedagogy is useful because it helps students either to 
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find or to develop polit ical subjectiv ities’. The problem with this stance is 
that it is open to the charge that CDA pedagogy indoc trin ates students into 
a left-wing perspective. Which brings me to a well- known critique of CDA.

11.5.3 Charges of polit ical incul ca tion

The applied linguist, Henry Widdowson, high lights that crit ical discourse 
analyses are ‘para dox ic ally, seduct ively persuas ive’ (Widdowson, 1995: 169), 
since they could polit ic ally influ ence the consumer of these analyses. Or as 
Widdowson puts it else where:

students are subjec ted to precisely the kind of hege monic process that 
CDA sets out to expose.

(Widdowson, 2004: 173)

If the force of Widdowson’s critique is felt, then the pedago gical use of  
CDA is in a double- bind: one cannot do polit ic ally commit ted text analysis 
unless one has polit ical commit ments. But one cannot teach polit ical commit-
ments – since this is to repro duce an ideo lo gical perspect ive – the very thing 
that the crit ical discourse analyst is seeking to expose! One way round this 
diffi culty is for the lecturer to insti tute a sens it ive and balanced medi ation of 
CDA text books in seminars, encour aging students to think inde pend ently, 
and devot ing time to debat ing the valid ity of polit ical read ings by CDA 
schol ars. Those suspi cious of CDA might say in response, I suppose, that in 
reality this could be time spent rein for cing the valid ity of a left-wing 
perspect ive.

This book has argued for a differ ent way of doing things, where such 
suspi cions should not apply. Insisting, for at least the duration of an analysis, 
on the construc tion of an ethical subjectiv ity from which a student reads a 
public sphere argu ment avoids the charge that CDA pedagogy incul cates 
polit ical commit ments. The student chooses which argu ment to explore for 
possible decon struc tion (albeit in line with the broad parameters mentioned 
in 10.8). In other words, it is the student – not the lecturer – who selects 
which socially/econom ic ally relat ively power less Other to show ethical 
respons ive ness to. If the student goes on to align polit ic ally with the Other 
follow ing on from their decon struct ive analysis, then that is their choice for 
they have ‘indoc trin ated’ them selves.

11.5.4 Orientation to social prob lems

Another differ ence from tradi tional CDA, in rela tion to the ethical/polit ical 
divi sion, is apropos social prob lems. CDA is a problem- oriented form of 
discourse analysis (Wodak and Meyer, 2016). It seeks, for example, to ascer-
tain how d/Discourse can rein force the problem of social inequal ity. I am 
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certainly not taking issue with such an import ant focus. Rather, I am flip ping 
it. The digital decon struct ive analyst’s start ing point for text eval u ation is not 
what they perceive as a social problem. Instead, their start ing point is what 
the relat ively power less Other regards as a social problem. Reflecting the 
quota tion from van Dijk at the start of Chapter 7, tradi tional CDA sympath-
ises with the oppressed’s prob lems as a precursor to crit ical analysis. However, 
this sympath ising is not the basis of the text eval u ation since the analyst ulti-
mately crit ical engages with the text from their own polit ical subjectiv ity. In 
contrast, the approach of this book uses rigor ous empath ising with the 
oppressed’s prob lems as the very basis of its crit ical analysis.

11.5.5 Emergent posthu man (ethical) subjectiv it ies and 
embed ded critique

Since a posthu man subjectiv ity emerges from conver gences of opinion 
across multiple Others in their specific contexts, this means that it is an 
embed ded or imman ent subjectiv ity rather than a tran scend ent subjectiv ity. 
[Rosi Braidotti’s version of a posthu man subjectiv ity, for example, is 
embed ded and situ ated (Braidotti, 2013: 49; 94)]. A posthu man subjectiv ity 
emerges through the partic u lar ity of its connec tions rather than being 
imposed from outside. It follows that critique from the perspect ive of an 
embed ded subjectiv ity is less ‘rari fied’ than critique based on a polit ical 
subjectiv ity deeming some thing as sexist, racist, disab list and so on. Should 
the ethical subjectiv ity be groun ded in an aggreg ate of the opin ions of those 
who have suffered disad vant age in their specific contexts, not only does use 
of this subjectiv ity make for a situ ated critique, it can also carry convic tion 
because it is based on concrete testi mony of the multiple rather than the 
polit ical subjectiv ity of one analyst.

Since a posthu man subjectiv ity emerges from a set of partic u lar situ ational 
embed dings, it follows also that it may only be tempor ary, e.g. if it is 
attached to a polit ical campaign. Moreover, posthu man subjectiv it ies – in 
being reliant on the digit ised contri bu tions from a multiple of people – are 
neces sar ily partial. That is to say, these subjectiv it ies, if they are based on 
social data, can of course only be construc ted from the data of those who 
have contrib uted.

11.6 Teaching and research ing via posthu man 
subjectiv it ies

11.6.1 Pedagogical advant age of adopt ing a posthu man 
(ethical) subjectiv ity

In my teach ing of CDA, I have encountered students whose polit ical outlook 
is not yet so crys tal lised (though, I have encountered many students who  
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are the oppos ite). Encouraging the adoption of ethical subjectiv it ies and/ 
or discursive subjectiv it ies – rather than expect ing fully fledged polit ical 
subjectiv it ies – can be a more doable form of crit ical discourse analysis for 
this kind of student.

11.6.2 Cognitive inter ven tion, polit ical parti cip a tion and 
student assess ment

Where CDA has been success ful in inter ven ing in discourse, this is usually 
as a result of substan tial empir ical invest ig a tions by exper i enced research ers, 
using a variety of complex research methods which study human beha -
viour and discourse produc tion such as ethnography (e.g. Wodak, 1997). 
Undergraduates cannot be expec ted to handle effect ively methods like 
ethno graphy, and thus cannot real ist ic ally be expec ted to inter vene in 
discourse in ways possible for exper i enced CDA research ers. In contrast, 
corpus linguistic method does not involve the study of human beha viour 
and is relat ively straight for ward to use, making it a more suit able research 
method for under gradu ate employ ment. In facil it at ing disrup tion of Self 
through respons ive ness to the Other, use of corpus linguist ics in decon struc-
tion of public sphere argu ments leads to a differ ent form of inter ven ing – 
‘cognit ive inter ven tion’ – since new perspect ives and rigor ous empath ies are 
afforded. For many under gradu ates, I would argue, this is a more real istic 
form of inter ven tion.

Nevertheless, echoing what I said earlier, a byproduct of ethical respons-
ive ness could be the devel op ment of (some) polit ical commit ment to a socially/
econom ic ally relat ively power less Other with ensuing polit ic ally resist ant 
action. This could be the simple polit ical action of students linking on social 
media to their decon struct ive analysis of a public sphere argu ment – which 
they conduc ted for an assign ment. A CDA of direct rebut tal. Or students 
could parti cip ate in the Other’s polit ical campaign by making a protest video 
for course work. For example, they might collab or ate on a video which shows 
how they were able to decon struct several prom in ent argu ments oppos ing the 
campaign they are showing ethical respons ive ness to. The video could take 
the viewer through all the stages of the project such as the data harvest ing, the 
corpus analysis, and discus sion between the students on where valid decon-
struc tions occur. If the inten tion is to dissem in ate the videos on social media, 
using short segments of argu ments oppos ing a partic u lar campaign would 
work best to help ensure the videos are enga ging and access ible. Finally, 
students could also offer the results of their data mining to the campaign. 
This may help campaign initi at ors under stand better supporter motiv a tions 
for joining, possibly leading to an enhanced framing and advert ising of the 
campaign.
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11.6.3 Extending data- driven minor it arian CDA

The procedure for creating minor it arian corpora to enable critique of major-
it arian public sphere argu ments could be exten ded for a longer assign ment, 
such as an under gradu ate disser ta tion, by creat ing a large corpus of related 
major it arian public sphere argu ments. In this way, the student would also 
be able also to under stand with rigour the ‘big D’ Discourse of the major it-
arian perspect ive. Critique would be in two parts. In the first part, students 
would use the recur rent aspects of the minor it arian corpus to crit ic ally 
engage with recur rent aspects of the major it arian corpus. The second part 
would narrow on a partic u lar major it arian public sphere argu ment and 
probe it for poten tial decon struc tion. An advant age of having created a 
large corpus of related major it arian public sphere argu ments is that we can 
ascer tain a proto typ ical one, e.g. on the basis of keywords and colloc a tions 
which are proto typ ical in the corpus. We would not, then, be decon struct ing 
just any argu ment, but one which is fairly repres ent at ive of the major it arian 
Discourse. This would put us in a stronger posi tion to resist chal lenges to 
our selec tion of argu ment data such as ‘well that author is a rather marginal 
or maver ick figure and hardly repres ent at ive’.

Some students may want to go beyond public sphere argu ments and  
look at texts which, while opinion and value- driven, are less obvi ously  
argu ment at ive. Company mission state ments is one genre which can fit this 
descrip tion. Mission state ments may, for example, disingenuously respond 
to previ ous criti cisms of ethical prac tices, respond ing indir ectly whilst 
ignor ing other criti cisms.

The focus of this book on public sphere argu ments reflects their sali ence 
and signi fic ance in poten tially shaping public opinion; the focus on straw 
man argu ments reflects their ubiquity and thus their useful ness for a crit ical 
pedagogy. I did think of looking at other text- types, but decided it was better 
to try to create a focused and integ rated book. All the same, I can imagine 
ethical subjectiv it ies being used to enable critique of other text- types. What 
about news media texts and how they repres ent relat ively power less Others 
such as refugees, (im)migrants and asylum seekers? Given the rise of social 
media usage, in prin ciple at least, there is the possib il ity for aggreg at ing the 
voices of Others such as (im)migrants, refugees and asylum seekers from 
their use of social media. Ascertaining, at scale, common al it ies across how 
partic u lar migrant groups repres ent them selves facil it ates the creation of a 
gener al ised ethical subjectiv ity and, in turn, the follow ing: a posthu man ised 
rebut tal of the char ac ter ist ic ally dehu man ising report ing of migrants.7

11.7 Future posthu man subjectiv it ies

It is inev it able that the current embryonic posthu man it ies are imbric ated 
with human ism, meaning in turn that this book must reflect the current 
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hybrid ity. No doubt in time the posthu man ist read ings of this book will 
appear less posthu man ist / more human ist. Imagine a scen ario, for instance, 
where a machine initi ated the creation of a minor it arian subjectiv ity and the 
reader’s contri bu tion was to supple ment the machine’s ‘human lack’. Another 
point: the posthu man subjectiv it ies that I created were assemblages of me 
and data mining results. They do not reflect the assemblages of authors enga-
ging with their machinic envir on ments and how, in turn, these engage ments 
impinge upon their subject form a tion and language design. A gener al ised 
subjectiv ity which aggreg ated not just the language product of differ ent 
online authors, but the increas ingly posthu man processes of their language 
produc tion, would also make for a more posthu man form of subjectiv ity.

Posthumanist studies are moving at pace. All of us in the human it ies will 
need to work out where we stand vis-à-vis the decon struc tion of human ism, 
the implic a tions of this for the human it ies and for supple ment ing/ 
rein flect ing/enhan cing human rights. I have found the posthu man ist/
Continental thinkers included in this book a fascin at ing stim u lus. But, 
inevitably, there are things to take issue with. For example, in putting 
forward her posthu man ethics, Rosi Braidotti rejects moral univer sal ism 
(Braidotti, 2013: 190–191). I under stand the philo soph ical basis of the 
rejec tion, but am some what anxious about what seems an undervaluing of  
univer sal human rights – posit ive legacies of the much caricatured 
Enlightenment. Consider, for instance, the need in the posthu man future to 
prevent the sale of poten tially harmful biotech no logy or the need to insti tute 
legal barri ers to the super- rich becom ing the major bene fi ciar ies of expens ive 
health enhance ment. Such legal scen arios imply universalist moral eval u-
ation, i.e. all humans should be protec ted from harmful tech no lo gies; new 
devel op ments in health enhance ment should be avail able for all. It doesn’t 
necessarily follow that moral univer sal ism is jettisonable just because it is 
(incon veni ently for some) asso ci ated with human ism or the Enlightenment 
(and moral universalism does not have to be tran scend ent as I have argued 
(10.8.3).

The philo sopher Quentin Meillassoux isol ates what he refers to as  
‘correl a tion ism’ as a back ground human ist assump tion of living. On this 
perspect ive, the world exists via the correl a tion of our think ing in the world 
and our being in the world – in short, the world exists to the extent that it 
exists for humans (Meillassoux, 2008[2006]). On Meillassoux’s argu ment, 
correl a tion ism applies an anthro po centric brake on think ing the posthu man. 
So ingrained is this assump tion that it seems prepos ter ous to try to think 
other than human (11.8.2). Similarly, it appears hare- brained to perplex 
over, what another thinker, Eugene Thacker, refers to as, ‘the world- 
without-us’ (Thacker, 2011). Humans are impress ive in how they afford 
meaning and value to the planet so as to render it the best possible exploit-
able ‘world- for-us’ (another of Thacker’s coin ages). But this has led directly 
to the Anthropocene. Cogitating what the planet might look like without 
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humans – which can hardly be a worse planet – is a thought exper i ment for 
conjur ing the para dox ical adjust ments that humans need to make to ensure 
posthu man survival.

Correlationism, most prob ably, has its roots in our biolo gical hard- wiring 
for short- term advant age. A survival mech an ism from the Pleistocene motors a 
calam it ous short- term advant age in the present: edacious desire for finan cial 
profit. As should be self- evident, hyper- capit al ism, being depend ent on 
continual growth in produc tion, requires vast energy resources. It cannot func-
tion either without willing consump tion of the things it produces, many of 
which draw on the same energy resources. With much of our energy still 
deriv ing from fossil fuel combus tion, the planet glows from CO2 fallout. 
Worse, the algorithm of the hyper- capit al ism machine perpetu ally instructs 
greater fossil fuel wrench ing in an insane geomet ric progres sion. Not every one 
is a major agent of this ruin a tion, but dwell ers in major econom ies are implic-
ated in their day- to-day affirm a tion of this system. Needless to say I have 
played my own part in beck on ing the Anthropocene. Thinking posthu manly in 
order to insti tute, in Haraway’s (2008: 38) term, a becom ing- with our biosphere 
once again and ensure it is habit able for the unrepro duced of all species (bar the 
very harmful, e.g. viruses) and their co- evol u tion means also the follow ing: 
humans trying to suppress their own biolo gical herit age. As if think ing other 
than human, or a ‘world- without-us’, were not hard enough already.

There is one more deter rit ori al isa tion. This relates to the work of Jacques 
Derrida.

11.8 Jacques Derrida

11.8.1 Digital trans form a tion of the human it ies

As I high lighted, corpus linguist ics shows that the start ing point for making 
meaning is the semi- fixed, semi- abstract phras eo logy. This means that when 
we make meaning, we instan ti ate phras eo lo gies. Conversely, whatever 
meaning we make, the semi- abstract, semi- fixed phras eo logy remains as a 
reas on ably stable orient a tion point semantic ally speak ing. A corol lary of 
this corpus- driven insight is that non- delib er ate ambi gu ity in an indi vidual 
word is rare since word meaning is depend ent on the meaning of other 
words in the phras eo logy. Semantic ambi gu ity arises when you take a word 
out of its habitual phras eo logy. Derrida’s perspect ive that all meaning  
is inher ently unde cid able is thus not cred ible. It is import ant to be clear  
that Derrida always emphas ised the import ance of co- text and context  
in under stand ing meaning- making. All the same, in much of his work his 
start ing point is the indi vidual sign – as reflec ted in his reading of the word 
phar makon – going on to explore what it means in the co- text and context 
of Plato’s Phaedrus. This is very differ ent from taking as a start ing point the 
semi- fixed, semi- abstract phras eo logy.
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Since it relies on elec tronic data, the digital human it ies, of which corpus 
linguist ics is a part, is neces sar ily an empir ical form of study. This may seem 
a foot ling point. In fact, it reflects a profound shift in human it ies schol ar ship 
and teach ing. As the human it ies become more and more digit ised, (post)
human it ies schol ar ship increas ingly has an empir ical basis. This makes it 
less likely that (post)human it ies schol ar ship can get away with spec u lat ive 
and unproven state ments about how the world is and, more specific ally, 
how language is. In fact, once phar makon, trace, etc. are rejec ted, we see 
that some of what is regarded as radical or unset tling in Derrida’s approach 
to language and meaning is rather common place. The Derridean scholar, 
Nicholas Royle says:

[Derrida’s] concep tion of language is evid ently troub ling to some people. 
One is never entirely in control or owner ship of what one is saying.

(Royle, 2009: x)

But the propos i tion of the second sentence is fairly uncon tro ver sial. It is the 
means which Derrida uses to justify it which are prob lem atic. If we take 
liter ary texts, it is normal for differ ent readers to have inter pret a tions which 
exceed what the writer inten ded. This is espe cially so when we are reading  
a liter ary text written a long time ago. Given the effort to imagine the past 
fully and accur ately, if indeed this is ever completely possible, more than 
likely we will end up intrud ing into the liter ary text with our under stand ings 
of themes from more recent times. With non- liter ary texts, inter pret a tion 
may not coin cide with authorial inten tion for fairly prosaic reasons. For 
example, the writer did not construct their meaning lucidly; there are cultural 
differ ences between audi ence and author; the audi ence lacks relev ant back-
ground know ledge; the audi ence does not restrain their preju dices to enable 
a fair, careful and balanced reading (see House, Kasper and Ross, 2003).

11.8.2 Rejecting Derrida’s philo sophy of language does not 
mean reject ing Derridean decon struc tion

By reject ing Derrida’s philo sophy of language, however, I am certainly not 
reject ing Derridean decon struc tion. In this respect, my posi tion is similar to 
that of the Derridaphile, Simon Critchley:

I was never a struc tur al ist and always found Saussure’s linguist ics a deeply 
improb able approach to language, meaning and the rela tion of language 
and meaning to the world. Therefore, Derrida’s early argu ments in this 
area . . . always left me rather cold . . . So, in assess ing Derrida’s influ-
ence, I would want to set aside a series of notions famously asso ci ated 
with him – like différance, trace and archi- writing . . .

(Critchley, 2008: 1)
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Like me, Critchley values Derrida, and decon struc tion gener ally, for highly 
original read ings of philo soph ical, liter ary and cultural texts. But, as reflec ted 
in the quota tion, Critchley does not value Derrida’s ‘unproven philo sophy  
of language’ (Critchley, 2008: 1) nor its ‘improb able’ roots, the linguist ics of 
Ferdinand de Saussure. This segreg a tion of Derrida’s unsub stan ti ated philo-
sophy of language from his invent ive prac tice(s) of reading is some thing  
I concur with. This is partic u larly because many of Derrida’s read ings, and 
many read ings in Derridean decon struc tion gener ally, do not depend on his 
philo sophy of language. For example, in Chapter 3, I flagged Derrida’s 
posthu man ist decon struc tion of the human/animal binary via his inven tion 
of ‘animot’. And, in reject ing Derrida’s philo sophy of language, it becomes 
clear that Derrida is always the agent of his decon struc tions, not language. 
Another type of decon struc tion where Derrida is insight ful and convin cing is 
where he uncov ers para doxes – what he refers to as ‘aporiae’- in a number of 
every day concepts, e.g. forgive ness, the gift, hospit al ity. Rather than seeing 
embar rass ment in these concepts, Derrida’s ‘aporetic’ reading embraces their 
para dox ical nature in an invent ive way. I showed, in Chapter 7, Derrida’s 
aporetic reading of the concept of ‘hospit al ity’ which, in turn, leads to him 
using the paradox in this concept as the basis of a product ive ethics. An 
ethics which I have absorbed into this book.

Derrida’s aporetic approach has inspired many creat ive decon struct ive 
read ings. Again, many of these bypass his philo sophy of language. One such 
decon struc tion can be found in Herbrechter and Callus (2008). They 
perform a series of crit ical posthu man ist read ings of classic sci- fi films. The 
purpose of the read ings is to probe the degree to which films such as Blade 
Runner and The Matrix, which seem ingly deal with a posthu man future, in 
fact, have a conser vat ive human ism at their core. This human ism may not 
be so appar ent until the chal len ging effort is made to read these films from 
the Other of the posthu man. Just like Derrida, Herbrechter and Callus 
(2008) do not sweep under the carpet the paradox inher ent in their mode of 
reading – a human trying to read as not (wholly) human. They embrace it 
for the possib il it ies it opens up for a new kind of reading – ‘critical 
posthumanism’:

to be ‘human’ . . . helps set up or under score hier arch ies which in turn 
determ ine certain (accep ted) ways of reading ‘as a human,’ so that it 
becomes pertin ent rather than ridicu lous to ask how one can read not 
as a human. How can one read in a manner that does not take ‘as read’ 
the human ity from which one reads? It is precisely this ‘as read’ that 
crit ical posthu man ism reads and decon structs.

(Herbrechter and Callus, 2008: 96)

While this book also offers a posthu man ist form of reading, there are differ-
ences from Herbrechter and Callus’ crit ical posthu man ism. My orient a tion 
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to crit ical reading is not aporetic. It does not embrace a paradox because it 
does not involve a human trying to read a text as a non- human. Rather, a 
public sphere argu ment is read by a human who has been machin ic ally 
supple men ted.

And, finally, one other aspect of Derrida’s schol ar ship which is import ant 
and is not neces sar ily connec ted to his language philo sophy. His orient a tion 
to the future, attempt ing to remove concep tual block ages to its arrival, is 
neces sary if we are inter ested in progress. That is to say, it is healthy to 
adopt a decon struct ive atti tude to concepts and prac tices previ ously stim u-
lat ing of posit ive change, but which may have become dysfunc tional because 
they are (inad vert ently) inhib it ing advance.

11.8.3 Overlap between this book and Derridean  
decon struc tion

While I have crit ic ally appro pri ated much from Derridean decon struc tion for 
differ ent ends, I have also, more straight for wardly, lifted elements from it 
into the strategies of this book. So, there are differ ences and over laps. The 
follow ing are common to both approaches: showing hospit al ity to the Other; 
allow ing the Other to speak; crit ic ally enga ging with a text from the vantage 
of its supple ment; opening up a text to new possib il it ies of differ ence or to 
‘suppressed’ differ ences; emphas ising non- predestined read ings; unset tling 
the borders of the text; that the stabil ity of a text’s struc ture can be depend ent 
on what it excludes. Where the approaches diverge are as follows: the decon-
struct ive approach I offer is a method – a respons ive and respons ible one – for 
crit ic ally enga ging with a public sphere argu ment. Derridean decon struc tion 
can never be a method since invent ive ness is key to its prac tices, and there is 
no magic formula for that. The crit ical proced ures of this book are not 
invent ive in this sense (though they involve the creation of subjectivities). 
Neither do they engage in aporetic reading, nor have Saussurean roots.

11.9 To create is to resist

I return to a quota tion front ing this book:

The notion of the non- human, in- human, or post- human emerges as the 
defin ing trait of nomadic ethical subjectiv ity.

(Braidotti, 2012: 172–173)

I have tried to show how posthu man subjectiv it ies can be conjured via the 
non- human of the corpus and its soft ware sifting. These data- driven 
subjectiv it ies derive from nomadic travels on the web. On the approach 
offered, the role of the crit ical think ing or CDA teacher is as follows: 
showing students the tools and soft ware to enable them to create ethical 
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subjectiv it ies and/or discurs ive subjectiv it ies, facil it at ing their own becom ing 
in rela tion to the public sphere argu ment they have chosen for analysis, and 
putting them in a posi tion to resist an argu ment which other wise they might 
deem reas on able through lack of know ledge of the topic and/or the stand-
point being attacked. In line with the increas ing commonplaceness of data 
harvest ing, it is not incon ceiv able that tech niques of web corpora aggreg a-
tion will become more main stream and easier to execute, making it easier to 
spot, in a public sphere argu ment, lack of address ing of key oppos i tional 
concerns. Such an even tu al ity would be welcome since it could oblige an 
arguer to engage with these concerns rather than evade them, with a more 
prin cipled ‘dialo gic’ form of argu ment a tion a poten tial outcome.

Opining on an Other whilst not under stand ing their motiv a tion, opining 
on an issue whilst being ignor ant of relev ant dissent ing voices, espe cially 
when their critique derives from personal suffer ing, is mere ego- broad cast. 
With no inter rup tion of Self, there is no deter rit ori al isa tion and thus no 
cognit ive growth. But we have the stupendous resources of the World Wide 
Web and digital text analysis tools. Together they enable a concen trated 
hetero nom ous wander ing and discov ery which embraces the product ive 
paradox that comes from showing hospit al ity to the Other. Freedom of Self 
is infringed; simul tan eously Self is freed from chasing its tail.

Notes
1 In Rosalyn Diprose’s words: ‘It is the other’s alter ity that makes me think,  

rather than ideas I live from and that seem to make me what I am’. Diprose (2002: 
141).

2 Available at http://www.guard ian.co.uk/commentis free/2013/feb/05/hungary- 
right-political- abyss?comment page=5#comment-21101985 [accessed July 2016].

3 To be clear, in teach ing crit ical language aware ness, it is certainly a good thing to 
make students sens it ive to the pres ence or absence in texts of social actor agency. 
But, students don’t need a detailed grasp of SFG clause analysis (see 2.5) to facil-
it ate this aware ness. Where I see func tional clause analysis as partic u larly useful is 
when it can be conduc ted at scale. To discover how differ ent news pa pers treat 
differ ent social actors in any one year, say in the Israel / Palestine theatre, is time 
well spent since we cannot easily intuit this.

4 On some prob lems with use of Lakoff and Johnson (1980) in CDA, see O’Halloran 
(2007a; 2007b).

5 For further differ ences between Deleuze and Wittgenstein, see Due (2011).
6 For other use of Deleuzian ideas to recon fig ure pedagogy, see Masny (2013); 

Semetsky (2006); Semetsky and Masny (2013).
7 On use of social media by refugees, see: http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/09625b90-

56f.c-11e5-a28b-50226830d644.html#axzz3sLtY1P7g [accessed July 2016].

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2013/feb/05/hungaryright-political-abyss?commentpage=5#comment-21101985
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2013/feb/05/hungaryright-political-abyss?commentpage=5#comment-21101985
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/09625b90-56f.c-11e5-a28b-50226830d644.html#axzz3sLtY1P7g
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/09625b90-56f.c-11e5-a28b-50226830d644.html#axzz3sLtY1P7g


Glossary

Annotation The process of append ing labels (‘tags’) to words, chunks of 
text or other data such as images in order to facil it ate a focused invest-
ig a tion of a dataset. Annotation (or ‘tagging’) can be manual or auto-
mated.

Coherence The way in which a TEXT holds together through mean ings 
both within the text, and in rela tion to the wider CONTEXT, includ ing 
the back ground know ledge of the listener or reader. Coherence is a 
mental prop erty. Compare COHESION.

Cohesion The way in which a TEXT holds together through gram mat-
ical and lexical features which link one part of the text with another. 
This can take place through reit er a tion, i.e. the repeat ing of gram mat-
ical and lexical words. Or it can take place through use of differ ent lexis 
from the same SEMANTIC FIELD. Cohesion is a textual prop erty. 
Compare COHERENCE.

Cohesive device Cohesive devices are specific gram mat ical and lexical 
features which link one part of the text with another, e.g. ‘What does 
your wife do?”She’s an elec tri cian’.

Colligation The tend ency for words from differ ent gram mat ical categor ies 
to co- occur, e.g. the verb want collig ates with the prepos i tion ‘to’ when 
it is the begin ning of an infin it ive such as in ‘I want to break free’. Each 
word in a collig a tion is said to be a ‘collig ate’ of the other(s).

Collocation A combin a tion of LEXICAL WORDS which frequently 
occur together, e.g.: little + baby, small + amount. Each word in a 
colloc a tion is said to be a ‘colloc ate’ of the other(s).

Concordance lines An index to a place in a text where partic u lar words 
and phrases occur. Concordance lines show the co- texts for the NODE 
word in a corpus of texts.

Context Factors relev ant to the inter pret a tion of a TEXT other than its 
words – e.g. the situ ation and back ground know ledge. It is some times 
used in a sense which includes CO-TEXT, and some times in a sense 
which means only SOCIOCULTURAL PRACTICE.

Co-text The linguistic context of a stretch of language, i.e. TEXT, which 
occurs before and/or after the word or expres sion under consid er a tion.
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Corpus (plural Corpora) A collec tion of natur ally occur ring language 
data in the form of written and spoken TEXTS.

Corpus linguist ics The system atic analysis and descrip tion of extens ive 
CORPORA to reveal facts such as word frequen cies, colloc a tions.

Delexicalisation The process by which the words that occur within a 
colloc a tion lose their inde pend ent meaning. For example, in the colloc a-
tion a slap- up meal, slap has lost asso ci ation with the action of slap ping.

Discourse Has at least two mean ings:

1) It refers to ‘language in use’. For example, the discourse of a conver sa-
tion refers to the whole of the mean ings made in inter ac tion with 
features of CONTEXT which are deemed relev ant by parti cipants, e.g. 
tone of voice, facial move ments, hand- gestures. (The TEXT would be 
the tran scrip tion of this conver sa tion.)

2) In (Critical) Discourse Analysis, it refers to a way of talking about the 
world which is intric ately bound up with a way of seeing and under-
stand ing it, e.g. reli gious discourse, scientific discourse, polit ical 
discourse. James Paul Gee makes a memor able distinc tion between the 
two senses. He refers to sense 1) as ‘little d’ discourse and sense 2) as 
‘big D’ Discourse.

Discourse prac tice When we use language, we are within specific social 
contexts, e.g. arguing with a friend’s choice of music as back ground for a 
party; gossip ing about the boss in a pub; taking vows at a wedding cere-
mony. Critical Discourse Analysis uses the expres sion ‘discourse prac-
tices’ to refer to such activ it ies (see SOCIOCULTURAL PRACTICE).

Ellipsis Ellipsis occurs when elements of a CLAUSE or PHRASE are not 
expressed. These ellip ted elements can be recon struc ted from the 
CONTEXT (e.g. A: I have to appease you. B: No you don’t <. . .>).

Grammatical word Expresses a gram mat ical rela tion ship and clas si fic a-
tion, e.g. determ iners (a, one, the, three), conjunc tions (and, if, when), 
prepos i tions (at, in, on), pronouns (he, she, him, its), auxil i ary verbs 
(be, do, have). Compare LEXICAL WORD.

Head The central element of a PHRASE, e.g. the oldest woman in the 
world.

Hyponymy The rela tion between a general class and indi vidual members 
of that class: ‘Roses’ and ‘lilies’ are hyponyms of ‘flower’. See also 
SUPERORDINATE.

Keyword A word that occurs with a frequency that is stat ist ic ally unusual 
relat ive to a REFERENCE CORPUS norm. A keyword with a posit ive 
value is one that is unusu ally frequent in a text; a keyword with a 
negat ive value is unusu ally infre quent. The stat ist ical value of a keyword 
is referred to as its ‘keyness’. The LOG LIKELIHOOD stat ist ical 
metric is often used to estab lish the keyness of a word.
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Lemma The ‘family term’ for a set of word forms which are related through 
meaning and, usually, WORD CLASS, e.g. the verb word forms leave, 
leaves, left, leaving belong to the lemma leave. To distin guish from word 
forms, lemmas are repres en ted conven tion ally in small capit als.

Lemmatise The process of analys ing the words of a text on the basis 
of lemmas rather than word forms; e.g. in a lemmat ised text, go, 
goes, went, gone, going would be counted together as the lemma 
go.

Lexical word Carries the main inform a tion content of a spoken or written 
text, and belongs to four gram mat ical classes: nouns (diction ary); 
lexical verbs (walk), adject ives (hot) and adverbs (beautifully). Compare 
GRAMMATICAL WORD.

Linguistics The academic discip line concerned with the study of language.
Log like li hood A metric used as a test of stat ist ical signi fic ance. Log like-

li hood is a common metric for estab lish ing KEYWORDS.
Meronymy The rela tion between a whole and the parts that make up the 

whole, e.g. ‘wheels’, ‘chassis’ and ‘engine’ are meronyms of ‘car’.
Metalanguage Language for talking about language. For example, ‘noun’ 

is a meta lin guistic term.
Metalinguistic The adject ive from METALANGUAGE.
Node word In concord ancing, the node word is the word or PHRASE 

that is searched for.
Noise word A word, typic ally gram mat ical, that has so little meaning or 

signi fic ance that its pres ence in a word list can be considered ‘noise’ for 
some purposes. Such words are some times elim in ated from consid er a-
tion in corpus analysis.

Part of speech See WORD CLASS.
Phrase A struc tural unit built from words, consist ing of a HEAD plus 

(option ally) modi fi ers. A phrase may consist of one word or several. For 
example, ‘the most beau ti ful woman in the world’ is a noun phrase 
contain ing the head, ‘woman’; it is pre- modi fied by the determ iner ‘the’ 
and the adjectival phrase ‘most beau ti ful’ (contain ing the head, ‘beau-
ti ful’) and post- modi fied by the prepos i tional phrase ‘in the world’ 
(contain ing the head, ‘world’).

Phraseology Regular language patterns can be longer than colloc a tions 
or collig a tions, consist ing of strings of lexical and gram mat ical words, 
e.g. ‘the first time I saw’. Such patterns, which may or may not corres-
pond to complete gram mat ical units, are known as phras eo lo gies.

Pragmatics The study of the way language users make meaning in 
CONTEXT or what is known as ‘prag matic meaning’. Compare 
SEMANTICS.

Reference corpus A large body of elec tronic textual data that provides a 
point of compar ison for the smaller body of data which is to be investi-
g ated. Establishing the ‘keyness’ of a word relies on such a compar ison 
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(see KEYWORD). In order to be used rigor ously as a norm, refer ence 
corpora need to be balanced in their compos i tion, consist ing of more or 
less equal amounts of texts from differ ent common genres (e.g. conver-
sa tion, news).

Semantics The study of the meaning of language forms or what is known 
as ‘semantic meaning’. Compare PRAGMATICS.

Semantic field Words that can be grouped together through similar 
meaning. For example, ‘tank’, ‘soldier’, ‘army’ can be grouped under 
the semantic field of ‘war’.

Semantic pref er ence This refers to a set of differ ent, frequently occur ring 
colloc ates which are from the same semantic field, e.g. colloc ates all about 
sport. It is a more abstract notion than colloc a tion or collig a tion.

Sociocultural prac tice A term used in Critical Discourse Analysis to refer 
to the wider social and cultural context, e.g. the polit ical and economic 
struc tures of a society as well as its major insti tu tions. See also 
DISCOURSE PRACTICE.

Specialised corpus A corpus consist ing of texts from one partic u lar text 
type, e.g. all speeches by the President of the USA in 2015.

Superordinate A general class to which instances of that class belong. 
‘Furniture’, for example, is a super or din ate of ‘chair’, ‘bed’ and ‘table’. 
‘Hypernym’ is an altern at ive term for super or din ate. See HYPONYMY.

Tagging – see Annotation. 
Text Any sample of language in a form that can be analysed (includ ing 

tran scripts of spoken language).
Textual colloc a tion Hoey (2005) uses the expression ‘textual colloc a-

tion’ to refer to words in a text which frequently co- occur within a 
wider word span than n±4.

T-Score A stat ist ical measure of the like li hood that two or more words 
occur together by chance.

Word class A class of words based on gram mat ical and semantic prop er-
ties. Two major famil ies of word classes are LEXICAL WORD classes 
(nouns, verbs, adject ives, and adverbs) and GRAMMATICAL WORD 
classes (auxil i ary verbs, conjunc tions, determ iners, prepos i tions, 
pronouns). A word class is some times called a PART OF SPEECH.

Word span The number of words chosen either side of the NODE 
WORD to determ ine the scope of a concord ance invest ig a tion of a 
corpus is known as the word span. Four places to the left of a node 
word, and four places to the right of it, is the stand ard span for search ing 
for colloc a tion in corpus linguist ics (Jones and Sinclair 1974). This 
stand ard span is referred to, in short, as an n ± 4 span (where n = node 
word).
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A. Software tools used in this book and where  
to find them

AntConc:
http://www.laurence an thony.net/soft ware/antconc/.
AntConc is a freely, down load able tool. In the above link, there are video 
tutori als for the differ ent func tions as well as other useful inform a tion.

Sketchengine:
http://www.sketchen gine.co.uk/.
Sketchengine is an online tool. It comes with a variety of refer ence corpora 
in many differ ent languages. Users can load up their own text or corpora 
and conduct analyses. In this book, I have used Sketchengine prin cip ally for 
access ing refer ence corpora. But it contains a diverse set of func tions, e.g. it 
can be used to lemmat ise, to calcu late keywords and to tag for part- of-
speech.
For video tutori als, see:
https://www.youtube.com/user/TheSketchEngine/.

WMatrix:
WMatrix is an online tool which also comes with some English language 
refer ence corpora. Like Sketchengine, users can load up texts and corpora 
for execut ing analyses. It has a part- of-speech tagger and a semantic tagger.
http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/wmatrix/.
In this link, there are video tutori als for the differ ent func tions as well as 
other useful information.

These aren’t the only soft ware tools avail able for analys ing texts/corpora. 
There are many others. See: ‘Digital Research Tools Directory’ http:// 
dirt dir ect ory.org/about/.

http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/antconc/
http://www.sketchengine.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/user/TheSketchEngine/
http://www.ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/wmatrix/
http://www.dirtdirectory.org/about/
http://www.dirtdirectory.org/about/
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B. Plain text

Corpus linguistic tools work well, and some only work with, unformat ted 
text; so the tools may not work effect ively with, say, Word docu ments. The 
same can apply to texts taken from the web since these will contain format-
ting (e.g. HTML). Unless you know that the tool can work with format ted 
text, you will need to convert to ‘Plain text’, a straight for ward conver sion 
using any word processing soft ware.

C. Cleaning corpora

Corpora may need ‘clean ing’ before they can be analysed. One type of 
corpora clean ing involves discard ing mater ial which is extraneous to 
research goals. For example, if you are creat ing a corpus of discus sion posts, 
you would need to delete names of the posters and dates of posts if these are 
irrel ev ant to your goals. Otherwise this inform a tion could skew results. 
Cleaning could also mean removal of images from webtext which will 
hinder effi cient processing of the corpus by the soft ware. For example, if 
you are analys ing a discus sion forum thread, you will also need to clean 
avatars used by posters. An easy way to do this is to copy web- based mater ial 
and paste into soft ware such as Notepad (Windows). All format ting and 
icons will vanish. (This oper a tion basic ally amounts to conver sion to ‘Plain 
text’).

D. Building corpora

The follow ing provides useful inform a tion on creat ing corpora:

http://www.ahds.ac.uk/creat ing/guides/linguistic- corpora/.
http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/courses/ling/corpus/blue/diy_top.htm/.

http://www.ahds.ac.uk/creating/guides/linguistic-corpora/
http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/courses/ling/corpus/blue/diy_top.htm/
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