Blommaert (2005) – Text and Context (Chapter 3)

His study is in Belgium with asylum seekers!  What a coincidence.  :-)  He uses “data reflecting globalization processes” (57).  Finding:  “the outcome of the asylum procedure is almost completely based on (perceptions of) the cogency and coherence of the stories [asylum seekers] tell” (57).

He critiques both CA and CDA – CA for ignoring context, reducing interaction to the level of the particular; and CDA for neglecting its own entextualizing activities & influence.  His critique of CA resembles my critique of ethnography of communication (EC).  And his critique of CDA prefigures the direction I’m currently consciously enacting with this interpreters’ discourse study.

“To the extent that critical approaches to discourse should be concerned with power, they cannot be concerned exclusively with either predefined power – power of which the text is only illustrative or symptomatic, as in CDA – nor with explicitised, visible, and event-centred power within the grasp of individual practices, as in CA.  It must also be concerned with invisible, hegemonic, structural and normalized power sedimented in language and not only through language” (67).

“Conceptions of context” is not only a point-of-reference for textual meaning, but are also “conditions for discourse production…We should be looking at how the linguistic generates the economic, social, political, as well as how the economic, social, and political generate the linguistic” (italics in original, bold mine 66).  

Note:  context is not a pre-existing, objective empirical “fact’, but is produced through a process he calls entextualization (referencing others).  Hence it is the conception of context with which we’re really theorizing, not any absolute pre- or externally-existing ‘thing.’

Blommaert’s “ambition” is a mirror to mine:  to “[explain] society through the privileged window of discourse…[to use] discourse as a social object, the linguistic characteristics of which are conditioned and determined by circumstances that are far beyond the grasp of the speaker or user, but are social, political, cultural, and historical” (66-67).  He goes on to critique the unidirectional deductions generalized from “strict locality:  the unique, one-time, and micro-situatedness of text,” noting “discourse seems to lose context as soon as it is raised above the single-text level” (67).   This is precisely the argument I’ve been having with Paula, and is at the heart – I think – of the “divide” between social interaction and cultural studies.  Blommaert goes on to argue that the “higher-level situatedness ….large, general, supra-individual, typical, structural, and higher than any single society – should have a place in any form of critical study of discourse” (67).  Of course – my argument is that both levels should be present and integrated, perhaps with mid-levels, but at least with connections identified and articulated.

Two ”forgotten contexts” (emphasis mine, 56):  resources and trajectories = strategies for making connections between (from) discourse and (to) social structure (57). Certain phenomena function to merge discourse and social structure, hence providing a ‘context’ to the ‘text’ drawing attention to “larger economies of communication and textualization” (57).  “The telling and interpretation of…stories involves complex contextualization work – more complex than can captured by [single level] context conceptions, because we are dealing with communication events that can only be understood against the background of globalization, or, more precisely, of structural inequalities within the world system” (emphasis mine, 57).  This is what I ought to be able to discern in the conference/community comparison.  I’ll have to make an argument for commensurability (when? first?  at which strategic node?) – this will be via similarities in terms of “the job” (delivery, performance), at least, perhaps also in terms of desired outcomes?

Resources = “complex of linguistic means and communicative skills” (58).  This is what interpreters index when they critique “broken English” (described variously).  This “means that we are addressing macrocontexts, contexts that have to do with the structure of the world system and that create situations over which individuals have hardly any control” (58).  Blommaert continues: 

Speakers can/cannot speak varieties of languages, they can/cannot write and read, and they can/cannot mobilize specific resources for performing specific actions in society.  And all these differences – different degrees of proficiency ranging from ‘not at all’ to ‘full mastery’ of codes, language varieties, and styles – are socially consequential.  Resources are hierarchized in terms of function adequacy, and those who have different resources often find that they have unequal resources, because access to some rights and benefits in society is constrained by access to specific communicative (e.g., narrative) resources (cf. Hymes 1996) (58).

For example:

The struggle with the medium of narration also has an effect on the rhythm and the prosody, causing disruptions in the flow of narration and the loss of an important range of contextualization cues.  [Asylum seekers’] stories told to Belgian interlocutors whoa re either native speakers 9in the case of Dutch and French) or non-native speakers commanding a sometimes equally problematic variety of English, the potential for being misunderstood is obviously very high.  And, in the punitive atmosphere of application interviews, ‘rambling’ stories are quickly turned into ‘bad’ stories, qualified as ‘unreliable’ or full of ‘unclear elements’ and ‘contradiction’.  Parts of the stories that are difficult to understand during the interaction are often not understood at all (italics in original, 60).

In other words:

The importance of resources lies in the deep relation between language and a general economy of symbols and status in societies…the point is that one does not just ‘have’ or ‘know’ a language.  Such seemingly innocuous phrases hide a complex and highly sensitive political-economic dynamics of acquisition and differential distribution.  Words, accents, intonation contours, styles all come with a history of use and abuse (Bahktin’s intertextuality); they also come with a history of assessment and evaluation.  This is where language leads us directly to the heart of social structure:  an investigation into language becomes an investigation into the sytems and patterns of allocation or power symbols and instruments, and thus an investigation into basic patterns of privilege and disenfranchisement in societies (see Bourdieu 1991; Gumperz 1982; Heller 1994).  Looking at issues of resources makes sure that any instance of language use would be deeply and fundamentally socially contextualized; connections between talk and social structure would be intrinsic (italics in original, 61).


At the same time, the context-shaping role of resources extends beyond the occurrence of single texts or instances of discourse.  They are not strictly featuers of texts, but of societies and social structures, and in the final instance, of worldwide relations between parts of the globe…often they belong to realm of the ‘normal’ and of the ‘usual’, they condition interactions in society, and they  make sure that some interactions will simply never occur.  Hymes accurately notes:

There is a fundamental difference . . . between what is not said because there is no occasion to say it, and what is not said because one has not and does not find a way to say it. (Hymes 1974a: 72). (in Blommaert, italics in original, 61).

Tangent:  Blommaert asks “Why cannot everyone speak or write in certain ways?  Why is some discourse the privilege of some people because it is based on exclusive usages of rare resources?” (61-62).  I’m recalling some conversations in which the parents in immigrant families are criticized for not taking advantage of language education programs and accused of “isolating themselves.”  Yet, learning a language, I would think, is an activity that requires a prefigured subjective background of pragmatics, desire, and possibility.  If one has moved from one culture to another as an adult, and in one’s home culture there was never even the question or concern – even the awareness of the possibility? – of learning another language, how is one to suddenly muster an entirely new predisposition in the face of the myriad other obstacles, barriers, differences, opportunities, systems, etc that one must learn to navigate?  The “knowledge” that it would be “easier” is itself a privileged and rare resource.  Point of comparision – US Americans, with their monolingual privileges and assumptions.  The difference is the relative hierachical value of English as opposed to that of other mother tongues – most US Americans have no more desire, predisposition, or pragmatic sense that learning another language would benefit them in any way.  Yet their privilege allows them (me!) to manage just fine.
Trajectories = “the shifting of discourse across contexts:  talk finds its way into notes, summaries, case reports, citations, discussions of others.”  Briggs (1997a) and Silverstein and Urban (1996) have argued that precisely this shifting of contexts – re-entextualisation practices – involves crucial questions of power” (62).  Note-taking for the comm-grad conference an obvious case in point.  “Access here also depends on resources:  re-entextualisation often involves a technology of contextualization, a degree of expertise that is very exclusive and the object of tremendous inequality in any society (e.g., legal re-entextualisations require access to legal expertise, see Philips 1998). (62).   A text trajectory’s salience increases as resources diminish, because “every step in the trajectory involves inequalities in resources” (64).  Fairclough attends to this somewhat (1992b), “though the focus is on textual flows rather than on the shifting between contextualizing universes and resources that determine recontextualization work” (64).

Theoretical questions:

Is this discourse I’m participating in now available only because of the historical particularity of the moment? (see p. 66, and blog entry “Sabra”).  Articulate this particularity – enlargement, referendum on the EU Constitution (? France voted “no” 29 May, 2005, @ 56% to 44%, with @ 30% of the population voting.  I’m not sure how relevant this will be in the long term.  From one Commission interpreter’s point-of-view, inconsequential,  as they would also have voted no – too many questions (423 -?- articles!)  to say only [a monolithic] yes/no, and “lousy” – i.e., includes an economic commitment to free market, which “doesn’t belong in a constitution.”)  Also: host family’s sense of champagne in the White House (actually Ondrash, visiting), US deliberate political efforts to derail the EU.

Identify and juxtapose intertextualization with entextualization moves in the discourses.  (see p. 48, my notes 11 May 2005 and – intended – an upcoming blog).

What are the shifts of discourse “across contexts containing important power features” (64) in this study?  Obviously whatever I put out on the blog.  Are there any others?  (Potentials might include something on/through the AIIC website or via various interpreter email lists…which I may or may not learn about…something to pursue, eh?!)

The blog produces a record of Blommaert’s third “forgotten context” – the data history.  “Analysis is entextualization – it is, in other words, also part of a text trajectory” (64).  I need to follow the “hits” and track any responses to it (only two so far).
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