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Discourse Communities

Most of us, on any given day, move between and within several different communities. We encounter our families, our neighbors, and our friends; our classmates and colleagues in various courses; professionals in various jobs, services, and fields; people who share our recreational or entertainment interests; people who share our religious or political beliefs; etc. Indeed, the term “community” comes from the Latin term commûn, which literally means “common.” This makes a lot of sense – communities are groups of people who share things in common with one another (they live together, work together, study together, share common goals or sets of interests, hold similar views or certain ways of looking at the world, etc.) 

The term “discourse” may seem unfamiliar, but its meaning is also pretty straightforward: it refers to “writing, speaking, and ways of thinking.” Thus, a “discourse community” can be defined as a group of people who share similar thoughts, ideas and behaviors, as well as common ways of writing and speaking about these ideas and practices with each other and with others. 

For example, fans of the Harry Potter books might constitute a discourse community. Within this fan base, certain attitudes would be considered normal and appropriate (i.e., a love of fantasy literature or an appreciation for J. K. Rowling’s writing style), whereas other attitudes would be considered unacceptable (a hatred of stories about magic, say) or simply beyond or irrelevant to the community (a passion for jazz music). Similarly, certain behaviors might be considered normal within the Harry Potter community (naming your dog Hufflepuff, collecting action figures or posters from the movies, dressing up as a Crumple-Horned Snorkack for Halloween) that might seem very strange to outsiders. Clearly, being a Harry Potter fan involves learning a whole new vocabulary and acquiring a knowledge base that outsiders don’t share (Who was Salazar Slytherin? What painting guards the entrance to Gryffindor House at Hogwarts?) And the conversations people in this community have with each other often take place in special ways, and in forums that have been created specifically for members (there are Harry Potter message boards and web sites; there are Harry Potter reading groups and clubs; there are even Harry Potter conventions where fans from all over the world get together to discuss and share their favorite things about the series). 

As another example, imagine someone new to sports initiating a conversation with longtime football fans: "So what do you think the Yankees will wear in their next game?” or "Was LeBron James’ last season cost-effective?" or "Which Saint do you think is the best father?" This person just isn't asking the “right” questions, they haven’t got sports talk straight. It isn’t a matter of wardrobe or accounting or good parenting; it's plays, scores, positions, strategies. And again, the conversations that sports fans have with each other often take place in settings and through means that have been specifically set up for them: there’s ESPN, sports bars, and the sports pages of the newspaper; there are web sites and magazines and radio call-in shows, and even whole sections of the bookstore devoted to sports; etc. 

Every discourse community, then, has conventions or rules for what gets talked about, how, and most importantly, who gets to talk and/or set the agenda for others in the community. These conventions are sometimes explicit, but more often go unstated, and they are what give shape to a discourse community, establishing what constitutes truth and meaning for all members. The American linguist John Swales has studied various discourse communities over the years, and has developed a series of criteria/standards that are useful in describing, analyzing, and beginning to understand what makes discourse communities work. To be a discourse community, Swales argues that a group of people must: 

1) share a common language/vocabulary 

2) share common behaviors, practices, and/or procedures for doing things 

3) share common goals, beliefs, attitudes, and/or assumptions 

4) share common ways of communicating with one another 

5) have a threshold for membership or a means of recognizing who does and does not belong to the community. 

In order to be an effective communicator, it is important to learn the language, behaviors, goals/beliefs, and communicative styles of the people you are writing to, and because writing is so often the means by which people gain entry into and wield power within communities, learning to recognize and follow the rules/conventions/expectations that govern thinking and communicating within groups is often the crucial first step in becoming more empowered oneself. 

EXPLORATORY WRITING ACTIVITY
Part One: Inventory of Groups (15-20 minutes) 

Take some time to brainstorm and/or make a list of as many different groups or communities you can think of that you belong to. One way to do this is to think about the different kinds of groups and the different contexts in which you encounter people over the course of an average week. List your various circles of friends, your family, and the people that you live with first, but then branch out. Are there different classes you attend over the course of a week? Are there professors or students from different departments or majors that you interact with? How about social groups or volunteer activities that you belong to? If you work one or more jobs while going to school, or attend a church, or even participate in athletics, can you include these as different communities? Do you belong to a gym? Are you the fan of a particular genre of music or band? Do you belong to any political party or organization? 

Don’t worry too much at this point whether the groups you list have all of the characteristics that Swales describes. The important thing at this point is to get a sense of how many communities/groups you already navigate through on a regular basis. 

Part Two: The Unspoken Rules that Govern Groups (15-20 minutes) 

Once you have a fairly good representation of the different groups/communities you belong to, go back through what you’ve written and think about the issue of taboos. That is, a taboo can be defined as a strong social prohibition or ban against certain words, objects, actions, discussions, or people that are considered undesirable or offensive by a particular group, culture, or community. Breaking a taboo is usually considered extremely objectionable by other members of one’s group and can lead to an offending member being looked down on, ridiculed, or even being thrown out of the community. Can you think of anything you might do, say, or think while you are around one group of friends or community that another group of your friends, or other people you know or spend time with, might consider taboo? For example, if you belong to a church or some kind of religious or even professional organization, do you always dress, act, and speak in the same ways around the people from this group as you do with your other friends, classmates, or members of your family? Is there anything one group of your friends really believes in or does that another group of your friends would probably not appreciate, or might even hate? In meeting the expectations of one group of people who are important to you, do you ever feel you are disappointing the expectations of another? In what ways? 

Spend a few minutes writing about the taboos or restrictions on thinking, speaking, and/or behaving that seem to govern various groups that you belong to. Is it ever difficult to negotiate the different expectations of various people you know or of the groups you belong to? Do you ever find yourself having to bite your tongue or in some other way censor yourself or restrain your behavior? When and why? Is there anything that seems perfectly normal and reasonable within one community that you belong to that another group of people/community you belong to would find strange or questionable? Have you ever found yourself taking different positions or holding contradictory views on a subject, depending on who you were with? Have you ever been out with one group of friends/members of one community and “run into” another group of friends/members of another community? Has this ever embarrassed, confused, or upset you? In this situation, did you have trouble knowing what to say or how to behave? Why? 

You do not need to go into specific detail about anything that makes you feel uncomfortable in this entry; the point of this exercise is to get you to think about how different communities have different rules (often unstated) that govern the ways we think, speak, and act.  You should also begin to recognize how much you already negotiate these differing expectations in your daily life. 

Part Three: Crossing Boundaries/Gaining Membership (10-15 minutes) 

Finally, spend a few minutes writing about a recent experience you had joining or becoming a more involved member of a discourse community. First, look again at the definition above regarding the five things that make up a discourse community. Next, go through your inventory of groups/communities that you belong to, and select one that seems most clearly to qualify as a discourse community. Then, spend a few more minutes describing how you became a member of this community and what language, behavior, beliefs, and/or special means of communicating you have had to learn as part of joining and being a member of this group. 

Who seem to be the most powerful members or leaders of this group? In what ways do they establish, define, or enforce the “rules” that the rest of the community follows? How do they go about communicating these rules? As a newer member of the community, how have you tried to learn the rules/expectations that seem to govern the community? Are these rules something you learn just by watching how others behave and communicate? Are they ever made explicit? In what ways and in what forms? 

If you wanted to become even more active/empowered/powerful within this community, is there anything in particular you might have to do? If so, does this give you any additional insight into the five characteristics of discourse communities that Swales describes? Is there any way that you could have your membership in this community revoked or taken away? How and by whom? What, if anything, does this suggest to you about how power/authority work within this community? 

We have been discussing the importance of learning who your audience is when writing and of using this knowledge to shape what you say, and how, in order to communicate more effectively. The concept of discourse communities is really just an extension of this same idea: But the notion of discourse communities has one important advantage over the way we’ve been talking about audience:
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