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The CSIRO Flagship Collaboration Fund facilitates involvement of the wider 
Australian research community in addressing the nation’s most significant 
challenges and opportunities. Flagship Clusters are three-year partnerships 
between Flagships, universities and other public research agencies.

Knowledge Systems Theme 

Discourse analysis guide 

The way in which we think, write and talk about the coast has important implications for the way in which it is understood and subsequently 
governed. While language may be thought of as mere semantics, discourse theory highlights the importance of understanding the 
ideological work that language does (Fairclough 1992). 

Language therefore serves to construct and organise rather than directly reflect social reality, with the importance of this illustrated in the 
view that “It makes no sense to consider the ‘objects’ or targets of policy as existing independently of the way in which they are spoken 
about or represented either in political debate or policy proposals. Any description of an issue or a ‘problem’ is an interpretation, and 
interpretations involve judgment and choices” (Bacchi 1999: 1). 

This does not mean that words are the only things that matter: instead, language is the way in which humans make sense of the world. 

This is succinctly expressed in the view that “While real problems exist, our interaction with them can only ever be through culturally 
constructed lens – meaning that we can never know nature except through the interpretive mechanism of culture, which means that all 
perspectives are partial and contestable” (Dryzek’s 1997: 10). 

Analysing texts (written, spoken, visual) and practices therefore provides a means for examining knowledge relations, dealing with issues 
such as the representation of reality, relationships and identities. Discourse analysis is useful in uncovering: 

Ÿ The framing of issues, people & relationships (eg what is considered as useful knowledge) 

Ÿ How the uptake of concepts & practices occurs. 
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