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Abstract
Genre theory has generally focused on the analysis of generic constructs with some attention to the contexts in 

which such genres are produced, interpreted, and used, often giving the impression as if producing and interpreting 

genres is an end in itself, rather than a means to an end. As a consequence, there has been very little attention paid 

to professional practice, which is the ultimate objective of these discursive activities. It is thus necessary to develop 

a more comprehensive and multiperspective genre analytical framework to analyze interdiscursive performance in 

professional practice. In this paper, I propose such a multiperspective critical genre analytical framework and attempt 

to discuss some of the key theoretical perspectives underlying critical genre theory.

1. From Genre Analysis to Critical Genre Analysis

Genre analysis incorporates a variety of frameworks used to analyse a range of textual genres 

constructed, interpreted and used by members of various disciplinary communities in academic, 

professional, workplace and other institutional contexts. The analyses range from close linguistic 

studies of texts as products, to investigations into the dynamic complexity of discursive practices 

of professional and workplace communities (Swales 1990, Bhatia 1993), and further to a broad 

understanding of socio-cultural and critical practices often focusing on processes of interpreting 

these textual genres in real life settings (Bazerman 1981, Devitt 1991, Bhatia 2004, Swales 2004). 

Understanding the nature of discursive practices of various discourse communities in specifi c dis-

ciplinary cultures (Bargiela-Chiappini/Nickerson 1999), which often constrain and give shape to 

these communicative processes and textual genres, is another aspect of genre-based investiga-

tions. Awareness and understanding of genre knowledge is yet another crucial factor in genre-ba-

sed analyses, which may be understood as situated cognition (Berkenkotter/Huckin 1993), related 

to the discursive practices of members of disciplinary cultures. The co-operation and collaborati-

on of specialists from various communities provide an important corrective to purely text-based 

approaches (Barton 2004, Bhatia et al. 2008, 2012).

The rationale for such a wide range of developments is that communication is not simply a 

matter of putting words together in a grammatically correct and rhetorically coherent textual 

form, but more importantly, it is also a matter of having a desired impact on the members of a spe-

cifi c discourse community, and of recognizing conventions they follow in their everyday negotia-

tion and dissemination of meaning in professional contexts. In this sense, communication is more 

than simply words, syntax, and even semantics; in fact, it is a matter of understanding ‘why and 

how members of specifi c professional or disciplinary communities communicate the way they do’ 

(Bhatia 1993, 2004). This may require, among a number of other inputs, the discipline-specifi c 

knowledge of how professionals conceptualize issues and talk about them in order to achieve their 

disciplinary and professional goals. Considering the complexity of some of these factors, I would 

like to claim that professional discourse operates simultaneously, at the very least, at four rather 

distinct, yet overlapping, levels, i.e., as text, genre, professional practice, and as professional cul-

ture, and hence can be analysed as such, which can be represented as in Diagram 1: 
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Diagram 1. Overlapping levels of discourse representations

Discourse as text refers to the representation and analysis of language use that is confi ned to the 

surface level properties of discourse, which include formal, as well as functional aspects of dis-

course, i.e., phonological, lexico-grammatical, semantic, organisational, including inter-sententi-

al cohesion, and other aspects of text structure such as intertextuality, etc., not necessarily consi-

dering context in a broad sense. Although discourse is essentially embedded in context, discourse 

as text often excludes any signifi cant analysis of context in any meaningful way, except in the 

very narrow sense of intertextuality to include interactions with surrounding texts. The empha-

sis at this level of analysis is essentially on the properties associated with the construction of the 

textual product, rather than on the interpretation or use of such a product. It largely ignores the 

contribution often made by the reader on the basis of what he or she brings to the interpretation 

of the textual output, especially in terms of knowledge of the world, including the professional, 

socio-cultural, and institutional knowledge as well as experience that one is likely to use to inter-

pret, use, and exploit such discourses.

Discourse as genre extends the analysis beyond the textual output to incorporate context in a 

broader sense to account for not only the way text is constructed, but also the way it is likely to be 

interpreted, used and exploited in specifi c contexts, whether social, institutional, or more narrow-

ly professional, to achieve specifi c disciplinary goals, which often require the use of methods that 

investigate not only linguistic issues, but also socio-pragmatic ones. This kind of grounded analy-

sis of the textual output is very typical of any framework within genre-based theory. 

Discourse as professional practice takes this interaction with context a step further in the direc-

tion of relevant socio-pragmatic context, where the focus shifts signifi cantly from the textual out-

put to features of context, such as managing identities of the professionals, the institutional struc-

tures or professional relationships the genres are likely to maintain or change, and the challenges 

and benefi ts such genres are likely to bring to a particular set of readers, depending upon whether 

one is an insider or outsider. The most interesting development at this level is concern with text-

external factors that make a specifi c genre not only possible, but also relevant to a specifi c profes-

sional or disciplinary context. 

Finally, professional genres and practices are inevitably embedded in and constrained by the 

specifi c professional or institutional cultures they are embedded in. It is important to note that the 

four interacting representations of discourse are not mutually exclusive, but essentially comple-

mentary to each other. Although it is possible to focus on any one or more levels of realisation 

depending upon the objective(s) one may decide to pursue, in order to have a comprehensive un-

derstanding of professional communication it is necessary to have some understanding of all le-

vels of discourse realisation. Traditionally, a typical genre analytical exercise might begin at the 

bottom end, exploring genre as text exhaustively and then working toward analysing discourse as 

genre, often using context as explanation for the analysis of textualisation of lexico-grammatical 
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and discoursal resources. However, stopping at these levels is less likely to be satisfactory as it 

will essentially underplay or completely ignore the role of professional practice and culture, thus 

ignoring much of the socio-pragmatic aspects of genre construction, interpretation, use, or exploi-

tation of generic resources.

Having given a brief account of genre analysis, I would now like to refl ect on my engagement 

with genre at the top two levels of discourse realisation, i.e., discourse as professional practice 

and discourse as professional culture, and suggest this as a move towards what I have elsewhere 

called ‘Critical Genre Analysis’ (CGA) (Bhatia 2008a, 2008b, 2010, 2012), which can ultimate-

ly be linked to ‘Interdiscursive Performance’ in professional, institutional, organisational or other 

conventionalised contexts. However, before we go further in this direction to discuss some of the 

key features of critical genre theory, I would like to discuss, though briefl y, some aspects of ‘cri-

ticality’ in critical theory, and then distinguish its differing roles in critical discourse analysis and 

critical genre analysis.

2. Aspects of Critical Theory

Critical theory, in principle, does not accept everyday communication in most socio-political and 

institutional contexts at face value, and attempts to account for and demystify what might be un-

derlying motivations for the construction, interpretation, use or exploitation of such discursive 

acts. Critical theory thus does not favour a passive acceptance of what might ordinarily appear to 

be to non-specialist users of language. So one of the main implications of critical theory could be 

to demystify social and professional practices of expert members of such specialised communities 

in various institutional and professional, including academic, cultures. However, it is also possi-

ble to extend the use of critical theory to question the motives of such social communities, insti-

tutions and organizations which underpin injustices and power imbalances to investigate how or-

dinary members of the society are regulated by such institutional processes and actions, and how 

such actions can be evaluated in order to remedy social improprieties and attempt to restore power 

equality and justice in society to make it a better place. 

In its recent manifestation, critical theory, as associated with the Frankfurt School of Sociology, 

has taken upon itself the task of critiquing modern capitalist society, a concern which is differ-

ent from its traditional form where it simply was meant to understand and explain social acts. As 

such, recent versions of social critical theory (Geuss 1981) are concerned with issues of pow-

er, authority, and injustice, associated with corporate capitalism, thus politicizing social issues 

through the analysis of discoursal data. It is important to point out that most versions of critical 

theory attempt to analyze and explore the surface of social life to account for a more complete and 

deeper understanding of how social actions are enacted. Habermas (1971) redefi ned critical social 

theory as a theory of communication, focusing on communicative rationality, on the one hand, 

and distorted communication, on the other, thus encouraging the two versions of critical theory 

toward greater overlap. In this way, the two meanings of critical theory, though originating from 

two distinct philosophical traditions, come closer toward some degree of overlap (Calhoun 1995). 

Critical theory in literary contexts regards interpretation as crucial to our understanding of me-

anings of texts and discourses, including aspects of intertextuality and interdiscursivity. Much of 

literary critical theory therefore can be considered as traditional as it makes use of interpretati-

on and explanation as a way of understanding texts rather than changing social acts in the Mar-

xist sense. Critical theory in literature and the humanities thus does not necessarily involve an 

evaluative perspective, whereas critical social theory essentially has some aspects of values or 

norms, which are used to evaluate or judge social actions.

The term critical thus denotes two overlapping and yet very distinct notions: one as ‘criti-

cal social theory’, the main concern of which is to identify, evaluate and remedy societal actions 

through the analysis of language, actions that are considered to introduce social inequalities, inju-

stices and disempowerment affecting certain sections of society; the other denotes a rigorous in-
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tellectual analysis to demystify social and institutional actions as distinct from ideological inter-

pretation. This second interpretation of critical theory is equally powerful and valid in that it aims 

to demystify, understand, explain, and account for the kinds of professional practices in which 

we are engaged in our everyday life. In order to achieve this objective, critical theory encourages 

a framework that allows rigor and depth in investigation that is essentially multiperspectival and 

multidimensional in scope, and attributes equal, if not more, importance to practice, in addition 

to the semiotic means that are often employed. It is in this second sense that I use the term ‘criti-

cal’ in critical genre theory, and not in the sense of critical social theory. Let me now give more 

substance to these two versions of critical theory, in particular discussing how the two have been 

used in existing discourse analytical studies, distinguishing them further to make claims about the 

validity and use of the term ‘critical’ in critical genre analysis as distinct from critical discourse 

analysis. 

3. Critical Discourse Analysis 

The foregoing section makes it clear that the term ‘critical’ as used in critical social theory does 

not encourage passive acceptance or interpretation of discursive actions, as it invariably questions 

such simple interpretive accounts that are available on the basis of surface-level analysis of dis-

course. Critical theory, in general, tends to dig deeper to identify problems as well as limitations 

inherent in human communication that often lead to injustices and inequities in social structures. 

An additional factor that is added to this pursuit is an attempt to remedy such injustices, inequali-

ties and disempowerment of certain sections of society. Drawing largely on this interpretation of 

Critical Social Theory, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) has developed one of the most domi-

nant and infl uential frameworks to analyze issues of power and language use in social practice. 

As Van Dijk (2001) claims: 

 (CDA) primarily studies the way social power, abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, repro-

duced, and resisted by texts and talk in social and political context. With such dissident research, criti-

cal discourse analysts take explicit position, and thus want to understand, expose, and ultimately resist 

social inequality. (Van Dijk 2001: 352)

Critical Discourse Analysis is thus defi ned by its attempt to analyse and redress the ideological 

and asymmetrical power imbalances that impede socio-political and cultural processes through 

the analysis of semiotic data. Fairclough (1989), Fairclough/Wodak (1997) and Wodak (2001) in 

a similar manner reiterate such interpretations of CDA. For example:

 [CDA is] fundamentally concerned with analysing opaque as well as transparent structural relation-

ships of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in language. In other words, 

CDA aims to investigate critically social inequality as it is expressed, signalled, constituted, legiti-

mized and so on by language use (or in discourse) … [T]hree concepts fi gure indispensably in all 

CDA: the concept of power, the concept of history, and the concept of ideology. (Wodak 2001: 2-3) 

A dominant characteristic of CDA is its belief that language is social practice (Fairclough 1989, 

Fairclough/Wodak 1997) meaning that discourse both shapes and is shaped by society. Discursive 

events share a co-constitutive relationship with the social and institutional contexts within which 

they take place. They are socially conditioned by the local and macro contexts in which they oc-

cur, but at the same time, the discursive events shape the social identities and relationships of the 

participants engaged in these events themselves. As Fairclough and Wodak (1997: 258) state:

 Discursive practices may have major ideological effects – that is, they can help produce and reprodu-

ce unequal power relations between (for instance) social classes, women and men, and ethnic/cultural 

majorities and minorities through the ways in which they represent things and position people.

Fairclough (1989: 5) further elaborates that CDA investigates the relationship between language, 

power and ideology, analysing “social interactions in a way which focuses upon their linguistic 

elements, which sets out to show up their generally hidden determinants in the system of social 

relationships, as well as hidden effects they may have upon that system.” Fairclough distinguis-
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hes between two approaches to discourse: the critical and the non-critical. Critical approaches dif-

fer from non-critical approaches in not just describing discursive practices, but also showing how 

discourse is shaped by relations of power and ideologies, and the constructive effects discourse 

has upon social identities, social relations and systems of knowledge and belief, neither of which 

is apparent to discourse participants (Fairclough 1992: 12). He sums up his view as follows: 

 ‘Critical’ means hidden connections between language, power and ideology, especially the way abuse, 

dominance, inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted in socio-political contexts … Critical is 

used in the special sense of aiming to show up connections which may be hidden from people - such 

as the connections between language, power and ideology… (Fairclough 1989: 5)

In a similar manner, Van Dijk’s (1993) socio-cognitive approach towards discourse perceives 

CDA as an instrument for analysing power structures in discourse, as he mentions, “critical dis-

course analysis is specifi cally interested in power abuse that is in breaches of laws, rules and prin-

ciples of democracy, equality and justice by those who wield power” (254-255). However, CDA 

is characterized not only by a concern with describing the different positions which people assu-

me in the discourse process with respect to attitude, beliefs and so on, but also by its commitment 

to reveal the impositions of power and ideological infl uence. Pennycook (1994: 121) argues that 

although CDA approaches differ to some degree, “they share a commitment to going beyond lin-

guistic description to attempt explanation, to showing how social inequalities are refl ected and 

created in language, and to fi nding ways through their work to change the conditions of inequality 

that their work uncovers… Critical discourse analysis deals with ‘the larger social, cultural, and 

ideological forces that infl uence our lives’.

Widdowson (1995), however, identifi es a number of issues in the way CDA analyses discourse. 

He points out that CDA seems to imply not only the identifi cation of social inequalities, but also 

the correcting of them. The commitment here is not only to social comprehensiveness but to so-

cial conscience as well. This, he continues, may be seen as a laudable enterprise, but the conse-

quence is that the scope of description is not extended but reduced because it narrows down to a 

single preferred interpretation. He argues: 

 …discourse is a matter of deriving meaning from text by referring it to contextual conditions, to the 

beliefs, attitudes, values which represent different versions of reality. The same text, therefore, can 

give rise to different discourses. Widdowson (1995: 168)

He adds that “critical discourse analysis claims to be distinctive because it is critical, that is to say, 

it reveals the insinuation of ideology, the imposition of power which other people fail to recog-

nise” (Widdowson 1995: 169). However, he continues, “to the extent that critical discourse ana-

lysis is committed it cannot provide analysis but only partial interpretation”. Analysis should in-

volve the demonstration of different interpretations and what language data might be adduced as 

evidence in each case. In doing so, it should explain just how different discourses can be derived 

from the same text, and indeed how the very defi nition of discourse as the pragmatic achievement 

of social action necessarily leads to the recognition of such plurality. But in CDA, he claims, we 

do not fi nd this. There is rarely a suggestion that alternative interpretations are possible. There is 

usually the implication that the single interpretation offered is uniquely validated by textual facts 

(Widdowson 1995: 169). However, the discourse of the analyst’s interpretation may not match the 

discourse of the author’s intention. CDA thus tends to pay more attention to the analyst’s inter-

pretation of a text, and very little attention to the varied ways in a variety of contexts by different 

audiences a text can be produced, interpreted, and even exploited, which raises the issues of sub-

jective, partial or even prejudicial interpretations. Schegloff (1997) also questions this tendency 

to assume the relevance of specifi c aspects of contexts in CDA to project the analyst’s own politi-

cal biases and prejudices onto their data for analysis. Linguistic resources, he maintains, are also 

a kind of context as they do provide what Halliday (1973: 51) called ‘meaning potential’ in that 

they contribute to the production of a text or genre, and also to its interpretation.
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Coming to the actual analysis of discourse, Fairclough (2003: 2) favours textually oriented dis-

course analysis, which focuses on formal linguistic and textual features, to study social practices, 

which are discursively shaped and enacted. As such, he believes that social practices are linguisti-

cally analysable and interpretable. Although he mentions the role of context and intertextuality, he 

shows very little serious interest in the analysis of the use and implications of text-external resour-

ces. Thus, to the extent that critical discourse analysis is committed to textually oriented discourse 

analysis, it cannot provide complete analysis but only partial interpretation. It is not possible for 

the analyst to provide different interpretations without going deeper into the context, particularly 

incorporating text-external aspects, in which a specifi c discourse is constructed and interpreted. 

In CDA, the analyst does not have any intention to seek and explain how the same text can give 

expression to different discourses, as this kind of multiplicity of interpretations is not on CDA’s 

agenda. There is usually the implication that the single interpretation offered is uniquely validated 

by the textual facts (Widdowson 1995: 169). CDA thus tends to pay more attention to the analyst’s 

interpretation of a text, and very little attention to the varied ways in which a particular text can 

be interpreted by different audiences. 

4. Critical Genre Analysis 

Although increasingly multidisciplinary, Critical Discourse Analysis and Genre Analysis have 

drawn their inspiration from applied sociolinguistics, which has primarily been concerned with 

analysis of language use in real life contexts. Critical Genre Analysis (unlike Critical Discourse 

Analysis, which is intended to analyze and critique social practices) recognizes that studying gen-

re is not simply meant to describe and explain language use, but also to account for professional 

practices in an attempt to investigate why and how professionals create, disseminate and consu-

me specialized knowledge and exploit available semiotic resources and modes of communica-

tion to achieve their professional goals. CGA, thus intends to extend the scope of conventional 

genre analytical theory from a focus on textual artefacts to one based on ‘professional practices 

and activities’, thus making a crucial distinction between ‘discursive practices’ and ‘professio-

nal practices’ in an attempt to defi ne and propose a more comprehensive framework opening up 

the ‘socio-pragmatic space’ (Bhatia 2004) for the study of professional practice and culture. The-

re is widespread appropriation of discursive resources and practices across professional genres, 

practices and even professional cultures giving rise to new (hybrid) forms (Bhatia 2008a, 2008b, 

2010). CGA draws on the notion of critical theory to the extent that it encourages the capacity to 

demystify, understand, explain, and account for the kinds of professional practices in which spe-

cialist users of language are engaged in their everyday professional life. As discussed earlier, the 

aspect of critical theory drawn on by CGA is, to a certain extent, similar to its use in the analy-

sis and understanding of literature, in the sense that it is not necessarily oriented towards radical 

social change or even towards the analysis of society, but instead focuses on rigorous analysis of 

texts in contexts, in all their manifestations. The main objective of CGA is to establish and en-

hance our understanding and analysis of professional genres and practices, rather than focusing 

on partial descriptions. 

The notion of criticality as used in Critical Genre Analysis thus tends to further our understan-

ding of the discursive actions of expert professionals in their designated disciplinary contexts, 

and in doing so CGA tends to offer very thick accounts of ‘why most professionals construct, in-

terpret, use and exploit genre conventions the way they do’. In other words, CGA is meant to de-

scribe, explain, and account for the discursive performance of professionals in their very specifi c 

disciplinary and often interdisciplinary contexts and cultures. Let me give more substance to what 

I have so far alluded to here, and in doing so, I would also like to discuss ways in which CGA is 

distinct from CDA. 
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4.1. Social vs. Professional Practice

Unlike CDA that considers discourse as social practice, CGA is concerned with a rather limited 

and specifi c focus on professional practice, in addition to professional genres. Instead of analy-

sing discourses of all kinds in a much wider social context, CGA narrowly defi nes professional 

or disciplinary, often interdisciplinary, contexts, which may include professional and disciplina-

ry cultures within which interdiscursive actions invariably take place. Since genres by their very 

nature more centrally operate within a narrow context of a specifi c profession or discipline, this 

approach is more likely to offer better insights. Any attempt to consider genres as social practice 

will essentially blur the nature of analysis, and hence may not be adequate or effective for genre 

theory. As far as CDA is concerned, social practice is a key concept for analysis and it seems to 

serve its purpose very well; however, the same is not true of CGA, which requires a more focused 

investigation of specifi cally defi ned professional (inter)discursive practices, and hence the key 

concept for CGA is professional practice and culture.

4.2. Power and Ideology vs. Analytical Rigour

As mentioned earlier, CDA has a strong focus on investigating the role of power and ideology in 

social practice, especially the way these are played out to create imbalances in social order, and 

CDA aims to redress such imbalances and correct social order. CGA, on the other hand, has no 

such agenda whatsoever, and focuses primarily on analytic rigour in an attempt to investigate the 

motivations, on the part of professionals in specifi c contexts, for their everyday professional ac-

tions within the context of individual professional cultures. This focus on power and ideology in 

CDA somehow underplays the need to bring in other contesting interpretations in other contexts, 

which, as mentioned earlier, raises the issue of subjective, partial or even prejudicial interpreta-

tions.

CGA, on the other hand, has a very different agenda; it considers discursive and interdiscursi-

ve professional practices, most of which are essentially collaborative and interdisciplinary in na-

ture, as its main focus. This essentially requires a multidimensional as well as multiperspectival 

approach to analysis, in particular the use of ethnographic procedures, including but not limited 

to what Smart (2006) calls grounded and interpretive ethnographic investigations of professional 

practice. More than a theory of textualisation, as is the case in CDA, CGA requires a theory of 

contextualisation to bring into focus the role of multiple perspectives that any good theory of dis-

course needs to encourage. Moreover, CGA has its focus on the actions of a specifi c professional 

or disciplinary community rather than an individual specialist, so multiple perspectives in analy-

sis is a requirement as the analyst is essentially concerned with how members of a specifi c com-

munity typically behave in well-defi ned contexts. The main objective is to demystify discursive 

conventions, which by their very nature demand multiple perspectives.  

4.3. Theory of Contextualisation

The notion of context in discourse analysis has led to analysis of the real world of discourse, in 

particular the analysis of the world of professions (Bhatia 2004). The emergence of contextuali-

zation of professional discourse has opened up a number of avenues for the analysis of genres, 

especially through the studies of New Rhetoric drawing on some popular European social theo-

ries (Bakhtin 1986), all of which seem to encourage analyses of genre as social action, as in Mil-

ler (1984), where she claimed that “a rhetorically sound defi nition of genre must be centred not 

on the substance or the form of discourse but on the action it is used to accomplish” (1984: 151). 

Similarly, Bazerman (1988) argued that it was crucial to gain insights into the rhetorical strate-

gies that are appropriate, and somewhat expected, for their particular situations. For him, it was 

crucial to take into account the fundamental assumptions and aims of the community in order to 

understand any form of professional discourse. 
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Bhatia (2011) points out that although genres are viewed as conventionalized constructs, ex-

pert members of the disciplinary and professional communities often exploit generic resources 

to express their private organizational intentions within the constructs of professionally shared 

communicative purposes. Genres thus are refl ections of disciplinary and organizational cultures, 

and in that sense, they focus on professional actions embedded within disciplinary, professio-

nal and other institutional practices. As such, all disciplinary and professional genres have inte-

grity of their own, which is often identifi ed by reference to a combination of textual, discursive 

and contextual factors. Genres thus extend the analysis beyond the textual product to incorporate 

context in a broader sense to account for not only the way the genre is constructed but also the 

way it is often interpreted, used and exploited in specifi c institutional or more narrowly professi-

onal contexts to achieve specifi c disciplinary objectives (Bhatia 2004). Similarly, Devitt (2004) 

points out that genre should be seen as “the nexus between an individual’s actions and a socially 

defi ned context”. Genre, she emphasizes, is a “reciprocal dynamic within which individuals’ ac-

tions construct and are reconstructed by recurring context of situation, context of culture and con-

text of genres” (Devitt 2004: 31). Frow (2006: 3), on the other hand, does not consider genres as 

fi xed and pre-given forms, but as “performances of genre”. Thus, unlike CDA, which seems to 

underplay the role of context, CGA is viewed as a theory of contextualisation focusing primarily 

on interdiscursive performance in specialised and narrowly defi ned professional, disciplinary and 

cultural contexts.

4.4. Discursive vs. Interdiscursive Socio-pragmatic Space

Discursive Space in the context of professional communication is not simply a physical space 

used and exploited by specialists in various disciplines, organisations, institutions and professi-

ons in the construction and interpretation of specialised communication, but, more importantly, 

it is also a socio-pragmatic space within which socio-cultural, including institutional, dynamics, 

are negotiated and played out to achieve professional objectives. One thing that complicates this 

notion of discursive space is the fact that specialists in professions ‘appropriate’ (Bakhtin 1981) 

semiotic resources from other discourse contexts and genres, which invariably include genre con-

ventions, disciplinary practices and professional cultures that constrain available semiotic modes 

of communication to achieve their discursive ends for the construction, dissemination and con-

sumption of meaning, making the notion of discursive space essentially interdiscursive. This dy-

namic exploitation of interdiscursive socio-pragmatic space thus is as much a matter of acquisi-

tion of professional expertise as that of discursive performance in specifi c professional contexts.

CGA thus is distinctive in terms of its wider conceptualisation of genres to refl ect their evolu-

tion incorporating the concepts of dynamism, hybridization and innovation. Analysing discourse 

through a genre-based lens and recognizing dynamism and hybridization as intrinsic properties 

of genres allow one to harmonize a multi-method approach to studying the textual dynamics of 

professional genres in their socio-pragmatic space (Bhatia 2008), as opposed to analysing texts 

or discourse in a purely textual and intertextual space. Hybridization is an inevitable function of 

genre dynamism, and focusing more seriously on interdiscursivity (i.e., text-external factors, such 

as genre conventions in a socio-pragmatic space) rather than just intertextuality (i.e., text-internal 

and intertextual factors within a discursive space) enhances our understanding of genre. It also 

allows us to explore and take into account the very important relationship between genres and 

professional practice and specifi c disciplinary cultures, which is a crucial factor in our understan-

ding of ‘why and how professionals use language the way they do’. CDA, on the other hand, does 

not have these questions on its agenda; instead it focuses on the nature of linguistic evidence that 

indicates ideologies that communicate injustice and power imbalances in society and considers 

how these can be redressed and corrected. CDA thus more generally focuses on social practices 

within what Bhatia (2004) calls ‘social space’ “to demystify the ideological and asymmetrical po-

wer structures that inhibit social, political and cultural processes through the analysis of various 

semiotic data” (Van Dijk 2001: 352). 
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Discursive practices may have major ideological effects – that is, they can help produce and 

reproduce unequal power relations between (for instance) social classes, women and men, and 

ethnic/cultural majorities and minorities through the ways in which they represent things and po-

sition people. CDA is distinguished from mere discourse analysis in that it studies text in an inter-

discursive and intertextual manner in the process of meaning-making. However, in practice the-

re seems to more emphasis on intertextuality, and very little on interdiscursive properties of dis-

course, partly because CDA is less keen on discourse and genre conventions, and more on actual 

instances of discourse and in their interpretation. For CGA, it seems to be the opposite because 

of its focus on genre, the nature of which is based on text-external factors, including appropria-

tions of disciplinary and genre conventions to create mixed, and embedded genres. So whereas 

CDA pays more attention to individual social acts, CGA is essentially concerned with genre con-

ventions that make the texts possible, i.e., ‘who contributes what, when, how’ to the on-going in-

teraction. 

4.5. Text Oriented Discourse Analysis vs. Multiperspective Genre Analysis 

As mentioned earlier in the article, CDA’s analytical perspective is primarily driven by what Fair-

clough (2003) calls textually oriented discourse analysis relying on the analysis of textual pro-

perties in order to study social practices. The main argument rests on the Foucaultian theory that 

practices are discursively shaped and enacted, and the textual properties of discourse constitute a 

key factor in their interpretation. So his interest is in the analysis of social practices as discursi-

vely shaped, as well as the discursive effects of such textual actions. CGA, on the other hand, is 

centrally concerned with the interdiscursive behaviour of professionals as part of a specifi c disci-

plinary community, and not in a particular instance of social action but a conventional response 

typical of a professional community, which essentially is a multidimensional act, and in order to 

study this one must resort to a multiperspectival analysis. This is one of the main concerns in CGA 

and that is why it is necessary to employ multiple methods, rather than just a text-oriented analy-

sis. One of the key characteristics of CGA methodology is the use of certain ethnographic proce-

dures to understand the function of text-external factors in genre practice. Smart (1998) recom-

mends the use of grounded and interpretive ethnographic investigation of professional practice, 

which includes detached observational accounts of expert behaviour and convergent narrative ac-

counts of fi rst-hand experiences of actively engaged professionals to gain access to multiple per-

spectives, interpretations, and motivations. 

5. CGA as Theory of Interdiscursive Performance 

I have made an attempt to identify and discuss some of the key theoretical aspects of Critical Gen-

re Analysis, three of which (see diagram 2 below) seem to be most crucial in marking a signifi cant 

advancement in the genre analytical work undertaken in the last few decades: professional prac-

tice, interdiscursivity and multiperspective framework.

Diagram 2. Key Aspects of Interdiscursive Performance
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Professional practices, though essentially non-discursive in nature, but invariably achieved 

through discursive means, are typically used to achieve the specifi c goals and objectives of a ran-

ge of professional communities. By focusing on professional practice, CGA tends to pay more at-

tention to the text-external factors that contribute signifi cantly to the production, communication 

and negotiation of meaning as well as professional action in real-life disciplinary, institutional, 

organisational and more specifi c professional contexts, in addition to what goes into its produc-

tion, reception and consumption of knowledge. It is important to realise that professional prac-

tices, on the one hand, are essentially the outcome of specifi c discursive procedures, and, on the 

other hand, are embedded in specifi c professional cultures, which lead to factors that are helpful 

in ensuring the ultimate pragmatic success of the professional action in question. Discursive pro-

cedures encourage focus on the roles of specifi c participants who are authorized to make a valid 

and appropriate contribution as part of a complex participatory mechanism, which determines 

what kind of contribution a particular participant is allowed to make, at what stage of the genre 

construction process; and on the other contributing genres that have a valid and justifi able input 

to a specifi c professional action. All these factors inevitably take place within the context of ty-

pical disciplinary and professional cultures within which a particular professional practice and 

genre are embedded. Thus by relating discursive actions to non-discursive or, more appropriately 

referred to as, text-external aspects of genre construction, CGA is in a position to account for the 

relevance and effectiveness of professional communication in typical contexts, which are inter-

discursive in nature, and thus contribute to what can appropriately be viewed as interdiscursive 

performance. This extends the scope of analysis from genres as discursive products to interdiscur-

sive performance through professional practice that all discursive acts tend to accomplish within 

specifi c disciplinary, institutional and more generally professional cultures. 

To sum up, critical genre analysis is an attempt to extend genre theory beyond the analysis of 

semiotic resources used in professional genres to understand and clarify professional practices 

or actions in typical academic and professional contexts. Unlike CDA, CGA is a way of “demy-

stifying” professional practice through the medium of genre. An interesting aspect of this analy-

sis is that it focuses as much on generic artefacts as on professional practices, as much on what is 

explicitly or implicitly said in genres as on what is not said, as much on socially recognized com-

municative purposes as on the “private intentions” (Bhatia 1995) that professional writers tend to 

express in order to understand professional practices or actions of the members of corporations, 

institutions and professional organizations. In CGA, therefore, no professional, institutional, or 

organizational practices are assumed but negotiated. They seem to be in a constant struggle bet-

ween competing interests. CGA with its focus on practice considers individual members of pro-

fessional organizations, though bound by their common goals and objectives, as still having en-

ough fl exibility to incorporate “private intentions” within the concepts of professionally shared 

values, genre conventions, and professional cultures. 

To conclude, unlike CDA, which is essentially interested in how social practices are discur-

sively constructed to communicate ideological bias, in particular, social inequalities, and disem-

powerment of certain sections of society, CGA has its agenda in the demystifi cation of the mul-

tiperspectival and multidimensional nature of professional practices as objectively, realistically, 

rationally and rigorously as resources permit. ‘Critical’ in genre theory thus refl ects an attempt to 

be as objective as possible, rigorous in analytical procedures, integrating genre analysis and other 

relevant multiple perspectives and dimensions of professional genres by employing a range of 

methodological frameworks and procedures (Bhatia 2004), which include, but are not limited to, 

ethnographic (including specialist interviews and/or ‘convergent accounts’ of experienced mem-

bers of the professional community in question), in order to explain or demystify, but not evalua-

te or criticise, specifi c professional practices. In principle, it is an attempt to seek all that we need 

to know about how expert professionals construct, interpret, use and exploit genre conventions in 

the performance of their everyday professional tasks in their specifi c disciplinary and interdisci-

plinary contexts. 
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