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  Abstract 
The concept of "identity" has undergone a dramatic change from being seen as an 
internalized understanding of a pre-discursive self, encompassing personal and sub-
jective identity, to being understood as the intersubjective identity of social inter-
actions, where identity is shaped by the mind, cognition, the psyche, and socializa-
tion practices. This shift is reflected in the constructionist approach of poststructur-
alism, which includes ideological and discursive approaches. However, the study 
of identity has been plagued by relative issues that are often slippery, blurred, and 
confusing. It is therefore necessary to distinguish between them. This thesis focuses 
on the discourse-historical approach to critical discourse analysis as an example to 
explore how identity can be constructed linguistically and the conditions under 
which it should be constructed using this approach. First, the thesis introduces the 
discursive turn in identity construction. Second, a theoretical introduction of DHA 
is heuristically illustrated through a three-dimensional critique of DHA, a four-level 
context of DHA, and a three-dimensional analysis of DHA. These models help 
readers gain a better understanding of when and how this theory is applied to indi-
vidual, collective, transnational, or local identities in order to identify potential in-
justice and discrimination, and to advocate for their deserved rights. 
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1. Introduction 

Inspired by Foucault's (1972) "discursive production of the subject," the construction of identity at the end of the 
twentieth century has become a critical cornerstone. This allows researchers to understand how discriminatory iden-
tities are constructed through critical discourse studies (CDS). Among the various approaches, the discourse-histori-
cal approach (DHA) is particularly famous for its consideration of context. According to Richardson (2017), DHA 
views language as a historically contextualized social practice. The identity constructed by DHA is derived from 
three main considerations: the discursive construction of identity, the contextualization of discourse, and the critical 
nature of DHA. 

2. Discourse-based Theories of “Identity Construction” 

From Avtar Brah's definition of identity as encompassing names, looks, and the actions associated with them, to 
an inward-outward movement (Wetherell & Mohanty, 2010), the concept of identity is notoriously difficult to define. 
Researchers in this field often find themselves stumbling. From the sixteenth century onwards, the concept of identity 
has been defined as "an internalized understanding of the self before language and discourse come into play." This 
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includes personal and subjective identity, intersubjective identity, and social identity. At the end of the twentieth 
century, the constructionist nature of poststructuralism challenged the "internal account" of identity and advocated 
for a "constructionist approach". Furthermore, a discursive turn provided a new insight into self-determination. Re-
searchers during this period were supportive of Foucault's (1972) concept of the "discursive production of the sub-
ject," which posits that identity is not an inherent and unified characteristic, but rather a reflective description of a 
semiotic system. Althusser used the metaphor of interpellation to illustrate how identity is produced within discourse. 
Italian political theorist Gramsci presented how power is organized in discourse. Laclau and Mouffe argued that not 
only identity, but also the entire social space, must be treated as discursively constructed. However, this determinism 
was challenged by Blumer's symbolic interactionism, Hall's reflexivity and meta-awareness, as well as Butler's per-
formativity, which criticized its neglect of the agency of the subject. This paradox between the structure and agency 
nature of identity gives rise to the proposition of discursive-based identity. The prevailing theories include two ap-
proaches: the first one is the micro-empirical approach, such as conversation analysis (CA), membership categoriza-
tion analysis (MCA), and discursive psychology (DP). The other is a combination of micro and macro approaches, 
such as narrative analysis (NA) and critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Benwell, 2006). 

Conversation analysis, rooted in ethnomethodology, was first proposed by American sociologist Sacks in the 1960s. 
Going after the observational science of society and social action theories, he believed that identity could be con-
structed through the "details of actual events" (Sacks, 1984, p. 26). It further inspired another sociologist (Garfinkel, 
2016). He proposed that people systematically manifest their behavior in the engagement with the tangible world, 
and language played a pivotal role in delineating this organized social activity. As identity is context-bound, it is 
crucial to apply situated context to conversation analysis. For Schegloff, the element of identity that is relevant to the 
entire discourse is key to analysis. CA, therefore, aims to demonstrate that identity plays a significant role in shaping 
the course of a conversation, which is influenced by the social structure of the interaction (Heritage, 2005). Member-
ship categorization analysis originated from conversation analysis (CA) and ethnomethodology, which was devel-
oped by Sacks in 1963-1964. However, it's not just conversational materials. MC is composed of two parts: a collec-
tion of categories sorted by category-bound activities and rules of application in an analytical and historical context 
(Schegloff, 2007). Inspired by CA and EA, Edwards and Potter proposed "discursive psychology". Instead of main-
stream psychology, where psychology was reflected through language, DP treats psychology as a performative force 
in language production. In this approach, the use of language by a particular social category is not necessarily con-
sistent with the corresponding behavior of an identity. This perspective challenges essentialist preconceptions of 
linguistic ownership, which view language as action-oriented. So, actions should be analyzed in their situated context 
rather than as discrete units of activity. It further combines a sociology-of-science approach and therefore seeks wider 
macrostructures and cultural-historical contexts to trace normative practices, values, sense-making, and identity in 
discourse. Such a discourse analytic work in social psychology features discourse with variability in both micro-text 
and macro extra-textual analysis. 

Another approach that combines macro- and micro-level analysis is the narrative approach (NA). It argued that we 
live in a story-telling society through which we make sense of our lives and the events that happen in them (Denzin, 
2000). Self and identities are therefore constituted in talk, and so in the narrative as “storied sleves”.  

Different from NA, in the light of discursive psychology, critical discourse analysis (CDA) begins from the deter-
minist premise that language is not a neutral or transparent medium that unproblematically reflects an objective iden-
tity but an ideological practice that mediates, influences, and even constructs identity. In other words, CDA aims to 
investigate critically social inequality as it is expressed, signaled, constituted, legitimized, and so on by language 
(Fairclough, 2003, 2013). Thus, CDA focuses on the ways in which linguistics and other semiotic practices mediate 
and reproduce ideology in a range of social institutions. One of the explicit and most important aims of the CDA is 
to “demystify” the hegemony of specific discourses by deciphering the underlying ideologies (Fairclough, 2013; 
Wodak, 2002). As McRobbie (2004) proposed, critical discourse analysis focuses on “self-help” genre and class 
antagonism where identity construction is a matter of conveying potential ideology.  

3. Discourse-Historical Approach 

However, critical discourse analysis is not homogeneous; it is a collection of different schools, including the British 
variety, the cognitive-oriented approach, German Critical Discourse Analysis, and the Vienna School of Discourse 
Analysis (which focuses on the discursive construction of national identity). The discourse-historical approach of the 
Vienna School has been influenced by linguistics and subdisciplines of communication theory. It is committed to 
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Bernstein's sociolinguistic analysis and adheres to the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, which is oriented by 
socio-philosophy. DHA never takes an objective, socially neutral analytical stance. It aligns itself with those who 
suffer from political and social injustice, aiming to expose ideologically influenced and hidden power structures, 
political control, and dominance, as well as strategies of discriminatory inclusion and exclusion in language usage. 

In the identification of discriminatory identity, two factors profoundly cultivate the framework of discourse-his-
torical approach: The critical theory and the context theory. 

3.1 Three-Dimension Critique to DHA  

Inspired by critical theory, DHA endeavors itself on three parts: The immanent critique; The unmasking critique; 
The critique as crisis diagnosis (Wodak & Meyer, 2015). 

Critique at the discourse immanent critique level aims at discovering inconsistencies, (self-) contradictions, para-
doxes and dilemmas in the text-internal or discourse internal through logic-semantic, cohesive, syntactic, performa-
tive, presuppositional, implicational, argumentation, fallacious and interactional (e.g. turn taking) structures. At un-
masking critique level, analyst exceeds the purely textual or discourse internal sphere (Smitherman-Donaldson & van 
Dijk, 1988) and inserts discourse into social and political relations, processes and circumstance. It concerns with 
demystifying exposure of the persuasive, propagandist, populist, manipulative character of discursive practices. Dis-
cursive practice here is in the form of social activity, where a dialectical relationship between discursive practice and 
specific field of action is supposed to be established. Different from above two forms, Critics at the level of crisis 
diagnosis are members of specific societies and social group with specific points of view. Practiced by Viennese 
critical discourse, they attempt to solve specific social problem and situated in an endeavor for social change, such 
as social justice. 

3.2 Four-Level Context to DHA 

In order to minimize the risk of critical biasing at three levels, DHA adopts the principle of triangulation. As a 
theoretical foundation, it enables researchers to minimize “cherry-picking” with its work on a variety of genres, 
methods of analysis, theories and background information (Wodak & Boukala, 2015) and demands critical theory 
transcend from the pure linguistic dimension into a more or less systematically, the historical, political, sociological 
and/or psychological dimension in the analysis and interpretation of a specific discursive occasion. Just as Davis 
illustrates: “Any meaning at all is contextual event. Meaning can’t be extracted from, and cannot exist before or 
outside of a specific context” (cited in Wang, 2014). Language practice thus in discourse-historical approach is a 
study of intertextuality, which correspondingly classifies language practice into four parts: 

The immediate language or text-internal co-text; The intertextual and interdiscursive relationship between utter-
ances, texts, genres and discourses; The extra linguistic social/sociological variables and institutional frames; The 
broader sociopolitical and historical context (Wodak, 2015; Engström & Paradis, 2015). 

3.3 The Nature of DHA 

The nature of sociocultural contextualization of lexis allows DHA to distinguish itself from other approaches of 
CDA both at the level of research interest and methodological orientation (an interest in identity construction and in 
unjustified discrimination; a focus on the historical dimensions of discourse formation and on [national, local, trans-
national, and global] identity politics and the politics of the past) (Wodak, 2018). In application, it was first developed 
in the study of constitution of antisemitic stereotyped image, further elaborated on the study of racist discrimination 
against immigrants from Romania and latter discursive construction of nation and national identity. Those specific 
discourse-analytical approaches were gradually condensed from a four-level context analysis into a three-dimensional 
approach focusing on content, strategy as well as linguistic practice. And the contextual factors are analyzed in all 
those three levels to explore how they model public perception. 

Hence, discourse-historical approach starts from CDS, follows three dimensions of critical theory, adheres to four-
level context study, and roots itself in three-dimension analysis, where the investigated discourse should be problem-
atized within the consideration of constitution of social aspect. Researchers here aim at uncovering the ideologies 
through language in use under certain social context. Such a “genealogical” model is an explicitly political approach, 
which is perfectly efficient in unfolding social discrimination, repression, domination, exclusion and exploitation of 
particular groups and to identify how ‘discourses’ operate to sustain these hierarchies.  
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In application, the three-dimension approach of DHA is the analysis of the coherence of the text by first detecting 
the macro-topics and related subtopics. Second, when the discourse topics are calculated, it is important to understand 
the aim of the text producer in a specific genre. Depending on the aim, different meso-strategies, and linguistic, 
pragmatic, and rhetorical devices will be used to realize the intended meaning (Wodak, 2018). both the topic and 
strategies are ultimately represented on the micro-level: Language practice. It’s a way to examine linguistic means 
and specific, context-dependent linguistic realization of discriminatory stereotypes. And the contextual analysis em-
bedded in those three parts functions on a comprehensive understanding of how they are operated in discourse. 

Based on Wodak’s theories of DHA, we present a vivid analytical framework of discourse-historical approach for 
identity construction in Figure 3.1:  

 
Figure 3.1. Analytical framework of discourse-historical approach. 

3.3.1 Macro-level: Topic Analysis 
Macro-level of DHA aims at establishing specific contents or topics of discourse. As the first step of analysis, it 

helps researchers get a comprehensive understanding of discourse. Mohr and Bogdanov (2013) explain topic is a 
substantively meaningful category in the field of producing reliable textual meaning. According to Saussure (2011), 
meanings are the relational structure of language. In this case, semantic coherence defines a coherent topic structure 
reflected by a set of word clusters. This word co-occurrence pattern treats discourse as a series of words out-of-order 
regardless of their language structure, where topic-related word distribution is a statistic result represented as a topic 
model. 

3.3.2 Meso-level: Discursive Strategy 
After detecting the macro-topic and subtopics, the aim of the text can be understood. Different strategies located 

at linguistic, pragmatic, and rhetorical devices in the realization of intended ideologies will be dug out, which guides 
the application of discursive strategies. 

Normally, strategy is an intentional plan used to achieve a particular social, political, psychological or linguistic 
aim. We accept Reisigl and Wodak’s (2015) argument: “Strategy means a more or less accurate and more or less 
intentional plan of practices adopted to achieve a particular social, political, psychological or linguistic aim” (p. 44).  

In the study of national construction (Wodak, 2009), discursive practices as socially constitutive achieve four social 
functions—constructive, perpetuating, transformational and destructive, which are realized by four macro-strategies: 
construction strategy, perpetuation or justification strategy, transformation strategy and demontage or dismantling 
strategy. If the discourse aims to make a distinction between “us” and “them”, to trace the construction of various in- 
and out-groups, to explore positive self- and negative other presentation, the analysis of discursive construction of 
individual or collective, transnational national or local identities is oriented to five questions: 

Table 3.1. Five questions on meso level (Wodak, 2015, p. 12) 

 

1. How are persons named and referred to linguistically? 

2. What traits, characteristics, qualities and features are 

attributed to them? 

3. By means of what arguments and argumentation schemes do specific 

persons or social groups try to justify and legitimize the 

exclusion, discrimination, suppression and exploitation of others? 

4. From what perspective or point of view are these labels, 

attributions and arguments expressed? 
5. Are the respective utterances articulated overtly? Are they 

intensified or are they mitigated? 
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Those five questions are thus realized by five meso-level strategies featured with positive self-presentation and 
negative other-presentation (Figure 3.2).  

 
Figure 3.2. Positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation. 

Nomination refers to the way political agents nominate or refer to other participants in their discourse. It is the 
study of what the object is referring and how it is referring before moving onto claims of uniqueness and denial of 
attributes. Prediction refers to strategies used for ascribing qualities, features, or characteristics to evaluate social 
actors positively or negatively. Reference and predication can be seen as species of speech acts, which at the logico-
linguistic level yield referring expressions and predicates of a proposition (Reboul, 2001).  

What follows the propositions about the particular object calculated by referential and predication strategies are 
argumentation, perspectivation and mitigation strategies. They function on the justification of propositions from three 
aspects: To judge the proposition with rational or fallacious arguments by analyzing typical content-related topoi and 
arguments of a discourse (Wodak, 2002); To stand out the position of the speaker or writer’s proposition through a 
contextual analysis of references or reporting words from particular citations; To modify the effect of illocutionary 
force of proposition.  

3.3.3 Micro-level: Language Practice 
The objects and linguistic devices of language practice on five strategies are charted in Figure 3.3. In practice, the 

broader socio-political and historical contexts, namely in relation to the research core, function in the selection of 
language practice.  

 
Figure 3.3. A Selection of Discursive Strategies (Wodak, 2018, p. 6). 
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4. Conclusions 

This thesis provides a comprehensive and coherent summary of identity construction. It may enlighten the ad-
dressee as to why identity can be constructed linguistically and under what conditions identity construction should 
consider the application of the discourse-historical approach. In the process, which encompasses macro-topics, meso-
strategies, and micro-linguistic practices, the consideration of context is consistently present in all aspects of language 
practice. Discourse exploration goes beyond mere textual analysis and becomes a sociological study. The discourse-
historical approach features a critical view and guarantees an objective analytical result for the construction of out-
group identity. 

DHA should not only be used to describe, interpret, and explain social problems if it is to achieve its ultimate goal 
of denaturalizing ideologies and effecting positive societal change. The principles of the discourse-historical ap-
proach should be integrated into the dynamic systems of educational contexts such as schools and universities. This 
integration will help learners develop a more critical perspective towards news media and other discourses. It will 
also enable them to conduct their own small-scale critical analysis of news discourses, learn about the findings of 
other research articles on the topic, and propose practical solutions and strategies to counteract the biased represen-
tations of out-groups in society. Ultimately, the active engagement of readers and writers with critical analyses of 
news media can lead to change and social transformations. 
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