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Abstract 
This paper examines the paradigm shift from traditional cognitivist frameworks 

to Critical Discursive Psychology (CDP). Drawing on social constructionist 
foundations, it argues that psychological phenomena, such as memory, identity, and 
attribution, are best understood as discursive practices situated within social 
interaction. By integrating the interactional focus of Discursive Psychology (DP) with 
the structural insights of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA), CDP provides a 
methodology for uncovering how individuals negotiate social actions, manage stake, 
and construct versions of reality (Budds et al., 2017). 

1. Introduction 
The emergence of discursive approaches in social psychology was a response to 

the "crisis in social psychology" during the 1960s and 1970s. Critics argued that 
traditional experimental methods were overly individualistic and failed to account for 
the cultural and historical contexts of human behaviour (Budds et al., 2017). This led 
to a "turn to language," where language is no longer viewed as a neutral window into 
a hidden mind, but as a constructive tool implicated in the creation of social and 
psychological experience (Aggarwal, 2016). 

Mainstream cognitivism operates on a threefold ontology of identity, mind, and 
reality, treating internal mental states as the primary drivers of behaviour. In contrast, 
discursive psychology inverts this model, treating activity as primary and 
reality/cognition as secondary constructions produced through talk (Edwards& Potter, 
2019; Potter et al., 1993). The critical discursive approach specifically reconciles the 
agency-focused work of DP with the power-focused analysis of FDA, addressing both 
the peculiarities of talk and the broader societal meaning systems that constrain it 
(Budds et al., 2017). 
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Figure 1. The Discursive Divide & The CDP Bridge 

 
2. Methods 
CDP methodology is defined by several core principles and a systematic analytic 

process. Analysis is guided by nine points focusing on action orientation, the 
management of stake and interest, and the construction of accountability (Potter et al., 
1993). Queries must shift from "what people think" to "how people accomplish" 
specific social acts, such as justifying, blaming, or persuading (Budds et al., 2017; 
Goodman, 2017). 

Analysts favour naturally occurring talk – recorded and transcribed records of 
life’s actual activities – over contrived experimental data (Potter et al., 1993). Data is 
typically transcribed using the Jeffersonian convention, which records interactional 
details like pauses, overlaps, and intonation (Goodman, 2017). The researcher 
identifies interpretative repertoires (culturally available ways of talking), ideological 
dilemmas (competing common-sense understandings), and subject positions (identities 
made available within a discourse) (Budds et al., 2017).  

Conducting a psychological discourse analysis requires a rigorous eight-point 
process: 

1. Define the Question: Focus on action, not cognition. Ask: How do people 
justify X? Never ask: “What are people's true attitudes about Z?” 

2.  Select Data Sources: Choose interactions like televised debates, counseling 
sessions, or mundane conversation. 

3. Generate the Corpus: Establish clear criteria for inclusion. Volume matters less 
than relevance and rationale. 

4. Transcribe: Transcription is the first stage of analysis: you are already mapping 
the action. Use Jeffersonian conventions. Capture pauses, emphasis, and overlapping 
talk. 

5. Preliminary Reading: Search exclusively for the action orientation. Note what 
the text is accomplishing. 

6. Generate Results: Isolate discursive devices, Interpretative Repertoires, 
Ideological Dilemmas, and Subject Positions. 
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7. Build the Case: Select the strongest extracts. Describe the action orientation 
using active verbs. 

8. Write the Report: Replace cognitive variables with discursive strategies. 
Demonstrate how social business is achieved extract by extract (Goodman, 2017).  

3. Results 
Empirical applications of CDP reveal how psychological concepts are deployed 

to achieve interactional goals. 
For instance, in talks about controversial social issues, speakers often use counter-

dispositional formulations (e.g., "I would like to see apartheid done away with, but...") 
to present their conclusions as reluctantly arrived at and factually driven rather than a 
product of personal prejudice. Meanwhile, in couple counseling, therapists use 
formulations (e.g., describing a couple’s situation as "rich and complicated") to 
maintain neutrality and transform conflicting personal accounts into a systemic, 
"counseling-ready" puzzle (Edwards& Potter, 2019). 

Research on "older motherhood" demonstrates that women draw on "contingent" 
risk repertoires to resist being positioned as "at risk" due to maternal age, thereby 
justifying their individual life choices and timing of pregnancy (Budds et al., 2017).  

Speakers utilise extreme case formulations (e.g., "every single week," "the whole 
time") and three-part lists to bolster the persuasiveness of their versions of events and 
manage their own accountability (Edwards& Potter, 2019). 

4. Discussion 
CDP demonstrates that mind and reality are co-constituted through discourse. By 

focusing on the action orientation of talk, researchers can observe how "factual" 
versions of the world are rhetorically organised to undermine alternatives and manage 
the dilemma of stake as discourse is occasioned (Potter et al., 1993). It is embedded in 
specific interactional sequences and rhetorical contexts. It counters potential 
alternative versions. 

Meanwhile, talk does not just describe; it performs. Participants use discourse to 
agree, blame, invite, display neutrality, or construct evaluations. Furthermore, 
discourse is built from specific words, idioms, and rhetorical devices. In turn, these 
discursive assemblies construct stable versions of reality and inner life.   

This approach has significant social relevance as it allows for social critique. By 
identifying how dominant discourses position certain groups (e.g., asylum seekers or 
older mothers), analysts can expose oppressive meaning systems and explore how 
alternative, more equitable subject positions are resisted or constructed (Budds et al., 
2017).  

Ultimately, CDP respecifies the psychological universe not as an internal 
processor, but as a continuously modulating public and private discourse (Shi-xu, 
1998). 



Proceedings of the 6th International Scientific and Practical Conference 
"Innovations in Science: From Theoretical Foundations to Practical Impact" 

 August 31 – September 2, 2026, Antwerp, Belgium 
 

334 
 

 
Figure 2. Discourse as an endless feedback loop between society and the speaker. 

 
Conclusion Critical Discursive Psychology provides a powerful tool for social 

critique. By focusing on the discursive co-constitution of mind, it allows researchers to 
identify how thinking and feeling are culturally modelled and how alternative, more 
equitable versions of social experience can be constructed through talk. 

The human experience isn't hidden behind words. It is built out of them. Language 
is not a passive mirror of the mind, as it predetermines our consciousness. (Lucy, 1997) 
It is an active, topographical construction of reality-bounded by history, but wielded 
by human agency. Thus, activity is primary, reality and cognition are secondary. 
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