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Preface

For over three decades now scholars from China have pursued
coursework and research in the Department of Linguistics at the
University of Sydney. This has proved an invaluable exchange of
scholarship, as annual international and national systemic functional
linguistics (hereafter SFL) conferences bear witness. One scholar who
typifies this negotiation of ideas is Lai Liangtao, who spent 18 months
of his PhD program at Xiamen University working alongside us in
Sydney. This book consolidates the work on genre with which he was
engaged for this research.

This book, A Telos-oriented Model of Genre Analysis, is an
important contribution to genre theory in several respects. For one thing
it provides an up-to-date and very scholarly survey of relevant work on
genre, including the three “grand” traditions of ESP, New Rhetoric and
SFL. In addition Lai interrogates and develops the notion of purpose
deployed across these traditions, inspired in part by Russian activity
theory. Lai argues that a deeper engagement with telos provides a firmer
grounding for work on genre staging (including phases and smaller units
of meaning) , and for dealing with the challenges of genres and macro-
genres, synoptic and dynamic perspectives, multi-functional analysis
(ideational, interpersonal and textual) and typological and topological
approaches to genre agnation. In keeping with the privileging of system
over structure in SFL, Lai proposes a paradigmatic telos-oriented
perspective, the rewards of which he illustrates with respect to several
genres which play key roles in the constitution of corporate websites.

Informing all of this discussion is Lai’s careful scholarly reading of
extant work and recent developments in SFL theory, including an
important elucidation of the complementarity of realisation, instantiation
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and individuation in relation to genre theory and description. Accordingly,
I would strongly recommend this book not just for scholars interested in
cutting edge work on genre, but for anyone exploring the foundations
of SFL theory. Lai’s current research focus is on the potential applications
of genre studies to language teaching in China, inspired in part by
Sydney School genre-based literacy programs. It is indeed exciting to
imagine what these prospective exercises in appliable linguistics have in
store as our Sino-Australian conversations about language and society
unfold for decades to come.

Professor J R Martin
Department of Linguistics
University of Sydney
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Abstract

Genre has long been treated as a subject in academic study in
linguistics, literature, anthropology, ethnography and other sciences.
In most genre theories, purpose has been treated as an important
clement. However, in most cases, it is only treated as a common sense
term and taken for granted. This book presents a teleological study of
genre, with purpose studied academically and treated as a pivot for the
working of genres. A telos-oriented model of genre analysis is
developed through an integration of the theories of teleology, sociology
and SFL, and is tested through its application to a case study of
corporate website genres in a small corpus consisting of 16 websites.
The book thus paves a new way for the development of genre theory
and genre analysis.

The necessity of a teleological perspective is entailed by the
teleological nature of genres. A genre is a typification of telos-driven
social actions. It is telos-driven because as realization of human
activities, human actions are driven by a motive/object and directed
toward a conscious purpose, and are in turn realized by specific
operations subordinate to specific conditions. Purpose is the basic
criterion for distinguishing one action from another. An action type will
be established in a community through the recognition of similarities in
terms of objectives/motives, agents, tools, and methods between
individual actions, and will be routinized when it can be successfully
used in new situations.

Based on the teleological ordering of human action, three
teleological units are suggested: purpose, goal, and end, which are
considered as underlying the three structural units of genre analysis:
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genre, stage, and message. Each of the teleological/generic units can
form complexes, and a higher-level unit can be embedded into a lower
one. Each teleological unit is considered as consisting of representational,
interactional and organizational aspects, which respectively condition
the field, tenor and mode at the register stratum and the ideational,
interpersonal and textual metafunctions at the discourse semantic
stratum.

Based on the teleological structure of social actions, a telos-
oriented genre system is developed, which includes two subsystems:
simplex and complex. The simplex subsystem describes the configuration
of specific goals and the complexing of the goals into the purpose of a
specific simple genre. The complex subsystem describes the resources
employed to organize two or more genres into a genre complex ( macro-
genre) based on the teleological ordering of purpose subsumption. This
tentative genre system is believed as capable of capturing the
underlying principle for the derivation of generic structure.

Based on the telos-oriented genre system, genre staging is
considered as the result of the realization of the simplex subsystem, and
may be explained teleologically by the concretization of a general and
abstract purpose into several specific goals. As for genre agnation,
typology is based on the difference in the values of the same system
feature realized in different genres, while topology is the result of the
sharing of feature values in the genre system among several genres.
The theories of genre system, structure, staging and agnation are
applied in the analysis of website genres.

A general and abstract genre is teleologically operationalized along
three dimensions of semantic variation simultaneously: realization,
instantiation, and individuation. The telos-oriented genre system is
realized by a teleological structure, which is then realized by a generic
structure. The three teleological aspects of a purpose are respectively
realized by the corresponding register variables, which are in turned
realized by the three metafunctions at the discourse semantic stratum.
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Genre realization is illustrated by the exploration of the realization
process of operating procedures, descriptive reports, compositional
reports, and news stories.

Genre instantiation deals with the teleologically-conditioned
relation between system and text. Each level along the realization
dimension instantiates. Different ways of coupling and commitment
instantiate the same genre into different texts. The specific instantiation
process is illustrated by the analysis of the different instantiations of the
descriptive report genre and the homepage genre employed on corporate
websites.

Genre individuation is concemed with the achievement of the
specific purpose of a genre by a user through the employment of user-
specific semiotic resources. Every stratum along the realization
hierarchy individuates. During the individuation process, individual
users on the one hand show their respective unique identity through
their unique ways of coding, and on the other negotiate their identities
with each other and affiliate themselves into personality types, master
identities, and finally into the system. Genre individuation is illustrated
by the individuation/ affiliation processes in three company profile texts
of the descriptive report genre.

The specific telos-conditioned genre operationalization process
preconditions semiotic resources at the register and discourse semantic
strata, which are adopted as tools for the analysis of specific genres. A
register is a configuration of field, tenor and mode variables, which are
respectively contextual projections of ideational, interpersonal and
textual metafunctions. At the discourse semantic stratum, the appraisal,
involvement and negotiation systems deal with interpersonal meanings,
the ideation system and the external part of the conjunction systems deal
with ideational meanings, while the internal part of the conjunction
system, the identification system and the periodicity system deal with
textual meanings.

The specific telos-oriented genre analysis process can proceed
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either in a top-down or bottom-up order based on the principle of
metaredundancy. The basic method is to work out the semiotic
configurations at one stratum based on those of the adjacent stratum,
with the pursuit of the general purpose of the specific genre as the key
factor conditioning the semiotic configuration. The analysis of macro-
genres should work out the logico-semantic relations among the
elementary genres and show how such an organization serves the
pursuit of the most general purpose of the macro-genre.

Key Words: genre; teleology; model of analysis; application
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