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Appliable Linguistics: The Potential of Registerial
Cartography

The Hong Kong Polytechnic University Christian M.1.M. Matthiessen

Abstract:  In this paper, I explore one central feature of appliable linguistics — its goal of comprehensive
accounts, focusing on variation in language, more specifically registerial variation. Appliable
linguistics is M.A.K. Halliday’s synthesis model proposed to transcend the division between
theoretical linguistics and applied linguistics, and the relative lack of exchange between the
two. Appliable linguistics is a possible paradigm for doing linguistics, one that can inform
future research, development and application. An example of a manifestation of this paradigm
is Halliday’s own Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). As a type of appliable linguistics,
SFL embodies systems thinking in the engagement with language and other semiotic systems
(including the context in which they operate) and it incorporates the goal of developing the
kinds of comprehensive description needed not only for holistic theorizing but also for wide
ranges of application in all sorts of institutional settings. Based on systems thinking and in
response to the need for comprehensive descriptions, systemic functional linguists have worked
on accounts of language as a system of variation — a polysystemic, ecologically aware view of
language. They have identified three major types of variaton, dialectal variation, codal variation
and registerial variation. Here I will focus on registerial variation — variation in language
according to context of use, with register as a functional variety of language. T will report
on certain aspects of a long-term research programme concerned with the development of
comprehensive maps of registers — a programme of registerial cartography. More specifically,
I will discuss the relationship between fields of activity within contexts and the favoured logico-
semantic relations deployed to organize texts globally within these contexts.keuwords: appliable
linguistics; registerial cartography

Keywords: appliable linguistics; registerial cartography

1. Appliable linguistics

Starting in the 1960s, theoretical linguistics — in its formal (rather than function),
generative manifestation — and applied linguistics have developed in different ways
and directions as a kind of thesis-antithesis pair. In a sense, this opposition — between

theory and application, between pure and applied, between science and engineering —

u2.
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is a common theme, and curse, in many disciplinary areas, cutting across other divisions
such as that between natural sciences, social sciences and the humanities. In linguistics,
the increasingly sharp division between theory and application, institutionalized as
theoretical linguistics and applied linguistics, has arguably done a great deal of harm:
it has led to successive theories that have not been tested in application since the
prevailing ideology in theoretical linguistics did not include testing by engineering
(I remember Robert Kirsner, UCLA, saying in the early 1980s that the problem
in linguistics was that the bridge couldn’t collapse — theory was never put to the
engineering test of building bridges, or the linguistic analogue of such projects!); and it
has led to anaemic applications without the benefit of the power of general theories of
language. But there is an alternative to this impasse — the synthesis position proposed
by Halliday (e.g. 2002a, 2008) under the name of appliable linguistics, characterized by
him as follows (2008: 7):

[...] the search for what I have called an “appliable” linguistics —
a comprehensive and theoretically powerful model of language which,
precisely because it was comprehensive and powerful, would be capable
of being applied to the problems, both research problems and practical
problems, that are being faced all the time by the many groups of people

in our modern society who are in some way or other having to engage with
language.

One version of appliable linguistics is Halliday’s own Systemic Functional
Linguistics (SFL); his search for appliability goes back to the 1950s, and has informed the
work on SFL by him and others to produce a theory of language that has the potential
— the power — to be applied to a wide range of problems arising in communities. All
aspects of the SFL. model have been developed to be appliable — including centrally the
approach to discourse analysis, what I have called appliable discourse analysis (Matthiessen
2014), since many problems can be addressed through informed analysis of representative
samples of texts, spoken or written, and often accompanied by contributions from

semiotic systems other than language such as gestures or illustrations.

2. Systems Thinking, Comprehensiveness and Systemic Maps

In the passage from Halliday (2008) above, he indicates two fundamental

characteristics of a model of language in appliable linguistics — it needs to be
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“comprehensive” and also “theoretically powerful”. In the present context,
comprehensiveness is particularly relevant. It is a facet of systems thinking in SFL, of
the holistic approach that has been taken in preference over the componential approach
dominant in a great deal of linguistics and other disciplines since the advent of
Cartesian Analysis in the 17" century (cf. Capra 1996; Halliday & Matthiessen 2006).
In SFL, linguists have developed comprehensive descriptions of languages in context
(eight of which are summarized in overviews in Caffarel, Martin & Matthiessen 2004),
producing descriptions of lexicogrammars of different languages covering all systems in
terms of metafunctions (ideational: logical & experiential, interpersonal, textual) across
the rank scale (clauses, groups/phrases, words, and morphemes).

While comprehensiveness increases the appliability of descriptions, it also puts
pressure on us to devise strategies for managing the complexity of descriptions that
have comprehensive coverage — complexity that is of course due to the inherent
complexity of language itself. Comprehensive descriptions can be managed —
developed, accessed, presented — by means of systemic maps that provide holistic
overviews of areas of language. I have developed and deployed the metaphor of
cartography — as in my “lexicogrammatical cartography” (Matthiessen 1995), where
I gave an overview of the lexicogrammatical resources of English based on a systemic
map of the grammar — a system network, presenting it system by system and using the

systemic map as a navigational tool.

3. Language: A System of Variation

When we develop comprehensive descriptions of a language, the fact that
language is an inherently variable system becomes very central; we need to take account
of variation in language — observing, documenting and describing, and explaining it.
While there was a period in formal theoretical linguistics when language was regarded
as uniform and homogeneous, there would now seem to be a consensus understanding
among linguists of language as a system of variation (e.g. Halliday 1978: 156) — one
that follows from the Firthian, socially oriented tradition in Britain; in an early paper,

Firth (1935/1957: 29) puts the case against the assumed unity of language as follows:

The multiplicity of social roles we have to play as members of a
race, nation, class, school, club, as sons, brothers, lovers, fathers, workers,
churchgoers, golfers, newspaper readers, public speakers, involves also a

certain degree of linguistic specialization. Unity is the last concept that
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should be applied to language. Unity of language is the most fugitive of all
unities whether it be historical, geographical, national, or personal. There is
no such thing as une langue une and there has never been.

Similarly, this insight into the fundamental nature of language as a system of
variation is naturally revealed in other socially informed approaches to language,
including of course sociolinguistics. One intriguing fundamental question is what kinds
of variation are embodied in the organization of languages. Dialectal variation has been
recognized for a long time, both by speakers in general and by linguists — dialectology
having taken off in the 19th century as a companion to historical linguistics, and it is
perhaps the most “exposed” kind of variation because it is manifested at the lower levels
of language — phonology, morphology (if any), lexis, so it is easy to become aware of
and observe, and because it is bound up with identity, so speakers are sensitive to it as a
marker of group membership. So dialect variation is generally recognized in different
linguistic frameworks although different kinds may be split off from one another, e.g.
with a separation of sociolects from dialects. However, there is considerably more
metalinguistic variation in what other forms of variation are recognized, theorized and
described. For example, Biber & Conrad (2009) propose three different “text varieties”,
viz. “registers”, “genres” and “styles”; but if one tries to locate these three varieties in
a comprehensive account of language as a system of variation in context, they would
arguably turn out to be manifestations of one kind of variation within different domains
of language — one or possibly two. To make informed decisions about where to make
distinctions, we need a combination of holistic theory, comprehensive description and
abundant evidence from large volumes of data (i.e. written and spoken text).

In Systemic Functional Linguistics, scholars first distinguished between dialectal
variation, variation according to user, and registerial variation, variation according to

use (spheres of actjvity)ﬁ, in the first half of the 1960s, and, based on further research

(D The original sense of the term “register” is ‘functional variety of language’, as in Halliday, McIntosh &
Strevens (1964). This use of the term has continued in the systemic functional tradition, and has also
been taken up by Douglas Biber and other scholars in North America (e.g. Biber 1994) although, as just
noted, Biber & Conrad (2009) define register more narrowly than in the systemic functional tradition.
In SFL, Martin (1992) and his group, which has come to be known as the “Sydney School”, have shifted
the term “register” from denoting a functional variety of language to denoting the contextual setting
associated with that variety; so for them, “register” means the combination of field, tenor and mode. For
some discussion of terminology, see Matthiessen (1993, forthc. b).
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originating in Bernstein’s (e.g. 1971) theory of code, they added codal variation,
variation in “semantic styles” according to a user’ social group membership, as a third
major kind of variation (see e.g. Halliday, McIntosh & Strevens 1964; Gregory 1967;
Hasan 1973; Halliday 1988b, 1994a, 2013). Having made the fundamental point that
variation in language is possible because it is stratified, Halliday (1995/2003: 416-417)

summarizes these three types of variation as follows:

Variation in language is essentially of three kinds: dialect, register,
and code. (i) Dialectal variation does not in itself increase the meaning
potential; it is the effect of drift in the realization of the semantic system,
while the semantic system itself remains stable (or rather, evolves without
such variation). (ii) Diatypic, or register, variation, on the other hand, does
increase it: this is variation in the meaning potential that is associated with
different forms of collective activity (the “division of labour”). As new
social practices evolve, further semantic space is opened up; and variation
occurs in the setting of grammatical probabilities in resonance with
features of the semiotic context. We could return to the example of tense
in weather forecasting, mentioned earlier: where clauses such as tomorrow
will be cloudy, with rain at times become the norm, an alternative universe of
experience is construed in which future is the unmarked temporal state. (ii1)
“Code” is being used here in Bernstein’s sense; it has nothing to do with
the thoroughly misleading notion of language itself being a code. Code
variation also increases the meaning potential, although in a significantly
different way. Code variation is semantic: it is variation in the meanings
that are typically associated with, or “realize”, specific situation types in
the culture — here, the stratal relationship is that of language itself as
realization of a higher-level semiotic. Through this kind of variation the
system organizes itself to favour just those meanings that are selected for
by the relevant sub-culture (of class, caste, clan, generation, gender or
whatever); hence it is the code selection that transmits the culture, and
cultural variation, across the generations. This then turns out to be the
semiotic mechanism whereby social hierarchies of all kinds are maintained
and perpetuated (Hasan has shown how this works, in a large-scale study of
the semantic variation in the spontaneous discourse of mothers with their

pre-school children).
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Using the semiotic dimensions of stratification and instantiation in the global
organization of language in context, we can sketch the envelopes of variation of

dialectal variation, codal variation and registerial variation as in Figure 1 (adapted from
Matthiessen 2007).

cline of instantiation

potential subpotential/instance type instance
A !
no constant
context !
g [contextual |
b= variation] !
= i Kl I
£ o semantics semantic semantic :
g & variation = variation !
@ B ) 1
3 5 lexicogrammmar | | lexicogram lexicogram lexicogram |
%’ variation* variation variation H
T L 1
o W . 1
P phonology pholno'logcal ;
2 variation i
\4 *
type of variation ——> dialectal codal registerial
L J
P
according to user [identity] according to use

* = morphological & lexical
in the first instance

Figure 1 Differentiation of dialectal, codal and registerial variation according to two global semiotic
dimensions — the cline of instantiation and the hierarchy of stratification — in terms of higher-level
constant (if any) and primary region of variation

4. Registerial Variation

I will focus on register — on registerial variation. Unlike dialectal variation and
codal variation, which can both be interpreted as variation according to user — i.e. the
identity of speakers (meaners, i.e. persons making and exchanging meaning) in societies
and social groups, registerial variation is variation according to use — according to
contexts of use. This means, among other things, that while both dialectal variation
and codal variation are forms of variation relative to a higher-level constant, there is
no higher-level constant in the case of registerial variation: language and context vary
together. Unlike dialectal variation but like codal variation, registerial variation is
semantic variation in the first instance. Since semantics is realized by lexicogrammar,
which is in turn realized by phonology or graphology, this semantic variation ripples
through the system of language also as lexicogrammatical variation and (to a lesser

extent, because of the line of “arbitrariness” between the content and expression planes

e 7



P oE

of language) and as phonological or graphological variation.

In terms of the hierarchy of stratification (the vertical dimension in Figure 1),
registerial variation is thus variation in meaning according to the nature of context; a
given register can be thought of as the “meanings at risk” in a particular type of context
(ct. Halliday 1978). This can be modelled by setting up context-specific semantic
systems, as illustrated by Halliday (1973) for the semantics of maternal control of your
children; but it can also be modelled as the resetting of the systemic probabilities of the
overall meaning potential of a language — resetting according to the nature of the type
of context within which a particular register operates (Halliday 1978).

In terms of the cline of instantiation (the horizontal dimension in Figure 1),
registerial variation takes place in the region intermediate between the potential
pole and the instance pole. It represents variation in the instantiation of the meaning
potential of a language correlating with contextual parameters. At the stratum of
semantics, this is variation in the selection of semantic options within the meaning
potential, and a register is the range of options likely to be selected within a given
setting of the contextual parameters; it is a contextual adaptation of language to
a particular type of use (a “sublanguage”, in the terminology of work on machine
translation, e.g. Kittredge 1987). Such a range of options is a subpotential of the
overall meaning potential, the “meanings at risk” within the setting of the contextual
parameters. Since language is a probabilistic system (see e.g. Halliday 1959, 1991a,
1991b, 1993; Matthiessen 2006a, in press), it follows that a register constitutes a
resetting of the probabilities of the overall system, as mentioned above (see e.g. Halliday
1978, 1994b, 1996). Halliday (1994b/2007: 310-311) characterizes this resetting as follows:

Register variation is variation in the setting of linguistic probabilities.
Most of the time, when speakers of a language develop that language in
new functional contexts, they do not invent new grammatical forms. They
exploit and extend those that are already there. In so doing, they realign the
probabilities of the system. The future tense is a case in point: in weather
forecasts, the probability of future shifts from being way below that of past
or present to being significantly above the sum of those two together. There
is no surprise in this; a weather forecast is, obviously, a text that is concerned
with the future. But the fact that this semantic feature is explicitly realized
in the grammar, by the perturbation of the frequency pattern of the tense

system (perhaps with other realizations also, for example special lexical



