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Abbreviations

Action process:

PR = Participant Role
Ag = Agent

Pro = Process

PrEx = Process Extension
Af = Affected

Cre = Created

Ra = Range

Ma = Manner

Dir = Direction

So = Source

Pa = Path

Des = Destination

Mental process:

Loc = Location

Ag-Ca = Agent-Carrier

Af-Ca = Affected-Carrier
Af-Perc = Affected-Perceiver
Af-Ph = Affected-Phenomenon
Af-Posr = Affected-Possessor
Af-Posd = Affected-Possessed
Af-Dir = Affected-Direction
Af-So = Affected-Source
Af-Pa = Affected-Path
Af-Des = Affected-Destination

Em = Emoter
Desr = Desiderator
Perc = Perceiver

Cog = Cognizant
Ag-Perc = Agent-Perceiver

Af-Desr = Affected-Desiderator
Af-Perc = Affected-Perceiver
Af-Cog = Affected-Cognizant
Ph = Phenomenon

Cre-Ph = Created-Phenomenon

Ag-Cog = Agent-Cognizant Cor = Correlator
Af-Em = Affected-Emoter

Relational process:

Ca = Carrier Ir = Identifier
At = Attribute Id = Identified
Tk = Token Posr = Possessor
Vi = Value Posd = Possessed

Behavioral process:

Behr = Behaver
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Communicative process:

Comr = Communicator Comee = Communicatee
Comd = Communicated Comr-Comee = Communicator-Communicatee

Existential process:

Ext = Existent
Ag-Ext = Agent-Existent
Af-Ext = Affected-Existent
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Chapter 1
Review of Transitivity Studies

11

Introduction

Transitivity is a key concept in the field of grammar. From the
perspective of traditional grammar, the verb is the subject of transitivity
studies; a verb is either “transitive”, which means that it takes an
object, or “intransitive”, which means that it does not take an object.
The dichotomy between transitive and intransitive verbs, however,
cannot explain why a myriad of English verbs can enter into more than
one class. To minimize the overlap between the two classes, Halliday
(1966/1976: 159), an English linguist and the originator of Systemic
Functional Linguistics (henceforth, SFL), argues that the description
of transitivity should be about the unit of clause, instead of individual
verbs. In other words, transitivity concerns the type of proéess
represented by the clause, and the participants and circumstances in this
process. Thus, it is obvious that Halliday’s interpretation of transitivity
expands that of traditional grammar, which restricts transitivity to
“transitive” and “intransitive” verbs.

In order to develop a more systematic and comprehensive
description of the transitivity system of English for a better
interpretation of how English represents human beings’ experience of
the world, in this chapter we first of all review what descriptions the
main representative figures of SFL — Halliday, Matthiessen, Martin and
Fawcett et al., have presented concerning transitivity. Then we outline
developments and further developments of transitivity studies in China.



Chapter 1 Review of Transitivity Studies

The sketch of the previous studies both abroad and at home reveals
the main problems concerning descriptions of transitivity. Finally,
we propose a solution to the existing problems, which in turn, brings
about an improved description of the transitivity system of English
and a construction of a comparatively comprehensive and systematic
transitivity system of Chinese as well. But note that if the reader is not
interested in the trace of transitivity studies, please skip over the first
few sections of this chapter, and move directly to Section 1.6, which is
an overall picture of the transitivity systems of English and Chinese.
And the ensuing chapters are designed to present a much more detailed
description of each type of process and their subtypes in the transitivity
system of English, and to illustrate them with authentic English clauses
as well.

Before outlining previous studies, we find it necessary to make
an explanation as to why this work is entitled Functional Semantic
Analysis of English (He, W. et al. Forthcoming a) instead of Transitivity
Analysis of English. According to SFL, the clause is used to express
four meanings, i.e. the experiential, logical, interpersonal and textual
meanings, among which the experiential meaning is the main focus
of the current work. At this point, it might be too general for us to
assign it the label Functional Semantic Analysis of English. However,
traditionally, the term “semantics” mainly denotes the referential
meaning of language, which is actually co-extensive with the
experiential meaning in SFL. So, in order to make the book much more
friendly towards readers, especially those outside of the framework
of SFL, we choose to present a general title. What is more, even
within the field of SFL, the experiential meaning deserves much more
attention than the other meanings, for it is the basis of the discussion of

the other meanings.

1.2 History of transitivity studies

Transitivity studies within the field of SFL can be traced back to



