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Abstract

Coherence is a major property of discourse. In the
past three decades, coherence research has been an impor-
tant area in discourse analysis. Coherence research helps us
to better understand how natural language (discourse) is
structured and how language realizes multi-functions at the
discourse level. Although coherence research has not had a
very long history, it has attracted attention of more and
more researchers. This is because coherence research has
not only theoretical significance but also great potential in
applied linguistics.

From thirty years ago, when coherence was not used
as a technical term, to the present day, when coherence has
become an important concept in discourse analysis, coher-
ence research has made great achievement. However, for
various reasons, there is little consensus as to the nature of
coherence and coherence research approaches. In fact,
presently, researchers’ views diverge greatly when answer-
ing the question of what is coherence. As to how coher-
ence is realized, revealed and how to analyse coherence in
discourse, divergences outnumber consensus.

Generally speaking, existing coherence studies have
three major problems. First, there is an over-emphasis that
coherence is a mental phenomenon, rather than a language

phenomenon and that coherence is not an inherent property



of discourse. Furthermore, researchers taking this view firmly disap-
prove of the text-based approaches to coherence. Second, coherence
researchers often devote their attention to only one aspect of coher-
ence and ignore the others. This is very akin to the story of the six
blind men and the elephant. Each has touched one part, but no one
could have an overall picture. Consequently, most existing coherence
theories do not have enough explanatory force. Obviously, simplisti-
cally combining these theories does not help to solve the problem,
because some of these theories are competing against each other.
Therefore, to establish a coherent and consistent framework of coher-
ence, we need explore other approaches. Third, most coherence re-
searchers have not located their study within the framework of a
well-established linguistic theory. After all, the object of coherence
study is language. Thus coherence research must be guided by certain
linguistic theories. Otherwise, it will be doomed to be fragmentary
and unsystematic.

The present study first solved the first problem through a critical
appraisal of existing coherence theories. The conclusion is that coher-
ence CAN be viewed as an observable and analysable property of
discourse and that the text-based approaches ARE valid methodolo-
gies for coherence research. The main purpose of the present study is
to solve the second and the third problems mentioned above. The
proposed solution is to locate coherence research within the frame-
work of Hallidayan systemic functional linguistics (SFL) and explore
the nature and realization of coherence from the perspective of the
three metafunctions. The present researcher’s assumption follows this
thread of reasoning: Language is principally used to convey meaning.

In order to convey meaning effectively, the language used must be

[ vii
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able to fulfil the intended communication functions. Therefore the
whole matter of discourse coherence is whether and to what extent
discourse is constructed to realize the functions intended by its pro-
ducer. Only when a discourse has conveyed these three strands of
meaning successfully, will the target discourse receivers be able to
make a sensible (coherent) interpretation of the discourse. Thus our
contention is that coherent discourses are those that successfully real-
ize the three metafunctions of language.

Based on the above assumption, the present study proposes a
new framework of discourse coherence, in which coherence includes
three broad dimensions: ideational coherence, interpersonal coherence
and textual coherence. Each of these three dimensions has some sub-

categories, diagrammed as follows:

Normality

Orderings
Ideational coherence .
Topical coherence

Coherence relations

Discourse Subject positioning

Coherence Interpersonal Coherence{

Knowledge presupposition

Thematic structure

Information structure

Textual coherence .
Propositional macrostructure

Generic macrostructure



In this framework, ideational coherence refers to the property
that discourse reveals when it effectively conveys ideational meaning.
Coherence discourses usually accurately and effectively represent real
or fictional worlds. Discourse has ideational coherence when: (1) it
shows a degree of normality; (2) it represents the worlds in certain
orderings; (3) it has a focal topic at both local and global levels; and
(4) it establishes and very often indicates relations between events or
states of affair.

Interpersonal coherence refers to the property that discourse re-
veals when it effectively conveys interpersonal meaning. At the dis-
course level, there are mainly two ways to achieve interpersonal co-
herence: (1) subject positioning: the writer assigns appropriate com-
munication roles for themselves and the intended audience; and (2)
knowledge presupposition: coherence discourses presuppose the right
quantity and quality of existing knowledge in the part of the reader.

Textual coherence refers to proper organization of the discourse
itself. Textual coherence is achieved when discourse is appropriately
governed by local and global structures such as the thematic struc-
ture, the information structure, the propositional macrostructure and
the generic macrostructure.

Analyses of sample texts or text extracts have shown that these
aspects of coherence indeed exist in natural discourses. Qur analyses
of EFL student writing samples have shown that failure to meet
(some of) these criteria often results in incoherence or disturbed co-
herence.

Although extensively drawn on éxisting studies, the present
study has made contributions to coherence research in the following

aspects: () it has argued for the need to rediscover the value of text-
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based approaches to coherence studies; (2) by applying Hallidayan
SFL to the study of discourse coherence, the present study has intro-
duced a new approach to coherence, which is more consistent and
coherent in itself than some other theories; (3) it has revisited and
further developed major existing concepts about coherence; (4) it has
analysed a considerable number of EFL student writing samples to
see why these writings may lose varying degrees of coherence; and
(5) by exploring how the three metafunctions of language are real-
ized at a level above the clause, the present study has made an at-
tempt to further develop Hallidayan SFL.

Key words
+ systemic functional linguistics;

+ discourse analysis;

+ discourse coherence;

+ ideational coherence;

+ interpersonal coherence;

+ textual coherence
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