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PREFACE

Perhaps because he is a language teacher turned linguist, Professor
Halliday has been able to maintain a perspective on language that is
grounded in how we actually use language to construe reality and
enact social relationships. What began as a “laundry card grammar”
— “being written on the beautiful white cards that laundries
inserted in one’s shirts in the days before washing machines took
over” — eventually developed into systemic-functional grammar,
which has become the theory of choice (in more ways than one) for
those interested in achieving an “appliable” description leading to
an understanding of the enabling power of language.

In his introduction to this volume on Studies in English Language
(and the next on Studies in Chinese Language), Professor Halliday
summarizes what he describes as the “problems which forced me
(with many misgivings, because I never thought of myself as being a
theorist) to construct my own mapping, or projection, of the design
and traffic flow of language”. These include the problem of the
clause; the system; units; rank and the rank scale; structure; types
of structure; taxis (interdependency) and rankshift; the relation
between system and structure; delicacy; probability; metafunction;
dimensions of structure; types of structure; complex systems;
complementarity; intonation; and dimensionality.

For Professor Halliday, the underlying quest has always been
about description rather than theory. He maintains that it is “not
so much new theories but new descriptions” that will enable us to
engage more effectively with language. Theory becomes pertinent
only insofar as it lays the foundation for grammatical description
which embraces the complexity of language. It was the need to
analyse discourse more effectively that prompted the elaboration of
grammatical theory in ‘Notes on transitivity and theme’ (the first
three chapters of this volume), dealing with “a characterization of

xvii



PREFACE

the different types of process that were distinctively construed in
the grammar (the material, the mental and the relational) and of
the mechanisms of discourse flow in the thematic and informational
systems’.

Grammar is multidimensional in both structure and system. How
grammatical options cluster together in what Professor Halliday
describes as discrete patches or subsets around a particular kind of
structural representation provides a grammatical basis for distin-
guishing between the various components of meaning. Transitivity
and theme, for example, represent two distinct dimensions of
structure in the grammar of the English clause, each corresponding
to a particular metafunctional component, or dimension of meaning.
Transitivity is related to experiential meaning; thematic structure
to (intra)textual meaning. A third set of grammatical options
involving mood structure corresponds to interpersonal meaning,
In ‘Options and Functions in the English Clause’ (Chapter Four),
Professor Halliday refers to a fourth component, the logical
component, which deals with how simple clauses combine to form
a clause complex. Much of the complexity of language owes to the
fact that there is more than one set of grammatical options in play
at the same time.

Sometimes the conflicting demands of interacting semantic
systems motivate unexpected choices leading to such ‘unacceptable’
instances as those illustrated in ‘On Being Teaching’ (Chapter Six).
Spontaneous conversation provides fertile ground for just such
attempts at pushing the envelope of what the system will allow.
Variants of another kind, namely dialectal variants, are discussed in
‘It’s a Fixed Word Order Language is English’ (Chapter Seven). While
norms may vary according to users — the norm in Northern English
being to put the Given Subject last, and the New information first;
the principle remains the same across the language as a whole — “the
order of elements in the clause realizes the texture of the message”.

When it comes to describing the grammar of spoken English,
both intonational and non-intonational systems “figure side by
side”. This relationship between intonation and other grammatical
choices is the subject of the papers in the third section on ‘Intonation
and Grammar’. The contrast between falling and rising tones, for
example, combines with choices in the mood system to distinguish
between declarative and interrogative. Intonation also plays a role
in “carrying forward the discourse” and contributing to the reali-
zation of information structure.
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PREFACE

The fourth and final section presents two analyses, both of
which offer new insights into not only the grammar but also those
domains of human experience transformed into meaning by the
grammar. In ‘“The Teacher Taught the Student English”: An Essay
in Applied Linguistics’ (Chapter Eleven), Professor Halliday’s five
different grammatical descriptions of the same English sentence,
‘The teacher taught the student English’, are like five smooth stones
that help to topple that giant of a misconception that there is only
one interpretation of the teaching or learning process. In the final
chapter, ‘On the Grammar of Pain’ (Chapter Twelve), Professor
Halliday explores how pain is construed in the grammar. What
we learn from these analyses of the teaching/learning process, and
pain, is how the many-sided nature of the human experience is
captured in the complexities of its grammatical realization.
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