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PREFACE

This volume has three parts: the place of linguistics as a discipline;
linguistics and language; and language as social semiotic. From the
papers in this volume we find a compelling presentation of Professor
M. A. K. Halliday’s perspective on linguistics as the scientific study of
natural language. What struck me in reading these papers was his
integrity as a scientist engaged in the study of this most human of all
phenomena, namely, language; his humility in the face of its potential
and power; and his humanistic vision of a socially accountable
linguistics, which is wholly compatible with his appreciation of the
role of language in our lives as social beings.

Unlike some who in the name of science subtract out the very
humanness from natural language, Professor Halliday instead provides a
sound systemic basis for interpreting language as an essential part of the
human experience. He sees in every act of meaning the potential for
discovering the true nature of language, even and especially in the
speech of children — for it is out of the mouths of babes, so to speak,
that language develops and humanity evolves. Every act of meaning is
an opportunity for change in language and society.

The papers in this volume also reflect Professor Halliday’s sense of
social responsibility for himself personally, as well as for a discipline
engaged in the study of language as social semiotic. What comes across
in his writings is a man with a great social conscience and strong
convictions. While he makes no exaggerated claims about being able to
radically transform language and society, he nevertheless sees the
contribution linguists can make through achieving a better under-
standing of the power and potential of language for doing both good
and bad.

Understanding language for all that it is rather than for how little we
can make it out to be comes down to asking the right questions and
having the necessary framework in place to search for answers.
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PREFACE

Professor Halliday asks the crucial questions about language and
develops the theoretical framework within which the search for answers
may proceed. A highlight of this volume is a new piece from Professor
Halliday, entitled “The architecture of language”, in which he focuses
on the assumptions or working hypotheses that enabled him to explore
— as he has in the chapters presented in this volume — important
questions about how language works. Describing the underlying theme
of this volume, Professor Halliday writes that it is “the exploration —
and perhaps celebration! — of the awe-inspiring power of language”.
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