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Chapter 1

Introducing Clause

Introduction

People use language to communicate with each other for the purpose of constructing and

maintaining their interpersonal relations and the social order that lies behind them
( Matthiessen & Halliday 2009: 41 ). Read the following passage and see how the

interpersonal relations are constructed and maintained.

Text 1 -1 Coincidence

A woman was singing. One of the guests criticized the singer to the man beside
him.

“What a terrible voice. " He said. “Do you know who she is?”

“Yes. ” The man beside him answered. “She is my wife. ”

“Oh, I'm sorry. ” He said. “Of course her voice is not bad, but the song is too
bad. I wonder who wrote that awful song. ”

“I did,” said the man.

[ Retrieved from http;//www. jest365. cn/yingyuduanxiaohua/403. html |
In this passage, there are three characters: a female singer, a guest and a man beside
the guest. The interaction took place between the guest and the man. The guest started the
conversation, trying to build a temporary relation with the man, by saying:
“What a terrible voice. ” “Do you know who she is?”

And the man answered ,

“Yes. " “She is my wife. ”
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In this way, the guest and the man initiated their interpersonal relation in the

interaction. And this relation was maintained when the guest went on with the conversation :

“Oh, I'm sorry. ” “Of course her voice is not bad, but the song is too bad. I

wonder who wrote that awful song. ”
And this was followed by the man’s reply :
“Idid.”

The transient interpersonal relation was thus built and maintained. But,
unfortunately, the kind of relation built in such a way was embarrassing, for it threatened
each other’s face. By criticizing the singer ( terrible voice) and the song writer ( the song
is too bad; that awful song) , the guest threatened the face of the singer’s husband. By
revealing the truth ( She is my wife; I did) , the singer’s husband made the guest feel
embarrassed. ( For face theory, see Brown & Levinson 1987, and Goffman 1967. )

This interpretation of the interpersonal relation is the result of the rough analysis of
the turn-taking and the discourse semantics ( such as Appreciative meanings, which will
be dealt with in Appraisal Chapter in this volume ). If we interpret it from the grammatical
perspective, our focus may be shifted to the sentence. When we analyse the sentence, we
may want to know who does what to whom and why and what follows. The sentence may
provide us clues so that we know the information and its structure, and all functions vested
in the elements of the sentence. Therefore, to study sentences is primary for language
analysis. But sentences are named differently in Functional Grammar ( hereafter FG).

This is explained in the following section.

Clause, Major Clause, and Minor Clause

I 1.2.1 What is a clause?

In traditional grammars, a clause is usually defined as a sentence that is part of a larger

sentence ( Palmer 1971 80), or more clearly as “a unit that can be analysed into the
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elements S(ubject) , V(erb), C(omplement) , O(bject) , and A(dverbial). 7 ( Quirk et
al. 1972, 342) Hence, A guard was about to signal his train to start when he saw an
attractive girl standing on the platform by an open door, talking to another pretty girl
inside the carriage (see Text 1 —2)is a sentence with two clauses. The first clause
consists of a Subject (a guard) , a Verb (was about to signal) , an Object (his train to
start) , and an Adverbial ( when- clause). The second clause is the when- clause with he
as the Subject, saw as the Verb, an attractive girl as the Object, and standing on the
platform and talking to another pretty girl as Adverbials. By an open door is Adverbial to
standing , and inside the carriage is Adverbial to talking. This kind of grammatical
analysis treats clauses in a linear way, chiefly looking at the logical meanings of the
structure.

In FG, a clause is a constituent in the grammar system ( Halliday 1994 . 16). It
is a “ grammatical unit of the highest rank on the lexicogrammatical rank scale”
(i.e. clause — group/phrase — word — morpheme; also see the five principles of
constituency in lexicogrammar below, cf. Matthiessen et al. 2010; 71, 170). In
terms of composition, a clause is composed of a group( s)/phrase(s), which in turn
is composed of a word (s) composed of a morpheme (s). Yes in Text 1 —1 as a
clause consists of a group, which consists of one word, which consists of one
morpheme. Each rank has its own function. And each rank is realized by the rank
below. The functions of clause are realized by the functions of group/phrase.

Group/phrase functions are realized by the functions of word.
I 1.2.2 What is a proposition clause and what is a proposal clause?

Clauses in FG are used to express propositions and/or proposals. Proposition
indicates that “language is used to exchange information” ( Halliday 2004 : 110). When a
clause is used to express a proposition, it is a proposition clause. Proposal indicates that
language is used to exchange goods-&services (ibid; 110 —111). When a clause is used
to express a proposal, it is called a proposal clause.

A proposition clause is concerned with information. It can be used to make a
statement. For example, in Text 1 — 1 A woman was singing, and One of the guests
criticized the singer to the man beside him, are two statement clauses. These statements
convey information to the listener. They are the means through which the information is

conveyed. Besides, a proposition clause can be used to ask a question. For example, in

3
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Text 1 —1, Do you know who she is? is used to ask a question. The speaker requires the
listener to supply the information. This clause is used as not only the means to ask a
question but also the end to require the answer from the listener. Therefore, when a clause
is used to express proposition, it is “the end as well as the means” (Halliday 2004 : 107).

A proposal clause is used to exchange goods-&services. “Goods-&services” is a
metaphor used by Halliday in his Introduction to Functional Grammar (1985, 1994,
2004) to mean that language is used to get someone to do something for you ( Halliday
2004 . 107). See Text 1 —2 below:

Text1—2 I'll See to the Rest

A guard was about to signal his train to start when he saw an attractive girl standing
on the platform by an open door, talking to another pretty girl inside the carriage.
“Come on, miss!” he shouted. “Shut the door, please!”
“Oh, I just want to kiss my sister goodbye,” she called back.
“You just shut that door, please,” called the guard, “and I'll see to the rest. ”
[ Retrieved from http://wenku. baidu. com/view/6b5902aad1{34693daef3eb2. html |

In Text 1 —2, “Shut the door, please!” as well as “ You just shut that door” are
clauses used by the guard to order the girl to do something ( to shut the door). Here
language is used only as the end.

One of the differences between proposition clauses and proposal ones is that a clause
expressing proposition is used as both the means and the end of the exchange, while a
clause expressing proposal is used only as the end of the exchange. Besides, there are
some other differences. Halliday holds that proposition clauses are “something that can be
argued about — something that can be affirmed or denied, and also doubted,
contradicted, insisted on, accepted with reservation, qualified, tempered, regretted and
so on.” But proposal clauses are something that “cannot be affirmed or denied.”
(Halliday 1994 . 70)

l 1.2.3 Why is the rank of clause the central unit in lexicogrammar?

In Systemic Functional Linguistics ( hereafter SFL) , language is a system of strata. This
is illustrated in Figure 1 — 1.



