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PREFACE

év &pxn v Aoyos

The rate of glass crack growth depends on the magnitude of the applied stress.
‘The fracturing of glass’, Sdentific American, December 1987

What about this quote identifies it to the reader as the discourse of
science? How did these features evolve into what we recognize as
scientific English? In the papers included in this volume, The Lan-
guage of Scence, the fifth in the series of his Collected Works, Pro-
fessor Halliday looks at the language of science from wvarious
perspectives, from the historical to the developmental, as a language
teacher and as a linguist.

This volume, however, is much more than a volume of papers on
scientific language. It is about that most fundamental ability of
humankind, the ability to theorize about ourselves and our world. It
is about how we move from commonsense theories of everyday
experience to technical and scientific theories of knowledge. It is
about how our ways of meaning are evolving, from the congruent to
the metaphorical, from the clausal to the nominal.

And God said ... With an utterance, the world came into exis-
tence. The clausal origin of the universe, as told in Genesis, mirrors
our own use of language to construe reality, and transform experi-
ence into meaning. Such is the reality-generating power of gram-
mar, that it enables us to define ‘the basic experience of being
human’.

Over the course of history, as the need arose for more powerful
and abstract theories of experience, humankind has relied on the

Xxv



PREFACE

power of language ‘to reconstrue commonsense reality into one that
imposed regularities on experience and brought the environment
more within our power to control’. Aptly titled How Big is a Lan-
guage? On the Power of Language, Professor Halliday’s introduction to
this volume and the next makes clear that the source of that power
lies in its potential for grammatical metaphor.

Grammatical metaphor, which is explored in detail in the first
section of this volume, involves the junction of category meanings,
not simply word meanings. Examples of grammatical metaphor
include length, which is ‘a junction of (the quality) “long” and the
category meaning of a noun, which is “entity” or “thing”’, and
motion, which is ‘a junction of the (the process) “move” and the
category meaning, again of a noun’. With grammatical metaphor,
the scientist can make the world stand still, or turn it into one
consisting only of things, or even create new, virtual realities.

In the second section of this volume, Professor Halliday discusses
how the features of scientific English have developed over time,
evolving to meet the needs of the experts, giving them enormous
power over the environment, but at the risk of alienating learners
and turning science into ‘the prerogative of an elite’. What can the
language educator do to help those who have been shut out of
scientific discourse? The language educator can only help the lear-
ner, if (s)he understands how the discourse works. Halliday makes a
strong case for adopting the ‘paradigmatic-functional’ design of
systemic grammar to accomplish this task.

Scientific discourse foregrounds things at the expense of qualities,
processes and relations. Grammatical metaphor in scientific discourse
is described as ‘a steady drift towards things; and the prototype of a
thing is a concrete object’. Thus he notes ‘the interesting paradox:
the most abstract theorizing is achieved by modeling everything on
the concrete’. The nominalizing grammar of science results in a
discourse that is ultimately just about things. The discourse becomes
that which it creates.

Kol & Aoyos yop éyeveTo
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INTRODUCTION: HOW BIG IS
A LANGUAGE?
ON THE POWER OF LANGUAGE

1

In a paper appearing in the first volume of this series (Chapter 15) 1
had raised the question, how big is a grammar; the same question
was brought up again in Volume 3 (Chapter 18), reformulated this
time as ‘how big is a language?’ I asked this question because I
wanted to foreground the power that a language has for making
meaning. It seems to me rather paradoxical that, while so much is
written about the creative effects of language (these used to be seen
more as positive effects, as in literary stylistics; now they are usually
presented as negative, e.g. in critical discourse analysis), descriptions
of language don’t give this sense of its power. If anything, they stress
its limitations, so that it becomes hard to understand how these
effects are achieved. Somewhere I commented, in reacting to the
now familiar motif that political authority is maintained and legit-
. imized through language, that the language of power depends on
the power of language; so surely as linguists we should try to bring
this out.

Back in the 1950s, as a language teacher, I was already struggling
with this anxiety — that we weren’t helping those learning a language
to appreciate the nature of their task. I wanted to foreground the
paradigmatic dimension, whereby a language appears as a meaning-
making resource and meaning can be presented as choice. This
paradigmatic principle had been established in semiotics by Saussure,
whose concept of value, and of terms in a system, showed up
paradigmatic organization as the most abstract dimension of meaning
(1966, Part 2, Chapters 3-5, pp. 107-27 [French original 1915]).
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The best exposition of Saussure’s theoretical ideas is Paul Thibault’s
Re-reading Saussure (1997); see especially Part 4, pp. 163-207. The
~ Saussurean project had been carried forward by Hjelmslev, at the

level of a comprehensive general theory (1961 [Danish original
1943]); and more selectively by Firth, who made explicit the
interaction between paradigmatic and syntagmatic organization,
modelling these in the mutually defining categories of system and
structure. Firth’s formulation is worth quoting:

The first principle of analysis is to distinguish between structure and
system. . ..
Structure consists of elements in interior syntagmatic relation and
these elements bave their places in an order of mutual expectancy.. ..
Systems of commutable terms or units are set up to state the
paradigmatic value of the elements.
(Firth 1957)

Thus Firth introduced his category of system in theorizing para-
digmatic relations; and it was this that I tried to follow in my own
work. But I wanted to investigate systems in their association with
one another, and at the same time to free the system from any
constraints of structure (that is, to locate each system in its para-
digmatic environment, irrespective of how it happened to be rea-
lized structurally); so I took the system out of its context in the
structure—system cycle and ‘thickened’ it to form networks of
interrelated systems. Matthiessen (2000) and Butt (2001) trace the
history of the system network representation of the paradigmatic
dimension in language. The system network enables the analyst to
represent sets of paradigmatic options in their own terms, as they
intersect with each other. The network, as Butt (2000) observes, is a
form of argumentation, one which projects the view of a language as
an open-ended semogenic resource.

What I was trying to suggest, in raising the question of how big is
a language, was that when we do represent the grammar para-
digmatically we get a sense of the scope of its total potential for
meaning. The network is open-ended in delicacy: there is no point
at which we can stop and say that no further distinctions can be
made. But if we extend the systemic description to some point
where it is still well within the limits of what speakers of a language
can recognize as significantly different meanings, we have some idea
of the scale of the options available. I gave the example of the
English verbal group, bringing out between 50,000 and 100,000
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