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PREFACE

The works presenteéd in this volume on language in relation to
computing should not be read simply as a retrospective on Professor
Halliday’s work in this area over the last fifty years. Rather, this
volume is better thought of as a prospective from a scholar whose
foresight has grown out of decades of experience working with
language, first as a language teachers then as a grammarian, never
seeking to tame its ‘ferociously complex’ (Chapter Eleven) nature,
only wanting to ‘engage with it seriously and in appropriate theor-
etical terms’ (Chapter Nine). For Halliday, this has meant modelling
language paradigmatically, contextually, functionally, fuzzily and
developmentally.

In the late 1950s, while working at the Cambridge Language
Research Unit on a project concerned with machine translation,
Professor Halliday realized the need to ‘formalize paradigmatic
relations, those of the system’, but as he recalls, ‘I did not know how
to do it — and I totally failed to persuade anyone else of this!’
(Chapter Seven). Sirice then, however, as the chapters in this volume
clearly evidence, he has succeeded in advancing our knowledge of
how one can indeed ‘model language paradigmatically: that is, as
choice, with the system network as organizing concept’ (Chapter
Nine).

With the advent of the spoken-language corpus and advances in
computing technology, it has become possible to conduct quanti-
tative studies of naturally occurring, spontaneous speech, taking us
beyond what can be recovered by introspection to discover language
as it is actually used in the context of situation (Chapter Eight).
Speech in situ opens a window to the soul of language — “as semiotic

Xvil



PREFACE

system-&-process’. The ranks and levels, properties and functions of
an underlying, invisible system are revealed as one interrogates the
corpus to find out who is doing what with language, where, when,
why and how. Corresponding to the representation of context in
terms of field (what is going on), tenor (who is involved), and mode
(in what medium) are metafunctions associated with processes of
construing human experience (ideational), enacting social relation-
ships (interpersonal), and creating discourse (textual). It is not sur-
prising given the complexity of human experience and dynamics of
social relationships that language is ‘inherently fuzzy’, and ‘perhaps
the single most complex phenomenon in nature’ (Chapter Eleven).
Language is not dysfunctional because it is fuzzy. Rather, precisely
because of its dynamic character, its potential ‘is indefinitely large — it
is always capable of growing further, without any limits that we are
aware of” (Chapter Nine). Language never ceases to amaze.

While the focus of study may be on ‘everyday discourse as con-
textualized in real life’ ~ what some might call the ‘commonplace’,
the system underlying that discourse cannot be adequately described
only in commonsense terms, without reference to designed sys-
tematic knowledge. As Professor Halliday puts it, ‘One would not
expect to design a robotic system on the basis of Year Six mathe-
matics!” (Chapter Nine). Whether the endeavour is machine trans-
lation, corpus linguistics or intelligent computing, what is needed is a
theory of language which will provide a fuller, more realistic picture
of language as a system rich in meaning potential. Systemic-func-
tional grammar accomplishes just that.

Professor Halliday foresees the day when computing — ‘the most
future-oriented of all present-day human activities — becomes
computing with meaning, ‘when language comes to function not just
as the object of computing but as its instrument’ (Chapter Eleven).
Before this can happen, however, two ‘noticeable disjunctions’ must
be addressed: (i) the disjunction between ‘language and knowledge’,
which needs to be reconceptualized as a single unified semiotic
system with two related levels of representation, the lexico-gram-
matical and the semantic; and (ii) the disjunction between ‘the
instance and the system of which it is an instance’ (Chapter Eleven),
recognized as simply different perspectives on the same phenomenon.

The lasting significance of the chapters in this volume comes from
the fact that their insights are grounded in a theory which neither
idealizes nor trivializes the object of study, but diligently strives to
paint a picture of language which captures its true character.
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