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THE RELTVANCE OF a 50010 FUNCTIONAT, AFPROACH TU LANCUAGE

(With particular el erence to A peading comprohens inn courne)

ST lvia Ontidores
Universidad Aurénoma ¥etropul itana,
Unidad Xechimileo

Whenover we cavey ont some scpl of A praetical task, the decininnn we
Make and Lhe way we approach Lhe task are in ucme Wey or ather influenced by
the view wo Luld abour the aobjecl of study. Therefore, if one conziders: Tingulis-
tics to be the nejentific study ol language, when trying to defline what itsn oh-
Ject of study =hould be we should first ask Lhe Auest inn, "what is Tanguage?™

since our siudy of Ianguage will he inlluenced or wyen deternined by what we Lo
lieve Languape to ha.

Lbaupuage ix a very complex thing te deline; however, there have been
Several attempLs to Jdefine it and Lhese at lumpta in some way or ather peflpes
what the theory behind theze cefinitions ia, Some examples would be the viey
of language an "helavi our’, as "communical ien”, an "knowledge”, as "though+",
&= a3 "soeial semivlic", ete. Homever, lur the purpoze of this paper 1 peefer
%0 adopt the division thar Bit Copder mikez botwesn "Tangnage as phenomenon of
the individunl" apg "langnage as a soeial Phencmenon™ because it enebles uz Lo
draw more accurately the border Iine helwesn the different appruaches.

The 2ppruach to longuage as a "phemomeuon of the individual™ I aan-
eerned with the description s=nd explamation of lauguoge a2 2 matter of human
behaviour. Since people write ard Speak, they alzo evidently read and undep-
Stand what they hear., But people ure nol bovn duing z2a; Lhey have ta avyuine
‘theze ukilla and do uo in differiug deprwes. This view sees language az a part
of peyvchology maniinnred through specific behaviour - Lhe Behaviowr whlch has
@5 ils principle lunntion the expronzion of thought. According Lo Pit Corder
the study of language an hehaviour can he meey

"3 @ utudy ol the speaific properties, processes
and =tates of the nind_xhose veiward manifeatalinng
are observable bhehaviour; what we have Lo knew in
order In perlorm linguistically."

(Corder, 1973, 23)

Chomzky helieves that

"language is a mirrar of the mim in a deap and
signilieant senne. It iz 4 praduct of himan
intelligence created anew in wech dndiy idnal
by uperations that 1ie Lar beyond the veach of
will or connnimmness."

. (Chomaky, 1976, 4)

him, therefore 3 Linguiat who adupts thia approach Iu trying to eatablish
2in propertics of "Luman intelligence™ and linguistics thus becomes sinply
subfield of peychinlogy that desls with these ezpects ol the mind., e alse
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"theery ol Llaupuape is simply thal part !

peychiology that in roncerned with one particular

"mental organ”. humsa laoguage.™

(Chomsky, 1976, 18)

Thus, this approach to lavpuage an a2 "phennmeneon of the individual™ iz mainly
concerned with explalulup bow we aoguire language, and itz relation ta general
cognlitive systems and with the neychulogival mec sum underlyiong the conpre-
hension and produclion ol spovch.

The appruach which sees language as a "nonial phenomenon” econziders
la." uage to be a soeial event which van vuly D+ Lully described in reference

the people who are involved in it.
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"only because Loy shace willh us a el ol agreed

ways of behaving Language in Lhds sease In the

puusession of a -'n-:'.:'u‘l gromp.”

(farder, 1973, 7%)

This approach which cousiders langpuspe 4y 4 means of communicat fon can I re-
garded ax o =ocinlogianl way of _c(_,}:i-:g at language, since it involvesz taking
inte account spenker and hearer as well az the many ather features of the speaech
situation.
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Earlier attompts at deseribing what the [uuctions of language are
dale Dack to Malinowsky, The Prague School, Dohler and Jakohzeon. Tar axampl._u,
Malinowsky po-:xted out that lnnfr'uapo iz e‘n._:.el, dependent on the smaciety in
which it is used in two aenses: Lirsl, It has cvolved in reapense to the spe-
cific demands of any given soci-‘:ty. ils use wre any instance of it3 uze in
that society Iz enlizely context dependent, His delinitivu ol meaning is de-
»ived "not from a passive cunlensiatinn of the woard, ot frem an analysis ol
its -u').guow., with referenve Llu lhe plven cultere” (Malinawsky in Ogden &
Richar 1873).  The wajor Functions identified by Malinowsky in one Poly-
nez.mn mﬂlmm’l?'f ave: 1) Lhe prapgmatic Funetion {language az a form of action),
?) the magical lunclion Qlangnage a2z 3 mweans vl conlrol over the eavironment),
‘and 1) the narrative lunation (language az a atarehousze of uzseful and necessa-
ry infummalion through its preserved avcounts). Malinowsky Falt that the Fune-
tions which he discnvered in language had developed In response to the neads
of the seciety which usnd that language.

Ouex of the maat aucceaslul achlevemeals ol Lhe Prague Schonl of
Linguistics i3 the enphaniy placod on the funetions perfarmed by language in
& given languafe communily. According tn Vackek, the Prague conception ol
language involver o funetional approach to the lacts ol language. This ap-
provuch visualizes lanpucge a6 o tonl for performing a numher of essential func-
tions or tasks in the community using it. The noat ontstanding of these task
Iz undoubtedly itn communicative [unclion, nerving the needs and wantz of the
- mutunl urderstanding of individnal memherz of Lhe 20VeR language community.
The Lollowers of thiz approach were aot only interested in what was communi-
cated through language hut alzo in the way Il was communicated, i.a., they were
fnterwsted in the way eontent {2 communicated. They helieved that

"The nze of lauguage is promptex] by the speaker’s appraach
Lo the extma lingual reality rellecled in his act of con-
nuniczlion, or in aother wandz, hy the neaning to wilch his
act ol commuuication is seen to refer,"

(Vackek, in Cried, 18772, 14)

Prague Linmists: also wede use of Ddhler's madel for the functions of language.
This mudel has undmm‘tad‘y thawwn sume 1ight on the understanding of the way
language iz used. Duhler's smedel diatinguizhes Lhrew basic lunclions of lon-

guage:

1. the ‘F‘m-* fon vl expression (1o provide o means of ewpreasion which charac-
terizes the gpeaker gy distinet from other apeakera);

2. the function of appeal (to appeal Lo Lhe heares whoe is Lo be infloenced by
the piven ulicrance), and

3. the function of relerwnce (Lo reler Lo exteranal realily, to convey the fae
tual content reflecting the communicated wxlra lingual realily).

Bohler's model influenced not only e Prague Linguisls but also some other in-
porlant linguizts  ane of them Halliday.

R. JJakohaem also gave & model lor Lhe funclions that Janpuage ful-
fills, According lo him danguage must he investigated within all the variety
of itz functions. An analysis of these funations demands o coneine survey of
the constilutive Factars in any speech event, in any of verbal communication,
These are the six laclurs he proposes:
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CONTEXT

MTASAGE

ADDRESSER <ovevvveess o o ADDRESSEE
CONTACT
conn

Zach uf these six faoter: determine the different functionz of language., He
points out Lhal il is dillicull to Find verds:]l messages that would fulfil
ouly one lunction. Thux, he statexz that the wverbal structure of a message
depends on Lhe preduminant function. The six hasic Funetionz of werbal com-
munication he zuggests are the following:

RETTRENTTAL
FMOTIVE FOETIC CONATTVE
FHATIC
METALTRCUAT,

Another relevant question one needs to ask when defining the objent
of stuly for linguistias ix, "Why is language as It Is?". To which Halllidey
anawers that language has evolved in a vertain way because of ita function in
the moninl sysrem. He mentions that

"The nalure ol language iz closely related to the demands
that we moke on ity the functions il has Lo sesve ™

(ffa11iday, 1970, 141)

Although these functions are culture specific, underlying such specific in-
stances of langouege use dre more penesal lugellions which are comon to all
cultures,.  He stales that L &s nol uselul Lo just give an account of lin
fguizntic structure.  (Ine haz ta arrive at a halance between the Lwo becauze
it is of 1ittle wse te Inok merely far the sociological or psychological
aspects of language or to gerely give an account of a linguistic ntruclure
which pays no attentien to the demamis we make of language., Whal e wants
to arrive ol is o speeificelion ol the funclions which language haz in no-
ciety and then eatadblizh how theae fimetions are reflected in the shructure
of lanpgunge itzelf.

Accarding to Halliday langunge has throee mecro-functivus in society
and these form the banis for the organization of the eative linguistic systen.
These are:

1. "Language serves for the expressing ol content, that 35 af the speaker's
experience ol Lhe peel world, including the inner world of his own cou-
seiounnass.™ This he aallz the Tdeat ionasl function.

2. "Language zerves to establish and maintaein suvcial relations for the ex-
preszion of the macial roles which include the communication roles which
ereated hy language ftself - for exemple, the roles of queationer/vespondent.”
Thin he calls the inlerperioensl fuaction.
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3. "Language has to provide for making Links with itsel!l and wilh fpatures
of the aituation in which IL is used.™ (lalliday, 18973, 163). Thiz iz
what he calls Lhe lexlu=l function, mince this is what ennhles the =peak-
er or Writer To construact TexTa, oY connected passages of dizcouvrse and
enahlea the liglener or reader to distinguish a text from a random zet
of gentences.

According to [alliday these macre-functions are the highly ab-
stract linguistic relexee of the multiciplicity ol Lhe uses of language;
these funarions appear at a new level da Lhe adell linguistic system, tak-
ing the lumm of "gramar.”

Malliday's functions of language differ from those of Malinowsky
and 3ohler in that Malinowsky was interested in the ethnographic account of
the functions of language and Bohler in the svciologlcsl and psychelagianl
enquires of the use of languageibut neither atlempted to explain the nature
of Lhe ligpuintic system in funetional terns. Here it i3 necessary to in-
troduce Halliday's concept of "maaning potential"™ sinee acaonding to him
learaing a language ia learning the uses of language {-¢.. Lhe neaning po-
tenlial assovialod with these; atracture, wonds and smmds are the reali-
zations of this meaning potential. Learning 2 language is learning how
lo mean.  Ter him language i2 a syatem of meaning potential {.e..a range
of options npened to a player as performer and meceiver.

Now, what fallaws iz an analyaiz of each af theze macro-functions
and what each ol them contributas ta the funational deseription of language.
Since Halliday atatea that

"from the educational point of view the problen of

linguistics iz Lo elaborate smome accounlt of language

that iz relevant to the work ol the English teacher,"

(Halliday in Allen £ Corder, 1973, 58)

I will try tu relale their relevance to lanfuage teaching. Thiz by no neans
Implies that T helieve that an account of language by ilsell will provide
an answer Lo the various prohlens af language teaching, [ think thal the
answers to theae problems have o be sought in the fields of education, pay-
chology, and norniolngy. However, a comprehiensive account ol language does
at least provide a framewarke within which the answers can be sought.

The: interperszenal function covers all use ol language to express
social and personal relations, including 211 forms of the zpesker's intru-
sion inte the apeach situation and the spesch act. lalliday's hazic unit
of analysiz iy Lhe clause and in the clamze the interperacnal element iz
represented by mood and modality 1,0, the selection by the smpesker of a
particular rele in the apeech situation and hiz/her delerminalion of the
choice of roles lor the addrenzee {(mond) and the expressionz of hiz/fher
Jjudgements and prediclions (modality). Besides using language to approve
and disapprove, to ask and smawer, to include in the sécial group, or te
exclude frocm il, there iz the interperzonal component ar fuction which
provides the meaning parential for this element since IL Iz present in all
uses ol language. [anguage has to provide for interaction between pecple,
by a1lowing the expreszion of socisl and individual roles, statuses, assen-
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SMenss, illdﬁt‘.m!l&:i aud 20 farth vwhich include T/nr'f‘.’-‘ipn.‘fnﬂ in .iTrj',’l'liSLiC
interaction. In the case ol Lhe language leavner it i3 neceazary to know

the different roles that the zpeaker aan take, i.¢., giving orders, asking
guestions, meking assertions and seo an. These basic specch [unclions ol
command, guestion, statoment, response, are expressed by the grammatical
function of mocd in which the main options are imperative. iuterropative and
declarative. The learner musl Le able to recopnize the difference betlween
"she Iz ami "iz =he?" and realize Lhal thiy marks a difference in the commu-
nication role adopted by the apeaker in hizfher interaction with the listener.

The nain rale of the Ideational lunction iz Lo transmit information
hetween memher2 ol soclellies.

"IL ix 4 major compoment of meaning in the languape
gyslem that ix basic to moare or less 211 uses of lan-
meape.”

{Halliday, 1973, 39)

It iz preaent in all language uses beoosuse no matter what the speaker iz doing
with laupuape hefshe will Find himfheraelf expliniting ita ideational reszources,
t3 potential lor expressing nontent in terns af the speaker's  experience in
he form of content. 1t not only determines the avallable options in meaning
but alsv delerninns the nature of their atructuval realization. Halliday stales
that

"the clause iz the wunit Ly which we express a
particular range of ideationnl meanings, our
axperience of provesses -Lhe processes of Lhe
external world, hoth eonerete and ahatract
the process of our own consniousness, seeing,
liking, Lhinking, talking and so on "

(Helliday, 1973, 39)

In this lunclion, transitivity is the gramar of the clause. Talliday conceives
of the tranaitivity of grammer as being the area which reflects the Ideational
funclion of languagn. He states that tranzitivity accomTz far tynpez of pra
cegses in which participans and circumstantial roles are involved in Lhe clause.
Roles zuch as acter, goal and beneficiary are structural functionz or miles in
transitivity.  ‘They vrepreaent the categories of our interpretation of experirnnoe.
For the language learner it ix accessary to realize that the words he/she chocses
to exprera or tranamit inlormation ¢an play different rolea in the language =yz
tem,

The textual function is o funotion which we do oot find in Mallinowsky
nor in Buhler. It iz the function that language has of creating text, of rela-
Ting itself to the context, Lo Lhe siluation and lhe preceding lexl, Thisz [unc-
tica deals with the way zentences are oarganized az mexsages, the way in which
the propositional and modal elements are arranged so that they nake sease as a
piece of communicatiaon or a component of diacourze. It fulfilla the renquivement
that

"Language shnuld be aperational Iy yelevant -that it
should have a1 texture in rosl contexts ol situatlions
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thiatl di!:Lanl:t.!“f’! - | l_'."-'ihg Mmessage from a nere el '
in a gramwar or o dictionary,"

(Halliday, 1973, 42) i

Thin funetion ix very importaul since the haaie unit ol languasge in wae iz not
4 ward or a seslenee but 2 "lext.” TF we are interesled in finding out what il
the funerions lauguage Fulfills In scciety are, then we would be mistaken if :

we tvok the sentence as the unit of apalysis beesuse language Is nol a set of
inulated sentencez, Language ix connected passages of proge, One ol the roles
of the Llexlual Function 75 the establishmenl ol cobesive relations from one
sentence to andther in discourse. Tn this function the clause iz organized az
a4 message; thuz, in addition to its struclure in transitivisy and in mood, it
alsco has Lhe structure of a message, what is known as = "Lhemalic siruclure.”
One ol the main contrihutions of Halliday's textual function is Lhe lacl that
it mude linmists Lurn their attention Lo We anclysis ol language as used in
dizcourse and mot just language as rellected in isolaled espects (i.e.,non- Y
tenees).  The work vn discourse analysis has been in a way motivated by this

funntion.

If we comider Lhe relevance ol @ funclionasl system which fncludex
Lhe three Ffunctions mentioned before, 1 would agree with Helliday in saying
that

"the significance of a functional system of Lhis
kind is that you can use it to explain the nature
vl languape, becaeuse you Find that lengueage is in
fact structured alung Lhese Lhree dimessiom:. So
thee xystem is as it were bath extrinaic and intrin-
sic al the same time. Tt iz dezigned to explain
the internal nature ol language in such o way as o
relate it To itz external epvironment."

(Halliday, 1978, 48)

Now T would Iike to comment on some of the contributions which the sludy of
Lhe lunctivns of language, amd in particular Halldiday'z model can offer to
the Lleaching ol reading conprehension.  The fact that T have chosen the teach-
iug of reading rather than the teaching of writing ¢r azpeaking does not mean
that such @ study of language is anly useful ta the teaching of reading bur
just that reading iz the field which meel interests me, First of all, 1 have
lo point out that T conceive the proceas of reading as a commnicative pro
cess where Lolh reader and wediler fnteracl will each olher, Aud I consider
language as the "linguiztic system" in which the internal patterns of lan
guage relale lo the communicative opoeralion of language use. Therelore, I
advecate an approach which aime at epabling the studentz to understand ut-
terances {or, in the case of reading, statements) which expresa certain
concepls and perlorm cerlain commnicative acts. When teasching reading we
shauld aim at developiag ko abililies in the sludents:

Tl

@ lirmt §s the abil ity to recognize how menleaces
are vaed in the performance of acts of commumication,
the ability to underatand the rhetariecal functianing
vl lanpuape in use. The second is Lhe abilily Lo
recofmize and manipulate the formal devices which




40

are used to combine gentences a3 used To areate con-
tinuvous passages of proge.”

(811len & Widduwson, 14976, 4)

The former ability Iz closely related to Halliday'z interpersonal Functinn
and the latter to hiz "rtextnal” fimesian. Tn the interpersonal funclion
what Halliday calls the mcdal meaning of mentences hawn led linguists to the
investigation of how senlences are used to perform diFferent communicative
zcts. Thin hes lndeced philusophers and socislogistr,nn well ax linguists

to study this aspect of lanpguage. Cor example, Avatin {(19hH2) and Searle
(1969) stated thal in uitering any septence one s at the same tine perlorm-
ing an action; vhe is not just zaying something. One has to realize that
there iz an "illonutionary forece" in the staelemeuts one iz uttering. There-
fore, ntudents should DLe pade aware of the "illacutienary force" that certain
statements have 3o that when reading they will be able to distinguizsh a com-
mand from & warning, a promise from a threal and 80 on. As nmentioned bhefore
the Interpersonal lusction iz not only renlized Lhrough modality but alse
through wood. A2 far as mood is concernad the student should be able to
recognize the diiferant cosmunicative roles adopted by the upeaker (or writer).
For example, the sblixlenl should be able to relate the Ipperative form to the
way instructions are given when reading manualz. The ideational fimetion
expreszed through tranaitivity should alse be dealt with sinee it refors to
+he way content in oxprossed in Lermes of the speaker's axperience and that

of the speech community. It also expresses the Laclual conditions of the
processes expressed in the rlause. This funcliovn deals more with the gren-
aatical aystem as such, i.e. It Iz in this funetion where the choices of
functional words Lake place. What comes out of the cholcves is the propo=i-
tional content of an utteranoe aml i1 iz in the interperzenal function where
the "force" of auch propeaition in couveyed.

The lunction which | canaider nosl relevant to the teaching ol
veading ie the textnal funaetion. Although distinetianz have been made be-
+ween the ternm "text" aud the term 'lizcourae’ tie Lommer refermring To sen-
tences in combinativa, the latter referring to the uge of sentence to periomm
communicative acts; T am uzing Lhe term "dizcourse” in the way Halliday does
i.e. referring to both "text" and "discourse". Thare has been a tendency to
deal with lagguage as a zet of isnlated sentences; however, curzwnlly Lhere
is more emphazis being placed on the Leaching of language as discourse. There-
fore, for the learner it iz very importanl to realize how sentences are CON-
nected when lorning passages of prose, Lo-see the importance of the eontext
in which those sentences are used, and to nolice Lhe use of cohasive devices.
The fact Lhat mony linguists, as well as language teachers, have yoalized
that a kuowledge of how language operates in roel communication dees nol
automatically luolluw from 3 knowledge ol how gentences are lormed, has
resulted in a chagge of foens from the seéntence as the bLasic unit Far the
analysis and teaching o! language, to the use ol zentences in combinaticon.
Many people have uow started warking on Lhe study of language as commmication
and in Linding a grammar, different [rom a sentence grammar theory, which will
provide a more complete theuvretical framework. This is why T lind Halliday's
theory useful since Le deals with gramuar within a moclo-lunctional perupec-
tive which iz exactly what nome pecple have argued fLor. Here again 1 vant ta
make clear that, in my view, it lg not in the lingulstic deseriptive of lan
guage that the language tcacher ig going to find all the answers Lo Lthe
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prublens ol teaching. However, T belinve that a description ol language
which takes inte considevatien all the faclors Iuvolved iz of great use to
the language teacher. Another Lhing which 1 [ind In Halliday's appraach
widich T do nol Lind in other linguistz who hawe given o daseriptica ol lan-
guage in Lhe lacl Lhel in Halliday the paycholinguistic as well as Lhe soci-
olinguistic aspects of language are included. In the ideational function
the peychelinmiistic aspeet of language is included sinee it expresses tha
speaker's experience ol the mal world, including the inner world of hiz/her
conseiouzness, ‘The 2aciclogical azspect of Tanguage iz exprezsed in the
interpersenal funation sinoe it serves Lo eslablizsh apd maintain social rela-
tioas and tn lransmil information belween members of zocieties.

1 womld like to cenclude this paper which advocates a stady of the
zacia-fimeticnal appreach +ta the study of language with a quote from William
Lavob.

"It lx dilficwlt to aveid the commoun-swemse conclusion
that the chjncl of linguisties muat yitimately be the
imnmtrument of comaunication used by the apeech commu-
uily: and if we are not talking about "that" language
there iz seamelhing trivial in owr proceeding.”

(Lavob, 1972)
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