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Chapter 1

Semantic Variation – Modelling Realisation, Instantiation and Individuation in Social Semiosis

J. R. Martin

1 Social Semiosis

In the second half of the twentieth century, the major challenge addressed by functional linguistics lay in modelling language and attendant modes of communication as meaning making resources. Thanks to powerful pioneering work by Halliday and Matthiessen (e.g. 1999, 2004) for language, and Kress and van Leeuwen for images (1996/2006), the new generation of twenty-first century scholars represented in this book has been able to develop fresh perspectives on ways in which these resources are used – both from the perspective of variation between texts (what semiotic resources are used to do) and variation among speakers (how semiotic resources are used to negotiate identity). This chapter is concerned with developing the general theoretical framework informing this research.

It begins by reviewing some of the key concepts developed by systemic functional linguistics for modelling system as a resource for meaning – realisation, rank, metafunction and axis. It then considers the complementary hierarchy of instantiation, which relates system to instances of use, recontextualizing work on register and genre and introducing the concepts of coupling and commitment as tools for exploring multimodality in relation to functional variation among texts. It then turns to the complementary hierarchy of individuation, which relates system to repertoires of use, reviewing work on coding orientation and introducing the concepts of bonding and iconization as tools for exploring affiliation. Finally it turns to genesis, semantic variation over time, reviewing work on phylogenesis (evolution of the system), ontogenesis (development of repertoires) and logogenesis (unfolding instances of use). As each chapter in this volume illustrates, the resources deployed, the texts through which they are instantiated and the identities those texts construe have all to be kept in focus as our social perspective on semiosis evolves. As ever in functional linguistics and semiotics, the key to wrestling with the edge of knowledge is to sustain a multi-perspectival stance in which theory deploys complementarities to illuminate our object of study – so we can observe the humanity of our communication processes, not just their form.

The examples used to illustrate the general theoretical model will be drawn as far as possible from the following text, which appeared in the GW Living section of The Sydney Morning Herald’s weekly Good Weekend magazine, on 15 November 2008 (Katz 2008). It is from a regular ‘agony aunt’ column (Thibault 1988) entitled ‘Modern Guru’ in which, at the time of writing, Danny Katz alternates with Kate Duthie spoofing the genre, whimsically responding to readers’ questions about ‘21st-century ethics, etiquette and dilemmas’ (Plate 1.1 below).

Testing Times: how to handle one mark too many

I am 16 years old and still at school. Recently I got an exam back and the teacher had added up my scores incorrectly and given me an extra mark. Should I have told her about the mistake, or just kept the extra mark?

E. B., Pymble, NSW

Ask just about any schoolkid and here’s what they’d probably say: ‘Nawwwww, keep that extra mark coz, like, the teacher totally stuffed up, y’know, specially if it was, like, a maths test and she added up wrong, haw haw, that’d be, like hilarical’ – and, by the way, this is how all schoolkids talk; I know, I’ve snuck peeks at my own kids’ msn messages, until they blocked me out using the parental control filter. Apparently it can also filter out controlling parents. But just ask about any schoolteacher and here’s what they’d probably say: ‘You caddish little rotter! By pilfering that extra point, not only are you behaving reprehensibly, but you are failing to recognise your true scholastic abilities, which could lead to ongoing exam failures, resulting in a botched education, culminating in a life of destitution at a Dickensian workhouse, blacking boots for Mr Bumble!’ – and by the way, that’s how I imagine all school teachers talk, and they all wear mortarboards and black gowns, and look like old wire-moustached Latin masters as drawn by Ronald Searle.

[image: image]

PLATE 1.1 GW Living Modern Guru column (15 November 2008)

But ask the rest of us, and we’d probably go a bit both ways, because sometimes life throws you lovely little windfalls that you should be able to enjoy without guilt – that extra mark on an exam paper, that accidental $10 from a faulty ATM, that unexpected meatball in your turkey-breast sub, these are some of the great moments of life and should be cherished. But at the same time, there are rules when it comes to windfalling: your lucky little bonus must be small enough that nobody gets hurt, small enough so you can enjoy it without a heavy conscience, and most importantly, small enough so you can feign ignorance if you get caught. Which is why I propose a Universal Fortuitous Windfall Cut-Off Point before a person needs to advise the relevant authorities – and that cut-off point is three. You’re allowed up to three extra marks on an exam paper before telling the teacher. Up to three $10 notes from a faulty ATM before returning the cash to the bank. And up to three unasked-for meatballs on a non-meatball sub before you yell at the Subway girl.

2 Realisation

2.1 Realisation and stratification

It is one of the great paradoxes of semiosis that although language and other semiotic systems continually draw attention to themselves, we overwhelmingly overlook the complexity of their structuration – unless specifically trained to bring it to consciousness. The Modern Guru, for example, foregrounds the phonology of spoken language in its ‘colloquial spelling’ of an imagined schoolkid’s reply:

‘Nawwwww, keep that extra mark coz, like, the teacher totally stuffed up, y’know, specially if it was, like, a maths test and she added up wrong, haw haw, that’d be, like hilarical’ –

The quotation draws attention to the tension between the way English is written and the way it is spoken – the idealized graphological patterns of our writing system in relation to the phonological patterns of oral communication (Halliday 1985/1989).

Similarly the grammatical parallelism featured in this column regularly rehearses the grammatical structure of English nominal groups and clauses. The Guru offers a triplet of identically structured windfalls, foregrounding the structure of things:

because sometimes life throws you lovely little windfalls that you should be able to enjoy without guilt –

that extra mark on an exam paper,

that accidental $10 from a faulty ATM,

that unexpected meatball in your turkey-breast sub,

And another triplet, this time of non-finite dependent clauses, foregrounds causally connected processes:

but you are failing to recognise your true scholastic abilities, which could lead to ongoing exam failures,

resulting in a botched education,

culminating in a life of destitution at a Dickensian workhouse,

blacking boots for Mr Bumble!

Pushing further, the Guru’s rhetorical parallelism is not just ‘grammatical’. His proposal for a ‘Universal Fortuitous Windfall Cut-Off Point’ is exemplified across sentence boundaries (beyond grammar as it were, at the level of discourse semantics):

You’re allowed

up to three extra marks on an exam paper before telling the teacher.

Up to three $10 notes from a faulty ATM before returning the cash to the bank.

And up to three unasked-for meatballs on a non-meatball sub before you yell

at the Subway girl.

And his tour of alternative perspectives on the moral issue here is organized by parallel suggestions dividing the rationale for his advice as a whole into three parts:

Ask just about any schoolkid and here’s what they’d probably say:

…

But just ask about any schoolteacher and here’s what they’d probably say:

…

But ask the rest of us, and we’d probably go a bit both ways:

…

Putting this more technically, what is being foregrounded by the Guru here are the different levels of organization characterizing linguistic systems as they have evolved in our species – phonology (graphology if we are writing), lexicogrammar (words and structures), and discourse semantics (the organization of texts). In systemic functional linguistics (hereafter SFL), these levels of language are commonly modelled as metaredundant strata, metaphorically visualized in diagrams such as that in Figure 1.1, and referred to as stratification. Metaredundancy in this context refers to the way in which the model interprets lexicogrammar as an emergently complex pattern of phonological patterns, and discourse semantics as an emergently complex pattern of lexicogrammatical patterns. Technically, this relationship across levels of abstraction from phonic substance is referred to as realisation. For the past six decades, SFL research has concentrated on these strata; in this book we rely in particular on the work compiled in Caffarel et al. 2004 (language typology), Halliday and Greaves 2008 (phonology), Halliday and Matthiessen 2004 (lexicogrammar) and Martin and Rose 2003/2007 (discourse semantics).

[image: image]

FIGURE 1.1 Levels of language: phonology/lexicogrammar/discourse semantics

2.2 Syntagmatic and paradigmatic structure

As with any model of language, the nature of our gaze depends on the weight given to specific theoretical parameters, and the representational resources designed to formalize them. In the development of SFL as a metalanguage, paradigmatic patterning has been privileged (see also Bednarek this volume), particularly in relation to work on grammar. This enables and constrains the linguistic organization the theory brings to consciousness, and needs to be carefully considered here.

The advice column opens as follows, presented here divided into clauses and with clause ellipses of the kind specified in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) work on cohesion filled in (indicated by brackets below):

I am 16 years old and still at school.

Recently I got an exam back

and the teacher had added up my scores incorrectly

and (the teacher had) given me an extra mark.

Should I have told her about the mistake,

or (should I have) just kept the extra mark?

Ask just about any schoolkid

and here’s what they’d probably say:

‘Nawwwww (you shouldn’t have told her),

keep that extra mark

coz, like, the teacher totally stuffed up, y’know,

specially if it was, like, a maths test

and she added up wrong, haw haw,

that’d be, like hilarical’

From a paradigmatic perspective we can ask questions about this series which focus on the speech function of various clauses (how they position interlocutors in conversation). Are they negotiating good services or information? Are they giving or demanding such? And then, grammatically speaking, how do we know (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004: 108)?

Of these clauses, nine give information:

I am 16 years old and still at school.

Recently I got an exam back

and the teacher had added up my scores incorrectly

and (the teacher had) given me an extra mark.

and here’s what they’d probably say:

coz, like, the teacher totally stuffed up, y’know,

specially if it was, like, a maths test

and she added up wrong, haw haw,

that’d be, like hilarical

Three demand information:

Should I have told her about the mistake,

or (should I have) just kept the extra mark?

And two demand goods and services:

Ask just about any schoolkid

keep that extra mark

As speakers of English we know this, in part, because of the grammar involved. In the clauses giving information, the Subject comes before the first verb (I am, I got, the teacher had, here’s,1 you shouldn’t, the teacher stuffed, it was, she added, that’d); in the clauses demanding information, the Subject comes after a first verb (should I); in the clauses demanding goods and services the Subject is implicit2 and the clause begins with the verb (ask, keep). The clauses which give or demand information resemble each other in that they contain a Subject, and differ from clauses demanding goods and services which simply imply one.

Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) refer to the part of the verbal group which changes position with the Subject to distinguish negotiating information from negotiating goods and services as Finite, and the rest of the verbal group as Predicator. In SFL these functional labels for parts of the English clause are modelled as deriving from features in choice networks underlying them – syntagmatic relations are derived from paradigmatic ones in other words. This perspective is formalized in system networks and realisation rules, such as that outlined in Figure 1.2 below. In the network square brackets stand for ‘or’ and downward slanting arrows show the contribution choices make to chain relations; ‘+’ stands for the insertion of a function label, ‘^’ for its sequencing. Traditional grammatical labels for mood classes have been deployed (indicative, imperative, declarative, interrogative).

From a paradigmatic perspective we can also ask questions about this series of clauses which focus on the kinds of process and participants involved (how the clauses build a picture of what is going on) – are they construing physical activity, are they referring to communication, or are they proposing relationships among things?

Seven of the clauses build activity – what the teacher did and what the student should do:

Recently I got an exam back

and the teacher had added up my scores incorrectly

and (the teacher had) given me an extra mark.

[image: image]

FIGURE 1.2 Paradigmatic choices for mood in relation to syntagmatic structure

or (should I have) just kept the extra mark?

keep that extra mark

coz, like, the teacher totally stuffed up, y’know,

and she added up wrong, haw haw,

Four relay imagined conversation, referring metalinguistically to what might be said:

Should I have told her about the mistake,

Ask just about any schoolkid

and here’s what they’d probably say:

Nawwwww (you shouldn’t have told her),

And three involve classification, evaluation and identification of people, things and bits of text:

I am 16 years old and still at school.

and here’s what they’d probably say:

specially if it was, like, a maths test

that’d be, like hilarical

As with speech function, these choices can be modelled in system networks with structural consequences specified for choices of particular kinds. And the choices for construing experience combine freely with choices for mood. The declarative clauses reviewed above for example classify, report activity, identify and talk about talk (I am 16 years old and still at school; Recently I got an exam back; and here’s what they’d probably say). And the interrogatives and imperatives construe both activity and talk (Should I have told her about the mistake, or (should I have) just kept the extra mark?; Ask just about any schoolkid; Nawwwww, keep that extra mark).

Thus, the two sets of choices we are considering can be seen to cross-classify one another. Clauses can be considered from either point of view – since we talk with one another about something. This principle of cross-classification in system networks is outlined in Figure 1.3, using Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2004) terms for process type – material, verbal, relational. The brace, a logical ‘and’, signals that both systems must be entered and an option chosen (not necessarily consciously). The syntagmatic consequences of choices for process type have not been spelled out in this network. Cross-classification of this order is what has given rise to SFL’s conception of metafunction – ideational, interpersonal and textual. As we have seen above, ideational meanings focus on what is going on, while interpersonal meanings enable interaction. As far as paradigmatic relations are concerned, the metafunctions are glosses on the degree to which systems do and don’t cluster into groups of interdependent choices, especially as far as clause grammar in concerned.
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FIGURE 1.3 Cross-classifying clauses for mood and process type

The third clustering of clause systems, the textual, has to do with the way in which information in distributed to orient reader/listeners and highlight new information. Drawing once again on the Modern Guru’s parallelism, we can exemplify information flow by considering the conditions he places on retaining a windfall. These are that it is small enough that …

nobody gets hurt,

you can enjoy it without a heavy conscience

you can feign ignorance

if you get caught

The conditions are proposed for the people involved in the windfall. Accordingly each clause places this information in first position (as Theme), which is how English takes up an angle on its subject matter (or field). And the conditions are about avoiding harm, which is the focus of the end of each clause, where English likes to elaborate its news (as New). Like all languages, English deploys a range of grammatical resources for distributing information, including voice. Two of the clauses in Table 1.1 are passive (nobody gets hurt, you get caught), in order to achieve the consistency of information flow (people as Theme, avoiding harm as New) the Modern Guru’s tripling trope requires.

Table 1.1 Information flow (textual meaning)
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FIGURE 1.4 Types of meaning (metafunction) and levels of abstraction (strata) in SFL

The point of this discussion of the privileging of paradigmatic relations is to illustrate the way in which
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