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Section 1

Theoretical Foundations


1 Ongoing dialogue: functional linguistic and Bernsteinian sociological perspectives on education

Frances Christie

Introduction

Over the last 45 to 50 years, systemic functional linguistic (SFL) theory and Bernsteinian sociology have engaged in fruitful dialogue, exploring a number of educational questions, each enhancing what the other discipline has to offer. It was perhaps an unlikely dialogue between two rather different disciplines, though those most instrumental in forging what became a very productive alliance had more in common than they might first have realized. The two figures most fundamentally involved in the genesis of the dialogue that emerged were the linguist M.A.K. Halliday and the sociologist Basil Bernstein, though they were soon joined by the linguist Ruqaiya Hasan, who went to work with Bernstein in the 1960s. Halliday and Bernstein had both served in the forces in the Second World War, albeit in rather different capacities, and in the aftermath of the war both strove to make a difference in their respective areas of work by addressing issues of social justice, Bernstein initially as a school teacher, later a sociologist, Halliday as a teacher of Chinese, later of linguistics.

While in the 1950s Bernstein was troubled by issues of disadvantage when observing how working-class children performed badly in London schools, Halliday, teaching at Cambridge, was an active participant in the Linguistics Group of the British Communist Party, and like his colleagues he had a passion to use his linguistics to make a difference in exploring the nature of social experience and in addressing questions of equity and social justice. In these ways Halliday and Bernstein thus had much in common, though there is at least one other sense in which the two were to share a common fate. It was that each was a remarkably original thinker and, as such, both were destined to be often misrepresented and misunderstood. Halliday (1986:1) once said that ‘one of the problems with Bernstein was that he never fitted people’s stereotypes, their ready-made categories into which all thinkers are supposed to fit. So the left branded him as right-wing and the right-wing branded him as left-wing.’ While Halliday never made any secret of his left-wing sympathies, he was, like Bernstein, often misrepresented and misunderstood, because his linguistics has never fitted what have been regarded as mainstream traditions of linguistics. Unlike linguists in more formalist traditions, he developed a linguistic paradigm said to be ‘extravagant’ principally because it engages with meaning and function as well as structure (thereby allowing a degree of messiness that formal traditions don’t accept), and builds a strong sense of the social into accounts of language.

By the time of his death in 2000, Bernstein’s work had begun to receive a much needed reassessment (e.g. Atkinson et al. 1995; Sadovnik 1995; Christie 1999; Morais et al. 2001; Muller et al. 2004; Hasan 2005), and numbers of scholars (some of whom contribute to this volume) continue to work with and pursue his theories and ideas. As for Halliday, he remains productive, while recent publications bear testimony to the major position he now occupies and the major contribution he has made (e.g. Hasan et al. 2005; The Collected Works of M.A.K. Halliday, edited Webster, from 2002). Thus, while Bernstein and Halliday both emerged as significant intellectuals in the often troubled years of the mid to later twentieth century, their scholarly contributions continue to be relevant and timely in the equally troubled years of the early twenty-first century. This book, then, seeks to maintain and extend the dialogue between two important traditions of scholarship by pursuing some significant educational issues.

Of course both Bernstein and Halliday pursued many questions other than educational ones. Bernstein regarded himself primarily as a sociologist, though his was a Chair in the Sociology of Education, and Halliday was one of the two most important linguists of the second half of the twentieth century. At the same time, educational questions and issues have always been central to their respective concerns, even where teaching and learning are not at the forefront of attention.

For Halliday, educational processes are part of the very warp and weft of life, and educational sites constitute major contexts for close analysis of language in use. In addition – a lifelong preoccupation of his – language is an essential resource in all teaching and learning. For Bernstein, pedagogic activity became over time a major preoccupation, causing him to propose a social theory regarding cultural transmission and the manner in which different social groups encode and communicate significant meanings and values. While both theorists thus worked ‘beyond the classroom’, as it were, their concerns as linguist and as sociologist have remained bound up with questions of educational activity in the broadest sense.

The concerns of this volume are with the nature of knowledge, a topic that intrigued Bernstein in the last years of his life, though as Moore and Maton (2001: 154–5) have argued, this represented a necessary development upon the earlier work that Bernstein had undertaken over many years. For Bernstein (e.g. 1990: 165–218), as he reflected on sociology of education dating from the 1970s, what was missing in the various accounts available was any sense of the structuring of knowledge. Sociology of education, he argued, had become interested in matters to do with ‘relations (of educational knowledge) to’ other things, such as class, race or gender. It had lost sight of what he termed alternatively ‘relations within’ knowledge, and thus had little to say about the nature of the knowledge transmitted in pedagogic enterprises. What was needed was the development of a theory that would deal with the structuring of knowledge itself. The challenge he thus offered to sociologists was a bold one, and a very timely one, for reasons to be developed in this volume.

To begin, however, it will be useful to sketch a little of the history of the emergence of the two traditions of scholarship involved here, and the sense in which they have joined together in common cause, while not overlooking the different methodologies each employs.

Developing a dialogue

Halliday and Bernstein did not meet until the early 1960s, when Halliday was teaching linguistics at Edinburgh University and Bernstein was at the University of London. Halliday’s interest in linguistics developed from his work on Chinese, which he taught at Cambridge, moving to linguistics when he went to Edinburgh. While he acknowledged a great debt to Firth in developing his first accounts of linguistic theory, he later observed that the work he and his colleagues did with teachers while at Edinburgh was very significant (Halliday and Hasan, in press) in shaping his early thinking both about language, and about language education. In a subsequent move he made to the University of London he was invited to develop an English curriculum proposal for the Nuffield Foundation, and this led in time to the Nuffield/Schools Council Programme in Linguistics and English Teaching (1964–71). The latter programme produced extensive sets of curriculum materials for schools and resource books for teachers, all of which were influential in their day, and some of which remain in use. (See Hasan and Martin 1989 and Christie and Unsworth 2005.)

Early work on a theory of grammar (e.g. Halliday, 1976, 2002) led to a model of grammar as systemic and functional. It is systemic, in that it offers sets of options or choices (not conscious) for making meaning; the choices provide a large network of systems of choices, each with an entry condition. In practice, simultaneous choices are said to apply when a language is used; in creating a clause, for example, one makes choices for transitivity, mood and theme. Language is functional, it was said, in that it serves basic human functions to represent experience and knowledge, to construct relationship, and to create meaningful messages. The functional aspect of the theory evolved into a theory of metafunctions which operate across all natural languages: the ideational, interpersonal and textual. The structures in which these metafunctions are realized are particular to any given language. Hence, in parsing and labelling of language, two kinds of labels apply, functional and class. Class labels in English, for example, identify nouns, verbs, adverbs and so on, while functional labels identify, say, for transitivity, participant, process and circumstance, and in each case, the type of participant, process and circumstance is also specified.

And what of context? Working with notions of context of situation and later of context of culture, taken from Malinowski (discussed by Halliday in Halliday and Hasan 1985) Halliday and his colleagues (Halliday et al. 1964) pursued a theory of register variation: for any context of situation, language choices are in part a condition of the social activity (field), the nature of the relationships (tenor) and the role that language plays (mode). Text and context are mutually intelligible, for the one constructs the other. One of the many remarkable contributions that Halliday and his colleagues made in the developing theory of language was to propose a ‘hook up’ between grammar and register. Some sets of choices relate primarily to activity, some primarily to the nature of the relationship in construction, and others primarily to organization of the language as message.

A theme to which Halliday has returned often is his interest in language as a social phenomenon. He once noted (Parret 1974) that when he studied with Firth, linguistics was ‘the study of language in society’, and he regretted the development of the term ‘sociolinguistics’, as he later regretted the emergence of ‘pragmatics’ (Halliday 2002: 8). For Halliday, the study of language necessarily involved the study of language in use, as a part of the social system. What mattered about language was what people did with it. It was this concern for language as social phenomenon, functioning to mediate social processes in profound ways, which aroused the interest of Halliday – and that of his colleague Hasan – in the early work of Bernstein.

Bernstein, troubled, as we noted above, by the apparent educational failure of many working-class children, was seeking some explanation that would allow him to make a difference. While he was not sure what kind of language theory he needed, he early realized he must account for the apparent differences in uses of language that he and his colleagues observed between working-class and middle-class children; he cast about among the available linguistic theories, including various early formulations of sociolinguistics (see Bernstein 2000: 145–53). His early formulations (e.g. 1971) led him to propose the operation of restricted and elaborated language codes. Possession of the elaborated code enabled the speaker to select from a relatively wide range of meanings, allowing expression of personal attitude among other matters, as well as the capacity to expand upon and explain experience, and this code was rewarded for the purposes of school learning. The restricted code was associated with meanings that were more localized and immediate to situations than the elaborated code, and in consequence they were less amenable to expansion and explanation of experience of a kind that schooling tended to reward and encourage. The codes were acquired as part of socialization within one’s family, and while working-class children tended to use the restricted code, both codes were available to middle-class children. The learning of a code was profoundly important, for it involved learning the requirements of the social structure (ibid.: 124).

Code theory, intimately linked as it was to theories of social class, led in time to a more extensive theory addressing cultural transmission. By 1981, Bernstein was to say that a code was ‘a regulative principle, tacitly acquired, which selects and integrates relevant meanings, forms of realizations and evoking contexts’. Hasan (1973) explored the differences between code, register and social dialect, making clear how code was to be distinguished from the other two. Dialects represented patterns of language spoken according to social and/or geographical location, while registers were distinguished by their use in different contexts of situation; but codes must be recognized for their semantic properties, for they had to do with orientations to meaning. Later on, in developing and enriching discussions of the coding orientations associated with different social groups, Hasan (1989) proposed the term ‘semantic variation’ to refer to ‘systematic variation in the meanings people select in similar contexts as a function of their social positioning’ (Williams 2005: 457). With colleagues who included Cloran (1994, 1999; Hasan 1986; Hasan and Cloran 1990) and Williams (1999, 2001) Hasan provided significant evidence to support Bernstein’s original claims about the manner in which meaning orientations functioned as a condition of social – more specifically family – positioning. Hasan collected natural discourse between mothers and their pre-school children drawn from ‘high autonomy professionals’ (HAPs) and ‘low autonomy professionals’ (LAPs); using delicately developed semantic networks based on SF linguistics, she was able to show systematic differences in the coding orientations of mothers and children from the two social groups. Such detailed analysis using the functional grammar had not been possible at the time Bernstein had advanced his proposals in the late 1960s and 1970s, for the theory was insufficiently developed at that time. Bernstein (2002: 128–30) acknowledged a significant debt to Hasan and her colleagues.

Code theory was accompanied in the 1970s by other and related developments in identifying models of school knowledge, such that distinctions were made between ‘collection’ and ‘integrated’ codes in the school curriculum, and between ‘visible’ and ‘invisible’ pedagogies (Bernstein 1975). Both distinctions served to extend and enrich his discussion of the nature of cultural transmission and the processes by which knowledge was shaped and pedagogic subject positions were formed. Indeed, code theory and its corollaries were subsumed into a more comprehensive theory of cultural transmission in which pedagogic activity achieved significance in the 1980s, when Bernstein turned his attention to the production of knowledge, and to the ‘symbolic control’ that was a feature of pedagogy.

For Bernstein (1990: 134–41), pedagogic relationships embraced more than those found in educational settings, while there were many agents of symbolic control other than teachers, such as architects, scientists and psychologists. Pedagogy, he argued, functioned through the operation of a pedagogic device. This was instrumental in creating pedagogic discourse, which was defined as ‘a principle for appropriating other discourses and bringing them into a special relation with each other for the purposes of their selective transmission and acquisition’ (Bernstein, ibid.: 183–4). Pedagogic discourse takes the discourses of practice in identified sites (such as universities) and relocates or recontextualizes these for other purposes (such as teaching in schools). The pedagogic device works through distributive rules (which distribute forms of consciousness through the distribution of forms of knowledge); recontextualizing rules (which regulate the construction of specific instructional discourses for specific pedagogic purposes) and evaluative rules (which provide the criteria used to legitimate the forms of knowledge communicated). Overall, Bernstein argued, pedagogic discourse serves to shape consciousness, differentially distributing knowledge and experience. (See Maton and Muller, this volume.)

Yet as Bernstein had also determined by the end of his life, the various discussions of pedagogy offered by sociologists (including his own) had had little to say of the nature of the knowledge communicated in pedagogic activities (Bernstein 2000: 155–74). He therefore began to develop his discussions of knowledge, proposing a theory of horizontal and vertical discourses, out of which a theory of knowledge structure emerged. Horizontal discourse is segmentally organized, in that its various forms are localized and particular to specific activities, creating what is often thought of as ‘common sense’ knowledge. Vertical discourse, by contrast, is not segmentally organized, for it ‘takes the form of a coherent, explicit and systematically principled structure’, and it is ‘hierarchically organized’ as in the sciences, or consists of ‘a series of specialized languages’, of the kind found in the social sciences or humanities’ (ibid.: 157). Vertical discourse could be understood in terms of the operation of two knowledge structures: horizontal and hierarchical. Horizontal knowledge structures (e.g. English literature, philosophy) are apparent in the presence of a series of ‘languages’, possessed of ‘grammars’, some stronger or weaker than others; such structures by their nature are not easily related and they are often incommensurable. Hierarchical knowledge structures (e.g. physics) by contrast involve forms of knowledge which attempt to ‘create very general propositions and theories, which integrate knowledge at lower levels’ and which show ‘underlying uniformities across an expanding range of apparently different phenomena’. In this sense, they are produced using an integrating code (Bernstein, ibid.: 161). Overall, there is an internal logic which shapes the hierarchical knowledge structure, giving it a unity in terms of which new knowledge claims may be tested. (See Muller and Maton in this volume.)

These discussions of vertical discourse are both powerful and interesting, but Bernstein was aware that the subject was by no means fully explored by the time he died. A great deal more work remains to be done in refining what is meant by the notion of vertical discourse, and in particular in refining the nature of horizontal and hierarchical knowledge structures. This is the case for at least two related reasons. Firstly, the twentieth century saw the appearance of many new forms of knowledge, especially at university level, having consequences for the ways knowledge in general was understood, though it also had consequences for the ways knowledge was later recontextualized in schools. Many once orthodox areas of knowledge were challenged, while the relationships of the various areas of inquiry available were often poorly defined. Not all new forms of knowledge were of equal merit, as Moore and Muller (1999) have argued with respect to sociology of education, and Maton (2000) has argued with respect to cultural studies, as well as sociology of education.

The second and related reason why there is an urgent need to pursue further work on the nature of knowledge structures concerns the claims of the school curriculum. The steady advance of compulsory education led to a great deal of theorizing both about how knowledge should be conceived for school purposes, and about the most appropriate pedagogies to support its transmission. Curriculum theorizing throughout the twentieth century was significantly influenced by various progressivist and constructivist theories of knowledge and of the learner, whose effect was to diminish the status of knowledge structures, as well as the role of the teacher (e.g. Muller 2002; Christie 2002, 2004). Currently, in many parts of the English-speaking world there is considerable uncertainty, both about what forms of knowledge should be taught, and about the most appropriate teaching practices. Bernsteinian theory and SFL theory can together usefully address the problem.

Just as the sociology of Bernstein and his colleagues was extended and enriched over the last several decades, so too was SFL theory. Halliday’s version of the functional grammar appeared in 1985, to be followed by a second edition in 1994, while the third edition (2004) was produced with his colleague Matthiessen. Various discussions of the SF grammar were in time produced by others, while several versions for teaching had appeared by the end of the century (see Christie and Unsworth 2005, for some discussion). Alongside these developments Martin and his colleagues developed earlier work on cohesion (Halliday and Hasan 1976) as a stratum of semantics, mediating between grammar and context (Martin 1992; Martin and Rose 2003; Martin and White 2005). This contributed to the development of significant work on register theory, which had been outlined by Halliday, McIntosh and Strevens (ibid.) as referred to above, though many others later contributed, offering more than one framework (e.g. Benson and Greaves 1973; Hasan 1973; Halliday 1973; Gregory and Carroll 1978; Halliday and Hasan 1985; Hasan 1995; Matthiessen 1993; Martin 1992). The rival claims of the various accounts of register will not be addressed here. Suffice to note that probably the most influential of the models of register, at least for educational theory, was that of Martin (1992). His work, developed initially with Rothery (see Martin and Rose 2003, in press) offered an account of register and of genre. Text types or genres are said to differ, depending on the immediate context of situation (field, tenor, mode), and the context of culture (genre systems). Work in the tradition of genre-based research has led to many discussions of ‘subject specific literacies’ (e.g. Macken-Horarik 1996, 1998; Unsworth 2000; Schleppegrell 2004; Martin 1999, this volume). Such work, stimulated in addition by the research of Halliday into differences between speech and writing (Halliday 1985) and grammatical metaphor (e.g. Simon-Vandenbergen, Taverniers and Ravelli 2003), has produced extensive accounts of different types of genres, spoken and written. An accompanying theory of pedagogy has also emerged, some representative accounts being given by Feez and Joyce (1998), Martin (1999), Christie (2002, 2005), and Martin and Rose (2005).

Paralleling these developments has been important associated work on a language-based theory of learning (Halliday 1993, 2003) to which colleagues such as Painter (1999, this volume) and Torr (1998) have contributed. A significant additional development has been the entry into transdisciplinary discussion with scholars working on the human brain and on the emergence of language in the human species (e.g. Williams and Lukin 2004; Hasan 2005: 21–156). This promises to be a productive direction for future research.

About this book

Systemic functional theory has had a strong tradition of working in dialogue with other areas of scholarship, and such transdisciplinary work has many merits, not least that many of the most significant problems worthy of examination require more than one scholarly tradition to do them justice. This volume aims to continue the transdisciplinary work that has been established involving both SFL theory and Bernstein’s sociology. The volume is transdiciplinary, in that each area of
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