




























particularly over the past hundred years, to question the God of their up- 
bringing and ours. They may be represented by three summary statements: 

God is intellectually superfluous; 
God is emotionally dispensible; 
God is morally intolerable. 

Let us consider each of them in turn 

Situational description: 

Field: Maintenance of institutionalised system of beliefs; religion 
(Christianity), and the members' attitudes towards it; semi- 
technical 

Tenor: Authority (in both senses, i.e. person holding authority, and 
specialist) to the audience; audience unseen and unknown 
(like readership), but relationship institutionalised (pastor to 
flock) 

Mode: Written to be read aloud; public act (mass media: radio); 
monologue; text is whole of relevant activity 
Lecture; persuasive, with rational argument 

The field is thus the maintenance of an institutionalised system of 
beliefs: the nature of the Christian religion, and of people's attitudes 
towards it, at a semi-technical level. The tenor is that of an authority 
to an audience. He is an authority in both senses: he holds authority 
in the Church, as a bishop, and he is an authority on religion, a theo- 
logian. He cannot see the audience, and does not know them; but his 
relatipsship to them is institutionalised in the culture, as that of pastor 
to flock. The mode is that of a text that was written in order to be read 
aloud, as a public act on the mass media; it was a monologue, in which 
the text itself was the whole of the relevant activity-nothing else sig- 
nificant was happening. And it is a persuasive discussion, based on 
rational argument. 

In Chapter 3 ,  I shall return to the second of these examples, in 
order to suggest the reasons for setting up this particular framework 
for representing the 'situation' of a text. As in a great deal of linguistics, 
the aim is to be able to state consciously, and to interpret, processes 
that go on unconsciously all ths time, in the course of daily life-in 
other words, to represent the system that lies behind these processes. 
In this instance, the process we are interested in is that of producing 
and understanding text in some context of situation, perhaps the most 
distinctive form of activity in the life of social man. 

I Chapter 2 
Functions of language 

o Introduction 
What do we understand by the notion 'functions of language'? In the 
simplest sense, the word 'function' can be thought of as a synonym for 
the word a', so that when we talk about functions of language, we 
may mean no more than the way people use their language, or their 
languages if they have more than one. Stated in the most general terms, 
people do-different things with their language; that is, they expect to 
achieve by talking and writing, and by listening and reading, a large 

-ifdifferent aims and different purposes. W e  could attempt to 
list and classify these in some way or other, and a number of scholars 
have attempted to do this, hoping to find some fairly general frame- 
work or scheme for classifying the purposes for which people use 
language. 

There are a number of familiar classifications of linguistic func- 
tions: for example, that put forward by Malinowski, which is associ- 
ated with his work on situation and meaning referred to earlier. 
galinowski (1923) classified~he functions of language into the two Malinowskl's funct~ons: 
broad categoiEs-o~~i-agmat ic  and magcar.-As an anthropologist, he pragmat~c and mag~cal 

w Z Z i E Z $ i r ~ ~ i n  practical or pragmatic uses of language on the one 
hand, which he further subdivided into active and narrative, and on the 
other hand in ritual or magical uses of language that were associated 
=&&~onial or religious activities in the culture. 

A quite different classification is that associated with the name of 
the Austrian psychologist Karl Buhler (1934), who was concerned with 
the functions of language from the standpoint not so much of the cul- 
ture but of the individual. Biihler made the distinction into expressive Buhler's funct~ons: 
!pguageLconative language, and representational language: the express- expressive, conat~ve, 

l m a n g u a g e  that is oriented towards the self, the speaker; the and repre"ntatlonal 

c o n a t i ~ e - b _ ~ i _ ~ l a n ~ u a ~ e  that is oriented rowgrd-s the addressee; and the 
rePresg-ntatianal being language that is_ oriented towards the rest of 
r s y t h a t  is, anythmg other than speaker or addressee. 

Buhler was applying a conceptual framework inherited from Plato: 
the distinction of first person, second person, and third person. This 
in turn is derived from grammar (its source was in the rhetorical gram- 



Britton's functions: 
transactional, 
expressive, and poetic 

Morris's functions: 
information talking, 
exploratory talking, 
grooming talking, 
mood talking 

mar that came before P1ato)-based on the fact that the verbal sys- 
tems in many European languages (including ancient Greek) are 
organised around a category of person, comprising first person, the 
speaker; second person, the addressee; and third person, everything else. 
On this basis, Buhler recognised three functions of language according 
to their orientation to one or other of the three persons. His scheme 
was adopted by the Prague School and later extended by Roman Jakob- 
son (1960), who added three more functions: the poetic function, orient- 
ed towards the message; the transactional function, oriented towards 
the channel; and the metalinguistic function, oriented towards the code. 

Buhler's scheme was adapted and developed in a different direc- 
tion by the English educator James Britton (1970), who proposed a 
framework of transactional, expressive, and poetic language functions. 
Britton was concerned with the development of writing abilities by chil- 
dren in school, and held the view that writing developed first in an ex- 
pressive context, and the ability was then extended 'outwards' to 
transactional writing on the one hand apd to poetic writing on the other. 
Transactional language was that which emphasised the .ecipant_role ,  
whereas in poetic language the writer's role was more that ofspectator. 

Desmond Morris (1967), in his entertaining study of the human 
species from an animal behaviourist's point of view, came up with yet 
another classification of the functions of language, which he called 'in- 
formation talking', 'mood talking', 'exploratory talking', and 'groom- 
ing talking'. The first was the co-operative exchange of information; 
Morris seemed to imply that that came first, although in the life history 
of a human child it arises last of all. The second was like Buhler's and 
Britton's 'expressive' function. The third was defined as 'talking for 
talking's sake; aesthetic, play functions'; while the fourth was 'the mean- 
ingless, polite chatter of social occasions'-what Malinowski had referred 
to forty years earlier as 'phatic communion', meaning communion 
through talk, when people use expressions like 'nice day, isn't it?' as 
a way of oiling the social process and avoiding friction. 

Although these schemes look very different, and all use different 
terms, and although apart from Britton, none of the proponents had 
read any of the others, there is a considerable similarity among them, 
which we can bring out by tabulating them in a single display. Figure 
2.1 sets them out in rows, in such a way that there is a vertical cor- 
respondence: each entry corresponds more or less to those above and 
below it. When we do this, we can see that they all recognise that lan- 
guage is used for talking about things (informative-narrative- 
representational), and they all recognise that language is used for 'me 
and you' purposes, expressing the self and influencing others (mood- 
expressive-conative-active). More patchily, there is then a third motif 
of language in a more imaginative or aesthetic function. 

Function as a fundamental principle of language 
What such scholars were doing was essentially constructing some kind 
of a conceptual framework in non-linguistic terms, looking at language 

Figure 2.1 Functional theories of languages, where function equals 
'use' 

I .  content) control mutual express ritual I other I support I self I I poetic 

imaginative uses I informative uses 
(orientation to 

Malinowski (1923) 

interactive uses 
(orientation to effect) 

Britton (1970) 

Morris (1967) 

Note: shaded portions represent uses not covered by the author in question 

from the outside, and using this as a grid for interpreting the different 
ways in which people use language. In all these interpretations of the 
functions of language, we can say that function equals use: the con- ----- 
cept of function is synonymous with that of use. B U ~  in order to pur- 
sue our wn invZigaiions; %e have to. take a further step: a it̂ ;; that 
e n c i i o n a l  variation not just as viriatioii ifi  tFE Tt$5Iijf lan- 
@-_rather assomething that is built in, as the verj-foundation, 
to>manisation of language itself, and particularly to the organisa- 
tlon 2 E t b s c q a n t i c  q s t e m .  

In other words, function will be interpreted not just as the use of function as a 
language but as a fundamental property of language itself, something fundamental propen 
that is basic to the evolution of the semantic system. This amounts to of language 
saying that the organisation of every natural language is to be explained 
in terms of a functional theory. 

What I should like to do here is to illustrate the functional basis 
of language through the analysis of a single sentence. This is a risky 
thing to do, because there is always the danger that some incidental 
features that are the property of a particular sentence will be taken as 
if they are representative featires of grammar in general. Of course, 
the features that are displayed in any particular sentence can only be 
incidental in relation to the linguistic system as a whole: they are the 


















































































































