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4 Languagein a
Social Perspective

Michael Halliday

A significant fact about the behaviour of human beings in relation to their
social environment is that a large part of it is linguistic behaviour. The study
of social man presupposes the study of language and social man.

A concerp with language and social man has for a long time been one of

the perspectives of modern linguistics. In 1935 J. R. Firth, introducing the
term ‘sociological linguistics’, discussed the study of language in a social
perspective and outlined a programme of ‘describing and classifying typical
contexts of situation within the context of culture . . . [and] types of linguistic
function in such contexts of situation’. We tend nowadays to refer to
sociolinguistics as if this was something very different from the study of
language as practised in linguistics fout court; but actually new ‘socio-
linguistics’ is but old ‘linguistics’ writ large, and the linguist's interests have
always extended to language as social behaviour.
. 1t was Malinowski from whom Firth derived his notions of ‘context of
culture’ and ‘context of situation’ (Malinowski, 1923); and Malinowski's
ideas about what we might call cultural and situational semantics provide an
interesting starting point for the study of language and social man, since
they encourage us to look at language asa form of behaviour potential. In
this definition, both the ‘behaviour’ and the ‘potential’ need to be
emphasized. Language, from this point of view, is a range of possibilities,
an open-ended set of options in behaviour that are available to the
individual in his existence as social man. The context of culture is
the environment for the total set of these options, while the context of
situation is the environment of any particular selection that is made from
within them.

Malinowski’s two types of context thus embody the distinction between
the potential and the actual. The context of culture defines the potential, the
range of possibilities that are open. The actual choice among these
possibilities takes place within a given context of situation.

Firth, with his interest in the actual, in the text and its relation to its
surroundings, developed the notion of ‘context of situation’ into a valuable

Source: ‘Language in a Social Perspective’, in Halliday, M. A. K. (1973) Explorations
in the Functions of Language (London: Edward Amold) pp.48-71.
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tool for linguistic inquiry. Firth’s interest, however, was not in the
accidental but in the typical: not in this or that piece of discourse that
happened to get recorded in the fieldworker’s notebook, but in repetitive
patterns which could be interpreted as significant and systematizable
patterns of social behaviour. Thus, what is actual is not synonymous with
what is unique, or the chance product of random observations. But the
significance of what is typical — in fact the concept “typical’ itself — depends
on factors which lie outside language, in the social structure. It is not
the typicalness of the words and structures which concerns us, but the
typicalness of the context of situation, and of the function of the words and
structures within it. ...

If we regard language as social behaviour, therefore, this means that we
are treating it as a form of behaviour potential. It is what the speaker can do.

But ‘can do’ by itself is not a linguistic notion; it encompasses types of
behaviour other than language behaviour. If we are to relate the notion
of ‘can do’ to the sentences and words and phrases that the speaker is able to
construct in his language — to what he can say, in other words ~ then we need
an intermediate step, where the behaviour potential is as it were converted
into linguistic potential. This is the concept of what the speaker ‘can mean’.

The potential of language is a meaning potential. This meaning potential
is the linguistic realization of the behaviour potential; ‘can mean’ is ‘can do’
when translated into language. The meaning potential is in turn realized in
the language system as lexico-grammatical potential, which is what the
speaker ‘can say’.

Each stage can be expressed in the form of options. The option in the
construction of linguistic forms — seritences, and the like — serve to realize
options in meaning, which in turn realize options in behaviour that are
interpretable in terms of a social theory. ...

A word or two should be said here about the relation of the concept of
meaning potential to the Chomskyan notion of competence. The two are
somewhat different. Meaning potential is defined not in terms of the mind
but in terms of the culture; not as what the speaker knows, but as what he
can do — in the special sense of what he can do linguistically (what he ‘can
mean’, as we have expressed it). The distinction is important because
‘can do’ is of the same order of abstraction as ‘does’; the two are related
simply as potential to actualized potential, and can be used to illuminate
each other. But ‘knows’ is distinct and clearly insulated from ‘does’; the
relation between the two is complex and oblique, and leads to the quest for a
‘theory of performance’ to explain the ‘does’.

This is related to the question of idealization in linguistics. How does one
decide what is systematic and what is irrelevant in language — or, to put the
question another way, how does one decide what are different sentences,
different phrases, and so on, and what are different instances of the same
sentence, the same phrase? The issue was raised by Peter Geach in The State

Michael Halliday 33

of Language (1969). His argument is, that in order to un.dcrstand the logical
structure of sentences we have to ‘iron out’ a Iot of t.he differences that oceur
in living speech: ‘idealization which approximates fﬂlgh?ly less well to what 12
actually said, will, by the standards of logical insight into the structuresho
sentences, pay off better than some analyses that try to come closer to what
is actually said’. _
) The ph)irlosophcr’s approach to language is al'ways ma.rkeql by a very hlg.}{;
degree of idealization. In its extreme form, tk_ns approach idealizes out ad
natural language as irrelevant and unsystematic anq treats only constructe :
logical languages; a less extreme version is one which accepts s?nyences 0
natural language but reduces them all to a ‘deep structure’ in terms
of certain fundamental logical relations. Competcnce,. as .dclfmed by
Chomsky, involves (as Geach objects) a lower deg_ree of 1d§ahzat1on than
this. But it is still very high from other points of view, p.artlcularl.y tpat of
anyone interested in language as behaviour. Many behaviourally significant
variations in language are simply ironed out, and reduced to the same level
as stutterings, false starts, clearings of the throat and tl'w }1ke.
Sociological theory, if it is concerned witt.n the transmission of know!cdge
or with any linguistically coded type of socu_a.l act, proyldes its own criteria
for the degree and kind of idealization mlvolved in statements about
language; and Bernstein’s work is a case in point (19§2, '1967). In one sense,
this is what it i5 alt about. There is always some 1dcallzat19n, where linguistic
generalizations'are made; but in a sociological context this has to be, on th_e
whole, at a much lower level. We have, ‘in fact, to ‘come closer to what is
actuaily said’; partly because the solution to problems may dgpcnd (lyln
studying what is actually said, but also because even when_thls is not the
case the features that are behaviourally relevant may be just those that
the idealizing process most readily irons out. Ap example o.f the latter wopld
be features of assertion and doubt, such as of course, I ‘thu-zk, and question
tags like don’t they?, which turn out to be hlg_hly mg_mﬁcant —not the
expressions themselves, but the variations in meaning which they represent,
in this case variation in the degree of certainty which the speaker may attach
to what he is saying (Turner and Pickvance, 1971). _
In order to give an account of language that satisfies the needs of a soc1a;
theory, we have to be able to accommodate thc. dggree and kmd. o
idealization that is appropriate in that context. This is wpat the notion
of meaning potential attempts-to make possiblel. The meaning potential is
the range of significant variation that is at the dlsposal_ of _thc speaker. Th::
notion is not unlike Dell Hymes’s notion ‘commumczftlvc competence’,
except that Hymes defines this in terms of ‘competcnce’_ in the Chomslfyan
sense of what the speaker knows, whereas we are talking of a potential —
what he can do, in the special linguistic sense of' \.\fhat_he can mean — a‘nd
avoiding the additional complication of a distinction betwc_en dgmg
and knowing, This potential can then be represented as systematic options
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in meaning which may be varied in the degree of their specificity — in what
has been called ‘delicacy’. That is to say, the range of variation that is being
treated as significant will itself be variable, with either grosser or finer
distinctions being drawn accordmg to the type of problem that is being
investigated.

Considering language in its social context, then, we can describe it in
broad terms as a behaviour potential; and more specifically as a meaning
potential, where meaning is a form of behaving (and the verb 0 mean is 2
verb of the ‘doing’ class). This leads to the notion of representing language
in the form of options: sets of alternative meanings which collectively
account for the total meaning potential.

Each option is available in a stated environment, and this is where Firth’s
category of system comes in. A system is an abstract representation of a
paradigm; and this, as we have noted, can be interpreted as a set of options
with an entry condition — a number of possibilities out of which a choice has
to be made if the stated conditions of entry to the choice are satisfied. It
has the form: if g, then either x or Y (or...). The key to its importance in the
present context is Firth’s ‘polysystemic principle’, whereby (again following
this interpretation) the conditions of entry are required to be stated for each
set of possibilities. That is to say, for every choice it is to be specified where,
under what conditions, that choice is made. The ‘where’, in Firth’s use of the
concept of a system, was ‘at what point in the structure’; but we interpret it
here as ‘where in the total network of options’. Each choice takes place in
the environment of other choices. This is what makes it possible to vary the
‘delicacy’ of the description: we can stop wherever the choices are no longer
significant for what we are interested in.

The options in a natural language are at various levels: phonological,
grammatical (including lexical, which is simply the more specific part within
the grammatical) and semantic. Here, where we are concerned with the
meaning potential, the options are in the first instance semantic options.
These are interpreted as the coding of options in behaviour, so that the
semantics is in this sense a behavioural semantics,

The semantic options are in turn coded as options in grammar. Now there
are no grammatical categories corresponding exactly to such concepts as
those of reasoning, pleading or threatening referred to above. But there may
be a prediction, deriving from a social theory, that these will be among the
significant behavioural categories represented in the meaning potential. In

that case it should be possible to identify certain options in the grammar as
being systematic realizations of these categories, since presumably they are
to be found somewhere in the language system. We will not expect there to
be a complete one-to-one correspondence between the grammatical options
and the semantic ones; but this is merely allowing for the normal
phenomena of neutralization and diversification that are associated with
all stages in the realization chain,

a4
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There is nothing new in the notion of associating gramrfla_tiqal _categoric‘s
with higher level categories of a ‘socio-’ semantic kind. This is quite natux_'al
in the case of grammatical forms concerned with the expression of social
roles, particularly those systems which reflect the inherent social structure of
the speech situation, which cannot be explained in any other way. The
principal component of these is the system of mood. If we represent the
basic options in the mood system of English in the following way:

declarative
indicative — [ yes/no
independent — [ interrogative —

clause imperative ‘WH-’

{to be read ‘an independent clause is either indicative or imperative; if
indicative, then either declarative or interrogative’, and so on), we are
systematizing the set of choices whereby the speaker is. enabled to assume
one of a number of possible communication roles — social rol§s wlych exist
only in and through language, as functions of the speech situation. The
choice of interrogative, for example, means, typically, ‘I am acting as
questioner (seeker of information), and you are to act as listener and then
as answerer (supplier of information). By means of this system the speaker
takes on himself a role in the speech situation and allocates the
complementary.role — actually, rather, a particular choice of complc?men-
tary gnes — to the hearer, both while he is speaking and afier he hag finished.

These ‘communication roles’ belong to what we were referring to as
‘socio-sernantics’. They are a special case in that they are a property of the
speech situation as such, and do not depend on any kipd of a §oc1al thec?ry;
But the relationship between, say, ‘question’ in semantics angi ‘mterrogatw;
in grammar is not really different from that between a belfavm_ura:l—scma_ntlc
category such as ‘threat” and the categories jby w.hlch it 18 teahzed
grammatically, In neither instanee is the relatlonshjp_ one-to-one; and
while the latter may be rather more complex, a more intensive study of
language as social behaviour also suggests a somewhat more complex
treatment of traditional notions like those of statement ar{d question. Part of
the grammar with which we are familiar is thus a sociological grammar
already, although this has usually been confined to a small arca where t-he
meanings expressed are ‘social’-in a rather special sense that of the social
roles created by language itself. ...

The investigation of language as soctal behaviour is not only rclevant_ to
the understanding of social structure; it is also relevant to the understgndmg
of language. A network of socio-semantic options — the repres.entalnon of
what we have been calling the ‘meaning potential’ — has implications in both
directions; on the one hand as the realization of patterns of behaviour and,
on the other hand, as realized by the patterns of grammar. The concept of
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meaning potential thus provides a perspective on the nature of language.
Language is as it is because of its function in the social structure, and the
organization of behavioural meanings should give some insight into its
social foundations.

This is the significance of functional theories of language. The essential
feature of a functional theory is not that it enables us to enumerate and
classify the functions of speech acts, but that it provides a basis for
explaining the nature of the language system, since the system itself reflects
the functions that it has evolved to serve. The organization of options in the
grammar of natural languages seems to rest very clearly on a functional
basis, as has emerged from the work of those linguists, particularly of the
Prague school, who have been aware that the notion ‘functions of language’
is not to be equated merely with a theory of language use but expresses the
principle behind the organization of the linguistic system.

The options in the grammar of a language derive from and are relatable to
three very generalized functions of language which we have referred to as the
ideational, the interpersonal and the textual. The specific options in meaning
that are characteristic of particular social context and settings are expressed
through the medium of grammatical and lexical selections that trace back to
one or other of these three sources. The status of these terms is that they
constitute a hypothesis for explaining what seems to be a fundamenta) fact
about the grammar of languages, namely that it is possible to discern three
distinct principles of organization in the structure of grammatical units, as
described by Danes (1964) and others, and that these in turn can be shown
to be the structural expression of three rather distinct and independent sets
of underlying options. : :

Those of the first set, the ideational, are concerned with the content of
language, its function as a means of the expression of our experience, both
of the external world and of the inner world of our own consciousness —
together with what is perhaps a separate sub-component expressing certain
basic logical relations. The second, the interpersonal, is language as the
mediator of role, including ali that may be understood by the expression of
our own personalities and personal feelings on the one hand, and forms
of interaction and social interplay with other participants in the commu-
nication situation on the other hand. The third component, the textual, has
an enabling function, that of creating text, which is language in operation as

distinct from strings of words or isolated sentences and clauses. It is this
component that enables the speaker to organize what he is saying in such a
way that it makes sense in the context and fulfils its function as a message.

These three functions are the basis of the grammatical system of the adujt
language. The child begins by acquiring a meaning potential, a small
number of distinct meanings that he can €xpress, in two or three functional
contexts: he learns to use language for satisfying his material desires (‘T want
an apple’), for getting others to behave as he wishes (‘sing me a song’), and
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so on. At this stage each utterance tends to haw': one function only, but as.
time goes on the typical utterance becomes functionally complex ~ we lear_n
to combine various uses of language into a single spe.zech act._It is at this
point that we need a grammar: a level of organization 1nte@ed1ate be.tw_een
content and expression, which can take the ve}rious functionally distinct
meaning selections and combine them into integrated structures. The
components of the grammatical system are thu_s themselves fupctlonal; but
they represent the functions of language in their most generalized form, as
these underlie all the more specific contexts of language use.

The meaning potential in any one context is open-ended, in the sense that
there is no limit to the distinctions in meaning that we can apprehend. When
we talk of what the speaker can do, in this special sense of‘ wpat he .‘cgn
mean’, we imply that we can recognize significant diil’fercntlatlons‘ within
what he can mean, up to some point or other which will be d_etetmmed by
the requirements of our theory. The importance c?f a hypothesis about what
the speaker can do in a social context is that this makes sense of what he
does, If we insist on drawing a boundary between what he does and what
he knows, we cannot explain what he does; what he does will appear merely
as a random selection from within what he knows. But in the stu.dy gf
language in a social perspective we need both to pay atten‘tion to what is sagd
and at the same time to relate it systematically to what might have bt.:en said
but was not. Hence we do not make a dichotomy between knowing and
doing; instead we place ‘does’ in the environment of ‘can do’, and treat
language as speech potential.

NOTE

The paper on which this chapter is based was first Prepared for the Second
International Congress of Applied Linguistics, Cambndge,leaptemper 1969, A
revised version was presented to the Oxford University Linguistic Society, October
1969. It was first printed in Educational Review, June 1971.
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