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(1) Functional Grammar sets out to investigate what the range of relevant choices are, both in the kinds of
meanings that we might want to express (or functions that we might want to perform) and in the kinds of

wordings that we can use to express these meanings; and to match these two sets of choices.
In order to identify meaning choices, we have to look outwards at the context:

what, in the kind of society we live in, do we typically need or want to say?
What are the contextual factors that make one set of meanings more appropriate or likely to be
expressed than another?
At the same time we need to identify the linguistic options (i.e. the lexical and structural possibilities
that the language system offers for use), and to explore the meanings that each option expresses.

What the hell was that noise?

1) Looking from the bottom up, the use of the ‘the hell’ in the question above means — i.e. has the function of
expressing — informality (amongst other things): in other words, one thing that our grammatical description
must account for is the lexical and structural means by which different degrees of formality are expressed.

2) Looking from the top down, the fact that the speaker is talking to a friend makes appropriate the use of
informal wordings: in other words, we need a description of the social context which includes degrees of
familiarity between people interacting with each other as a relevant factor influencing their language

choices.
(2) The use of the term ‘choice’ does not necessarily imply a conscious process of selection by the speaker
What we aim to uncover through a functional analysis are the meaning-wording options that are available in
the language system and the factors that lead the speaker to produce a particular wording rather than any
other in a particular context
(3) One important implication of the functional view of language is that context and language are interdependent.
This might seem too strong a way of putting it: it looks as though language could be seen as dependent on
context. For example, a teacher may ask ‘display’ questionsG&RE (T4 A7 LA « JZAF 3) LI #
RRIAVE 2 %> COTFEE OBRZ T 72 OIATHEfD Z &)
Teacher:  What is the woman wearing on her head?
Student:  Ahat?
Teacher:  Ahat, yes.
One could assume that this is ‘allowed’ because of the classroom context, where the teacher has a particular
kind of authority; but it is equally true to say that, by speaking in this way, the teacher and student are
contributing to creating the context as being that of a classroom interaction. If the same teacher behaved like
this with the same student when they happened to meet in the street, it would almost certainly be
Inappropriate because it would project the context as if it were the classroom.

(4) At a broader level, our experiences in the world clearly influence what we normally talk about and the way we
talk about it.
We constantly adjust the way we talk to the person we are speaking to so as to take into account what we
think they already know, and to negotiate our moment-by-moment relationship with them (as I am doing
with you — note how I have chosen to use the more interactive ‘we’ here rather than, say, ‘speakers); and the
lexical and grammatical resources of the language therefore offer ways of conducting this negotiation. At the
same time, the way we normally talk about these experiences (and the way we hear other people talk about
them) influences the way we see them: for example, we generally accept without conscious query the fact
that advertisers talk about their products as solutions to our problems (as opposed to talking about our
willingness to pay for the products as the solution to the advertisers’ problems, which is at least equally valid
a view).
(5) Choices amongst relevant options in context — we are deliberately opening up the path towards grammatically
based text analysis (where ‘text’ means any instance of language in use):
at each stage, we can ask why the writer or speaker is expressing this particular meaning in this particular
way at this particular point.
(6) Generative approaches take linguistics towards biology
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Functional grammar takes it towards sociology: the systematic study of relevant features in the culture and
society that form the context in which language is used, and which are at the same time constructed by the way
in which language is used.

Both approaches, through form and meaning, ask essentially the same question about language: how can we
explain why language has the main features that it does? But whereas the form-based approach finds the
answer in the way our brains are structured, the meaning-based approach finds it in the way our social context
is structured.



