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Argument of the paper 
•  Like every theory and disciplinary practice SFL needs a meta-

theoretical level and space, in which to think about why it is 
as it is, and how it might be different. 

•  This paper uses ideas from Kuhn about revolutions, and the 
strategy of counter-history, to project new trajectories 

•  It asks what might have happened if Halliday’s 1956 work 
had been seen as the revolutionary text, used to interpret 
Chomsky’s problems and theories of 1957. 

•  It asks what linguistics might have emerged from a synthesis 
between Halliday and 2 great works also published in 1956, 
by Whorf and Bateson, as an enriched gene-pool of ideas. 

•  It focuses the argument by re-analysing Chomsky’s famous 
sentence, ‘Colorless green ideas sleep furiously’ from these 
three perspectives, as well as for Chomsky. 

•  Finally it looks at a contemporary text raising modern issues 
of language and identity, to see how the four traditions, 
separately and combined, might provide illumination. 



Meta-theory: de-marginalizing SFL 
•  Modern introductory textbooks tend either to specifically 

acknowledge no particular theoretical framework, purporting 
to be either atheoretical or catholic in orientation, or to adopt 
the dominant  theoretical framework in linguistics, that is 
generative grammar. Almost no introductory textbook 
presents linguistics from any of the many alternative 
perspectives (McGregor 2009) 

•  Chomsky’s revolution from a Kuhnian perspective: What was 
the crisis? Where was the struggle? Why was there a ‘lock-
in’? 

•  Marx: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world. The 
point, though, is to change it.’ (Theses on Feuerbach) 

•  Bateson: Meta-communication: ‘The ability to communicate 
about communication, to comment upon the meaningful 
actions of oneself and others, is essential for successful 
social interaction.’ (1956) 



Chomsky’s premises: SS 
•  This study deals with syntactic structure both in the 

broad sense (as opposed to semantics) and in the narrow 
sense (as opposed to phonemics and morphology) p6 

•  By pushing a precise but inadequate formulation to an 
unacceptable conclusion, we often expose the exact 
source of this inadequacy and, consequently, gain a 
deeper understanding of the linguistic data p6 

•  Syntactic investigation of a given language has as its goal 
the construction of a grammar that can be viewed as a 
device of some sort for producing the sentences of the 
language under analysis p11 



Grammar versus meaning 
•  The notion ‘grammatical’ cannot be identified with 

‘meaningful’ or ‘significant’ in any semantic sense. 
Sentences (1) and (2) are equally nonsensical, but any 
speaker of English will recognize that only the former is 
grammatical. 

    (1) Colorless green ideas sleep furiously 
    (2) Furiously sleep ideas green colorless (SS p15) 
•  It is fair to assume that neither sentence (1) nor (2) (nor 

indeed any part of these sentences) has ever occurred in 
an English discourse. Hence, in any statistical model for 
grammaticalness, these sentences will be ruled out on 
identical grounds, as equally ‘remote’ from English. Yet 
(1), though nonsensical, is grammatical, while (2) is not. 
Presented with these sentences, a speaker of English will 
read (1) with a normal sentence intonation, but he will 
read (2) with a falling intonation on each word (SS p16) 



Alternative settings 
Halliday 1956:  
•  It is sometimes desirable, however, to attempt a descriptive 

statement that is to be valid for some non-circumscribed body of 
linguistic phenomena: for a language, for example, whose texts 
cannot all be considered, and may include what has not yet been 
spoken or written but may be spoken or written in the future 

•  For the present paper the language under description will be not 
that of a circumscribed text but one of which many texts exist and 
will exist: a restricted language.. 177 

Whorf 1956: 
•  Linguistics is essentially the quest of MEANING… The cultural 

investigator should hold an ideal of linguistics as that of a heuristic 
approach to problems of psychology 

•  One cannot study the behavioural compulsiveness of such material 
without suspecting a much more far-reaching compulsion from 
large-scale patterning of grammatical categories, such as plurality, 
gender and similar classifications (animate, inanimate etc.) tenses, 
voices, and other verb forms, classifications of the type of ‘parts of 
speech’, and the matter of whether a given experience is denoted 
by a unit morpheme, an inflected word, or a syntactical 
combination 



Halliday on context & meaning 1956 
•  Context The level of context, which is the level at which 

exta-linguistic phenomena come into the attention of 
linguistics, will be referred to in the consideration of the 
grammatical reflection of contextual categories 179 

•  This does not exclude the possibility, and even the 
necessity, of making contextual statements about some 
larger unit…One could set up a unit of contextual 
statement, features of which would determine grammatical 
features 182 

•  Since languages differ in their grammatical reflection of 
contextual categories (both as regards whether or not, and 
as regards in what priority they reflect them), there is not to 
be expected a one-to-one correspondence of grammatical 
terms. 193 

•  No other language reflects reality–i.e. orders the relations 
between context and grammar–in exactly the same way 216 

•  Meaning: The term ‘meaning’ will not be used; meaning is 
regarded as a function of the description at all levels, so 
that reference to context in a grammatical statement 
implies the establishment of relations between grammatical 
and contextual meaning.  179 



Halliday on system and structure 1956 
•  Multidimensionality. A form may be ordered in a language by its 

being placed in a number of dimensions 172 
•  Probability/fuzziness With a non-restricted language at least some 

systems are non-finite and the statements are valid in terms of 
probabilities. [Even, likely almost certain and certain: unlikely, 
almost certainly not, certainly not] 172 

•  Given/new: The ‘given’ is defined as a term already present in the 
context of situation, whether or not in the verbal action of a 
participant. 188 

•  Congruence: A grammatical structure which reflects a contextual 
structure (by matching it with maximum probability) (is) ‘congruent’ 
189 

•  Stress: Here the congruent grammatical form is that in which given 
precedes new; in the congruent form, stress is facultative ( i.e., 
there is no stress system at this point), while in the incongruent 
form the formal mark of incongruence is the phonological reflection 
of the new by stress 189 

•  Inversion: [‘Voice’ has the] characteristic of inversion of the terms 
coupled with a formal change in the elements of structure…The 
marked term in such a structure may be named ‘passive’ 191. 



Bateson on context 

•  Contextual hypothesis: [The schizophrenic] must 
live in a universe where the sequence of events are 
such that his unconventional communication habits 
will be in some sense appropriate 177 

•  The Zen paradox: The Zen master attempts to bring 
about enlightenment in his pupils in various ways. 
One of the things he does is to hold a stick over the 
pupil’s head and say fiercely, ‘If you say this stick is 
real, I will strike you with it. If you say this stick is 
not real, I will strike you with it. If you don’t say 
anything, I will strike you with it’. 179 
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Linguistics and Identity wars 


