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“Text is meaning, and meaning is choice”. 
“M.A.K. Halliday, Language as Social Semiotic: 
The Social Interpretation of Language and 
Meaning (Edward Arnold, 1978). 



● To introduce SFL’s use
● To give an overview of SFL’s structure and 

aims.



●Key linguists: 
●M.A.K. Halliday (1960s)
●J.R. Firth
●Bronislaw Malinowski

●The questions that interested them:
●What is language used for? 
●How is language composed?



● It is the study of the relationship 
between language and its functions in social 
settings. 

● With SFL we are able to specify much more 
precisely what aspects of the language are being 
used. 



●SFL views grammar as a meaning-making 
resource and insists on the interrelation of form 
and meaning through three main components:



● FIELD  - topic
● TENOR - relationships and social roles
● MODE   - the nature of the communication

These components determine the register of a 
text. But SFL takes a step further: each element 
is related to a particular type of lexical and 
grammatical elements. 



Some aspects of the text will be determined by:
(1) The particular domain of experience the text 

is depicting - its subject matter/activity type



Some aspects of the text will reflect:
(1) the persona, social role or personality of the 

speaker/writer
(2) the relationship between the speaker/writer 

and those with whom they are 
communicating. 



Some aspects of the text will be determined by  
the nature of the text (writing/speech, 
spontaneous/non-spontaneous, interaction 
between multiple speakers or only one writer). 



● FIELD  - topic
● TENOR - relationships and social roles
● MODE   - the nature of the communication

These components determine the register of a 
text. But SFL takes a step further: each element 
is related to a particular type of lexical and 
grammatical elements. 



● Applied linguistics methods : a reader : systemic 
functional linguistics, critical discourse analysis 
and ethnography / edited by Caroline Coffin, 
Theresa Lillis and Kieran O’Halloran.

● An introduction to systemic functional linguistics 
/ Suzanne Eggins.

●   http://www.isfla.org/ - subscribe to the mailing 
list!

● Schleppegrell, M.J.(2014) Systemic Functional 
Linguistics in The Routledge Handbook of Discourse 
Analysis, p.21-30 [e-book]

http://www.isfla.org/


● O’Halloran, K.A. (2006) Getting Inside English: 
Interpreting Texts, The Open University


