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Never Marry a Software Engineer!?

—— Register Analysis of a Conversation between Husband and Wife

中山大学外国语学院2002级研究生  陈燕丽

SOFTWARE ENGINEER!!!.... `

    Never marry a software engineer.  Just have a look at this conversation and 

then decide yourself.

Husband:  Hey dear!  I am logged in.
       Wife:  Would you like to have some snacks?

Husband:  Hard disk full.

       Wife:  Have you brought the grocery?

Husband:  Bad command or file name.

       Wife:  But I told you about it this morning.

Husband:  Erroneous syntax, abort, retry, cancel.

       Wife:  Hae God!  Forget it. Where's your salary?

Husband:  File in use, read only. Try after some time.

       Wife:  At least give me your credit card, I can do some shopping.

Husband:  Sharing violation, access denied.

       Wife:  I made a mistake in marrying you.

Husband:  Data type mismatch.

       Wife:  You are useless.

Husband:  By default.

       Wife:  Who was there with you in the car this morning?

Husband:  System unstable press ctrl, alt, del to reboot.

       Wife:  What is the relation between you & your receptionist?

Husband:  The only user with write permission.

       Wife:  What is my value in your life?

Husband:  Unknown virus detected.

       Wife:  Do you love your computer or me?

Husband:  Too many parameters.

       Wife:  I will go to my dad's house.

Husband:  Program performed illegal operation. It will close.

       Wife:  I will leave you forever.

Husband:  Close all programs and log out for another user.

       Wife:  It is worthless talking to you.

Husband:  Shut down the computer.

       Wife:  I am going!

Husband:  It’s now safe to turn off your computer.

Introduction

In functional grammar, the concept of register is of particular importance to the discussion of the relationship between language and social context. According to Halliday, register has been theorized into three dimensions of variables: field, tenor and mode, each of which corresponds to one of the three metafunctions. Field is realized by ideational meanings, tenor by interpersonal meanings and mode by textual meanings.

This essay, based on a conversation between a software engineer and his wife, is aimed to explore the linguistic features typical of that situation from the above perspectives and give an insight into how language realizes social context.

Tenor

Tenor according to Halliday refers to who is taking part, to the nature of the participant, their statuses and roles: what kinds of role relationships obtain among the participants, including permanent and temporary relationships of one kind or another, both the types of speech roles that they are taking on in the dialogue and the whole cluster of socially significant relationships in which they are involved.

As we can see, the conversation is conducted mainly in a question and answer pattern where the wife mostly demands and the husband replies in non-finite elliptical clauses. Halliday believes that any exchange of message may involve information or good and services. The person who demands either asks questions in the form of interrogatives or commands by using imperatives. In the following figure, we’ll see how the wife plays the part of demanding.
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	Commodity exchange
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	Command

1. Give me your credit card and I can do some shopping.


	Questions

1. Would you like to have some snacks?

2. Have you brought the grocery?

3. Where is your salary?

4. Who was there with you in the car this morning?

5. What is the relationship between you and your receptionist?

6. What is my value in your life?


While most of the interrogatives begin with WH-, that is to say, the listener (husband) is supposed to fill in each missing part of the message which the WH- signals, the husband responds by giving information other than what the wife expects. We’ll probe the tricky answers by taking a look at the features and their functions in the text.

We can summarize the features into three points: 1) The answers are not based on a daily pattern of speaking but typical of computer systems. 2) Most answers are either lacking subjects or finites. 3) The speaker for most of the time ops for discretionary alternatives, that is, responses that express refusal or contradiction.

These features not only reveal the identity of the speaker as a software engineer, but also indicate his discouragement of intimacy or reluctance to communicate. In functional grammar, the mood, composed of the subject and finite, plays a vital role in carrying out the interpersonal function of the clause. The ellipsis of subject or finite in the husband’s answers labels the concise and message-oriented computer language, for the missing element can be understood from the situation or outside the text as a part of our grammatical sense. However, this is not merely to show the degree of addictiveness to a profession. By using the kind of wordings that belong to a particular group, shifting the subject expected and depersonalizing the topic, the husband is able to bring into new propositions, create inexplicit message exchange, and avoid any face-to-face offense or embarrassment. Besides, since the finite makes it possible to negotiate about the validity of the proposition in the clause, the absence of the finite and modality may indicate that the husband is suggesting little space for maneuvering. The information given is presented as absolute and beyond negotiation.   

Mode

Mode refers to how the language is functioning in the interaction, what is it that the participants are expecting the language to do for them in that situation, how the message is organized, including the channel (is it spoken or written or combination of the two) and the medium. Mode corresponds to the textual meaning of the text. 
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Note: Clauses that begin with * are on the part of the wife.

From the figure above, we can note that the unmarked theme choices are frequent either in declarative or non-declarative clauses. This is done normally to bring the WH-element to first position or suggest direct answer to the missing information. The wife is eager to get the husband to provide information and little wonder the starting point is therefore the WH-. When the husband seems “absent-minded” or ignorant of the reality, the wife utters statements of complaints and warning, which thus easily move into the subject role. According to Hasan, mode can also be discussed under the sub-headings of channel and medium. In this text, it is worthwhile to see that the husband speaks using the kind of grammatical form as in computer jargons which is more typical of written text. In this sense, the channel is phonic but the medium is written. 

Field

Experiential meanings that form part of field are realized by the system of transitivity. From this perspective, we can expect mainly material and relational processes: questions or demands by the wife (Give me your credit card. Have you bought the grocery?), complaints (You are useless. I made a mistake in marrying you.), and warnings (I will go to my dad’s house. I will leave you forever.). Compared with the husband, the accounts of the wife are less metaphorical, stressing the wife’s role as a dominant, straightforward person in the family. On the other hand, the wordings of the husband are almost entirely metaphorical rather than congruent and there are few recognizable cohesive signals in the context. Nominalisation is seen in the concise and elliptical clauses (Sharing violation. Data type mismatch) and despite such a great amount of condensed information we as readers can still go beneath the surface and grasp the underlined meanings if we believe that what the husband says is intended to be coherent.

Conclusion

With the three-dimensional discussion of the conversation, it is hoped that this little piece of funny conversation I came across on line during my winter holiday can trigger further interest in the application of linguistic theories and my own analysis of this conversation can contribute if any to different aspects of insights on the relationship between language and social context.

