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Hallidayan linguistics in China(
GUOWEN HUANG

ABSTRACT: Hallidayan linguistics has gained an important and influential position among linguistic approaches to the study of the English and Chinese languages in The People’s Republic of China. This paper surveys the developmental stages and the current research environment for Systemic Functional Linguistics in contemporary China, and presents a considered and detailed explanation of the popularity of Hallidayan linguistics amongst contemporary Chinese scholars.

INTRODUCTION

Michael Alexander Kirkwood Halliday was born in Leeds, England, in 1925. In 1942, he joined the British armed forces National Service, and he was selected to study Chinese, which was his preferred choice (Hasan and Martin 1989: 1). After a period of war service in India,  he was called back to London (University) to teach Chinese to army personnel, where he was able to continue with his own study of Chinese. In 1947 he traveled to China to study at Peking University, where he took his first degree as an external student from London University. He stayed in China and worked as a volunteer in the Chinese Industrial Cooperatives for several months. During this period he received the news that he had been awarded a postgraduate scholarship, tenable in China for the first two years. As a postgraduate, he studied Chinese phonology, lexicography, and comparative historical linguistics under the supervision of Professor Luo Changpei at Peking University. However, as his own interests were more in the direction of synchronic linguistics, especially the area of grammatical variation in modern Chinese dialects, he was recommended by Professor Luo to Professor Wang Li at Lingnan University in Canton (Guangzhou). Professor Wang was then conducting a survey of modern Chinese dialects, on which Halliday worked with Wang during 1949. Later that year Halliday returned to London with the dialect data he had collected in Guangzhou, which he was planning to use as the data for his Ph.D. studies. However, his plans had to be set aside when he found himself enrolled at Cambridge for a Ph.D. degree.  For this research Halliday, under the supervision of J.R. Firth, worked on the Chinese Secret History of the Mongols. As Hasan and Martin (1989: 2) state, ‘Halliday’s association with Firth proved formative: Over the years that followed he was to develop and articulate many well-known Firthian themes on the nature of language and its relation to social context’. Indeed, as Butler (1985: 1) points out, ‘Halliday’s work is the most important modern development of the ideas within the so-called ‘London School’ of linguistics, whose founding father was J. R. Firth’.  Halliday lectured in Chinese at Cambridge before moving to Edinburgh in 1956 to teach linguistics.(
Halliday’s linguistic influence in China is profound and vital. For the past 20 years, in the fields of linguistic research and foreign language teaching on the mainland of China, Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistics has been increasingly discussed and applied to the description and analysis of both English and Chinese, among other languages.  As was observed by Shu (1997: 10-16), research on Hallidayan linguistics has been one of the dominant research interests and trends in China.  In contrast to the situation in many other parts of the world, Halliday’s popularity outstrips Noam Chomsky and all other linguists.  In this survey, I shall discuss the development of Hallidayan linguistics and the Chinese research environment, and attempt to explain why Systemic Functional Linguistics has become a leading approach in the study, analysis and description of English, and other languages, in The People’s Republic of China.

DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES

Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistics was first introduced to Chinese readers, formally, in 1977 (Fang, Hu, and Xu 1977), and this was followed by two review articles respectively on the theory of the London School and on Halliday’s ‘Grammatical categories in Modern Chinese’ (Halliday 1956) by Wang (1980, 1981; see Wang 1985).  The reason that Hallidayan linguistics became known to the Chinese in the People’s Republic of China so late is that during China’s ‘Cultural Revolution’, which lasted for ten years (1966-1976), China shut off her relations with the academic world outside so that foreign ideas had no place in the country.

The movement for the studies of Hallidayan linguistics in China was initiated by a number of Chinese scholars, such as Hu Zhuanglin, Zhang Delu, Fang Yan, and Zhu Yongsheng who had studied at Sydney, under the supervision of systemicists such as Halliday and J. R. Martin.  The movement was then pushed forward with the help of other Chinese scholars, including those who had studied functional linguistics in other universities abroad.  Together these scholars have tried very hard to introduce other Chinese linguists and teachers to Systemic Functional Linguistics since they returned from abroad.

To put it simply, the movement for the study and promotion of Hallidayan linguistics in China can be seen as going through three stages: (1) from the early 1980s to the late 1980s: introducing Systemic Functional theories, the objects of study being mainly English and Chinese, (2) from the late 1980s to the mid-1990s: introducing and evaluating Systemic Functional theories, the objects of study also being English and Chinese, (3) from the mid-1990s to the present: introducing, evaluating and modifying Systemic Functional theories, the objects of study being English, Chinese, Japanese, Korean and other languages.  At the first stage, most, if not all scholars were teachers of English, and at the second and third stages scholars include those who teach Chinese and other foreign languages in addition to English.

The research areas which attracted the most attention at the first and second stages included the study of the metafunctions of language, text analysis, and grammatical metaphor (i.e., ‘the clause’, ‘around the clause’, and ‘beyond the clause’, see Halliday 1985a, 1994a).  At the third stage, in addition to those areas already mentioned, the has been great interest in lexico-grammatical issues (i.e., ‘below the clause’, and ‘above the clause’, see Halliday 1985a, 1994a). However, up to now, there has been little study on issues concerning intonation and rhythm (i.e., ‘beside the clause’, see Halliday 1985a, 1994a).  In the literature to date, of all the important concepts in Hallidayan linguistics, ‘cohesion’ and ‘theme’ have attracted the most attention, both in the study of English and in contrastive studies of English and Chinese.

THE RESEARCH ENVIRONMENT FOR HALLIDAYAN LINGUISTICS

Conferences

Since 1989, a Chinese national conference on Systemic Functional Linguistics has been held every second year. The first conference, with the theme of ‘Language System and Function’, was held at Peking University in August 1989, with 39 participants coming from 25 institutions of higher education in China (Hu 1990).  The second had the theme ‘Language, Text, Context’ (Zhu 1993); the third ‘Language, System, Structure’ (Ren 1995), the fourth, ‘Advances in Functional Linguistics in China’, (Hu and Fang 1997), and the fifth ‘Language Functions: System, Cognition and Pragmatic Principles’ (Yu, Li and Peng 1998). These first five conferences were held respectively in Suzhou University (1991), Hangzhou University (1993), Peking University (1995), and Chongqing University (1997).  The sixth and the seventh conferences were held respectively in Fudan University (Shanghai) in 1999 (Zhu 2001), and Northeast Normal University (Changchun) in 2001. The eighth conference will be held in Yanshan University in Hebei Province in 2003. After each conference, a collection of papers has been published (i.e. Hu 1990, Zhu 1993, Ren 1995, Hu and Fang 1997, Yu, Li and Peng 1998, Zhu 2001, Zhang in preparation).

In addition to the national conference on Systemic Functional Linguistics, groups of linguists regularly attend another conference on discourse analysis (initially organized by Ren Shaozeng, Hu Zhuanglin and other Chinese functional scholars), whose theoretical underpinnings are basically derived from Systemic Functional Linguistics. The two conferences are held in alternate years, which thus means that many of the most eminent scholars in the field of Systemic Functional Linguistics meet formally at least once a year.  In October 1997, the fifth conference on discourse analysis was merged with the International Conference on Discourse Analysis, organized by the University of Macau and Tsinghua University (Ren, Guthrie, and Fong 2001), and the sixth one was again merged with the International Conference on Discourse and Language Functions organized by Zhongshan University (see Huang 2002a, Huang and Wang 2002).  The seventh conference was held in Xiangtan Teachers College (Hunan) in 2000 (see Xiong in preparation), and the eighth conference on discourse analysis is to be held in Suzhou University in May, 2002. 

The China Functional Linguistics Association

The China Functional Linguistics Association was founded in 1995. Its Chairman is Professor Hu Zhuanglin of Peking University, and its vice-chairmen are Zhu Yongsheng of Fudan University, Ren Shaozeng of Hangzhou University (now Zhejiang University), Fang Yan of Tsinghua University, Zhang Delu of Qingdao Ocean University, Huang Guowen of Zhongshan University, and Yang Zhong of Northeast Normal University. There are also a number of office-holders in different parts of the country, and the association has over 100 active members, most of whom are teachers of English and/or linguistics at various institutions of higher education. Some members of the association have also been working on the contrastive analysis of English and Chinese discourse and it is likely that an association of contrastive discourse analysis within the Hallidayan framework will be founded in the near future.  

MA and PhD courses

A large number of universities offer courses on ‘(Systemic) Functional Linguistics’ in their MA programs.  Of the dozen universities in China which have PhD programs in English language and literature, four enroll students majoring in Systemic Functional Linguistics (i.e., Peking University, Fudan University, Zhongshan University, and Xiamen University).  It is expected that Shandong University and Tsinghua University will join this group in the near future.  In some universities (for example, Zhongshan University, and Qingdao Ocean University), the course ‘Systemic Functional Linguistics’ is compulsory for all the MA students majoring either in English Language and Literature or Linguistics and Applied Linguistics, in the belief that Halliday’s theories are applicable to the study and analysis of both literary and non-literary texts.

A substantial number of MA and PhD students have published important papers on aspects of Hallidayan linguistics (see Lu and Wei 1992, 1996, 2001) and quite a number of PhD theses have been published as research monographs. The year 2000 alone, for example, saw four of such publications (e.g. Li 2000, Miao 2000, Xin 2000, Yan 2000).  It is evident that those who have received training in Systemic Functional Linguistics have played an important role in popularizing Halliday’s theory in their teaching and research.

Publications

At the first stage of research, publications on Hallidayan linguistics were mostly reviews and appraisals of the work of non-Chinese Systemic Functional linguists, with a few exceptions (e.g. Xu 1982, 1985). The main interest of most researchers then was in the English language, although there were papers on the analysis and description of Chinese within the Hallidayan framework (see Hu 1990). The year 1989 saw the publication of the first book on Hallidayan linguistics written by Chinese scholars (Hu, Zhu and Zhang 1989).  This book basically follows the mainstream arguments in Hallidayan linguistics, and has been well received both at home and abroad.  Halliday himself speaks highly of this book, saying that the writers were not consumers but producers (Yu 1997: 22), and referring to it as ‘an original work’ (Halliday 1994b: 4508) and ‘admirable’ (see Hu 2000: 2-3). Cheng’s (1994) book, though not as directly related to Halliday (1985a) as Hu et al (1989), is another introduction to Systemic Functional Linguistic, which has also contributed to the popularization and development of Hallidayan linguistic theory in China.

In addition to papers in conference proceedings (i.e. Hu 1990, Zhu 1993, 2001, Ren 1995, Hu and Fang 1997, Yu, Li and Peng 1998, Ren, Guthrie and Fong 2001, Huang 2002a, Huang and Wang 2002, Xiong in preparation, Zhang in preparation), there have been numerous papers in Chinese journals of linguistics and applied linguistics discussing issues of Systemic Functional Linguistics of interest to the Chinese readers (see Lu and Wei 1992, 1996, 2001).  Research on Hallidayan linguistics has been one of the main research interests and trends in China, as was observed by Shu (1997: 10-16). Apart from collections of research papers, research monographs mainly concerned with Hallidayan linguistics include: Hu (1994, 1995, 2000), Huang (1999, 2001, 2002b), Li (2000), Liu (1998), Miao (2000), Peng (2000), Xin (2000), Yan (2000), Zhang (1998a), Zhu, Zheng and Miao (2001), Zhu and Yan (2001). 

A number of Chinese scholars have taken an active role in collaborating with colleagues in other countries in the study of Hallidayan linguistics. Important studies have grown out of such academic cooperation (e.g. Fang, McDonald and Cheng 1995, Fawcett and Huang 1995, Huang and Fawcett 1996), and there have also been important papers written by Chinese scholars published outside China on Systemic Functional Linguistics (e.g. Hu 1984, Zhang 1991, Huang 1996, Zhu 1996).

Recently, the Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press in Beijing has re-published five systemic books with Chinese introductions by Chinese scholars, which have become very popular in the Chinese Systemic Functional circle: Bloor and Bloor (1995/2001), Halliday (1978/2001), Halliday (1994/2000), Halliday and Hasan (1976/2001), Thompson (1996/2000). Up to now, it is estimated that there have been at least 30 systemic-functionally-oriented textbooks, monographs and collections and over 500 research papers on Systemic Functional Linguistics issues published on the mainland of China (see Lu and Wei 1992, 1996, 2001).

Reasons for the development Systemic Functional Linguistics in China

There have been a number of reasons for the rapid and healthy development of the study of Systemic Functional linguistics in China (see Fang 1996, Yu 1997, Hu 1998, Zhang 1998b, Huang 2000a, 2000b).  

These include the following: First, as Hallidayan linguistics is ‘a functional grammar … that is pushed in the direction of the semantics’ (Halliday 1994: xix), it is in line with the tradition of Chinese linguistics, which is ‘meaning-oriented’. According to He (1995: 423), semantics was one of the three important strands of ancient Chinese linguistics, and it is still central to modern Chinese linguistics. Hu (2000: 54-55) asserts that Halliday’s idea of ‘the semantic basis of grammar’ was inherited from Professor Wang Li, whose influence on Halliday was greatly acknowledged by Halliday himself (1985b: 4). The fact that Halliday’s linguistic ideas were influenced by Wang Li and Luo Changpei and the Chinese tradition and culture indicates that there may be an inner relationship between Halliday’s linguistics and traditional Chinese linguistics. Halliday himself (1985b: 4) states that ‘Luo Changpei gave me a diachronic perspective and an insight into a language family other than Indo-European’ and that ‘Wang Li taught me many things, including research methods in dialectology, the semantic basis of grammar, and the history of linguistics in China’. All this may help us to account for the assumption that Chinese scholars find Halliday’s ideas easy to understand and accept. If we can suppose that Hallidayan linguistics is intrinsically in line with the Chinese view of linguistics and Chinese culture since both, in important senses, are ‘meaning-oriented’, then we may partly explain the unrivalled popularity of Hallidayan linguistic theory by reference to Halliday’s past and present association with China, and Chinese linguistic traditions.

Second, there are a number of scholars who have studied Hallidayan linguistics abroad and who now play an important role in the field of linguistics throughout China, including applied linguistics and language teaching, through their publications and other academic activities.  These scholars not only teach courses on or related to Hallidayan linguistics, but also supervise postgraduates and visiting scholars, who later follow suit. Chinese Hallidayan linguists take an active part in international activities as well. The 22nd International Systemic Congress was held in Beijing, and the participants included 110 scholars from other countries and 116 who were teachers and scholars from 17 provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions on the mainland of China. In the past ten years or so, more and more Chinese scholars have attended the International Systemic Functional Congress and the European Systemic Functional Workshop.  For example, in the 28th International Systemic Functional Congress, held in Ottawa in July, 2001, there were 15 Chinese scholars (including active functional scholars such as Fang Yan, Zhang Delu, and Li Zhanzi) presenting papers. Chinese functional linguists also have contributed papers published in international journals/collections (e.g. Hu 1984, Zhang 1991, Huang 1996, Zhu 1996). International ‘functionally-oriented’ journals such as Functions of Language and Social Semiotics have Chinese Hallidayan linguists as members in their advisory panels.

Third, the members of the China Functional Linguistics Association are not only hard-working and diligent academically, but also co-operative in their studies of Hallidayan linguistics and friendly and supportive with each other, which ensures a healthy research environment in the Chinese context. Their spirit of collegial research in the Hallidayan paradigm has influenced their students and colleagues, and extended a ‘ripple effect’ throughout the linguistics community nartionwide. Fourth, there are a number of universities whose MA and PhD programs offer courses on Systemic Functional Linguistics, which means that more and more potential researchers are being exposed to Hallidayan linguistics. This in turn brings has helped attract other scholars and students into the fold.

Fifth, international systemicists such as Michael Halliday, Ruqaiya Hasan, Christian Matthiession, Margaret Berry, Robin Fawcett, Peter Fries, James Martin, Eija Ventola, Michael Cummings, William Greaves, Mohsen Ghadessy are not only warm supporters of the Chinese Systemic Functional activities but also take an active part in them.  A number of them (e.g. Halliday 1993, 2002a, 2002b, Matthiessen 2002a, 2002b, Fries 2002) have had their papers published in Chinese conference collections (see Zhu 1993, Huang 2002a, Huang and Wang 2002). This has not only shortened the psychological distance between scholars on the mainland of China and those abroad but has also encouraged more Chinese to participate in systemic activities. There have been a number of non-Chinese systemicists (e.g. Halliday, Hasan, Fries, Fawcett, Berry, Ventola, Martin, Ghadessy) who have not only attended systemic conferences in China but have also taught short-term intensive courses at Chinese universities.

And finally, as Bloor and Bloor (1995/2001: 229) point out, ‘Halliday himself has been personally involved in applying his insights to teaching ever since the early days of systemic functional linguistics when he was a co-author with McIntosh and Strevens of the influential (1964) The Linguistic Sciences and Language Teaching’. As Bloor notes ‘this work provided guidance for a whole generation of teachers, textbook writers and teacher trainers’, in its discussion of such topics as syllabus design, phonology and intonation, ‘register’ and ‘languages for specific purposes.’ 

The evidence seems to be that more and more Chinese scholars are finding the study of Hallidayan linguistics interesting and rewarding. In the final analysis, this may be best explained by reference to the fact that Systemic Functional Linguistics is crucially concerned with language in use, rather than the decontextualised syntax of Chomskyan linguistics, and similar approaches.
CONCLUDING REMARKS

As was pointed out earlier, in its early years the focus of Hallidayan linguistics in the People’s Republic of China was on introducing the theory and applying it to the description and analysis of English and Chinese texts. Later, the scope of studies extended to evaluating and modifying functional descriptions. Major research questions have included metafunctions, text analysis, the grammatical metaphor, and lexico-grammatical issues. In addition, Hallidayan theory has also gained a prominent place in discourse analysis in China for the past 20 years and is likely to remain influential in the years to come, thus realizing  Halliday’s aim of constructing the functional grammar for purposes of text analysis (Halliday 1994: xv).  

In the literature to date, there have been a number of studies applying Hallidayan theory to translation studies (see Lu and Wei 1992, 1996, 2001). Catford (1965) is a good example of the application of Halliday’s early work to translation studies, while Bell (1991) and Baker (1992) have successfully utilized Halliday’s ideas with reference to a range of translation issues. Recent years have also seen research on using systemic functional theory in translation studies of English and Chinese (see Lu and Wei 1992, 1996, 2001). Papers on such issues have been published in Chinese as well as international journals (e.g. Ghadessy and Gao 2000, forthcoming, Huang and Zhang 2002). The marriage of Systemic Functional Linguistics and translation studies has now become an important focus of research in some Chinese (for example, Zhongshan University, see Huang and Zhang 2002, Zhang and Huang 2002). In December 2001 Zhongshan University organized a special week for Systemic Functional Linguistics and Translation Studies(, and an international conference on the application of functional theory to translation studies will be held at the University in July, 2002. The research group of Functional Linguistics at Zhongshan University has set up a website (www.LanguageRA.com), entitled ‘Language: Research and Application’. The aim of the website is to provide language researchers and practitioners with a way to gather research materials and exchange ideas on the Internet, and its long-term aim is to promote the use of electronic technology in language research and related applications.


There are, however, still a number of aspects of Hallidayan linguistics that remain to be studied in China, including the following: First, although there have been successful analyses and descriptions of the Chinese language within the Hallidayan framework (e.g. McDonald 1992, 1996, Zhou 1997, also see Hu 1990, Zhu 1993, Ren 1995, Hu and Fang 1997, Yu, Li and Peng 1998, Huang and Wang 2002), a comprehensive Systemic Functional description of the Chinese language is yet to be constructed. Second, there are more papers on the description of English and Chinese than those on the teaching of English and/or Chinese (see Hu 1990, Zhu 1993, Ren 1995, Hu and Fang 1997, Yu, Li and Peng 1998, Ren, Guthrie and Fong 2001, Huang 2002a, Huang and Wang 2002, Zhu 2001, Xiong in preparation, Zhang in preparation; Lu and Wei 1992, 1996, 2001).  Unlike Australian systemicists who have made good use of Hallidayan linguistics in the educational field, Chinese Hallidayan linguists seem to be more interested in the descriptive applications of the theory. 

Third, there are relatively few studies on the generative aspect of Hallidayan linguistics.  Unlike scholars in Australia (e.g. Matthiessen, Wu Changzhong), Britain (e.g. Fawcett, Gordon Tucker), America (e.g. William Mann, John Bateman), Hong Kong (e.g. Jonathan Webster) or Japan (e.g. Tadashi Kumano, Takenobu Tokunaga, Kentaro Inui and Hozumi Tanaka) who have been working on the computational issues within the Hallidayan framework, few mainland Chinese functional scholars have done work on this aspect. 

Nevertheless, great advances have been made in the field of Hallidayan linguistics during the last two decades, and judging by the health and vitality of the Chinese scholarship which I have attempted to survey above, there is every prospect that this will remain an exciting and productive field for decades to come.

NOTES

( I would like to thank my colleagues and friends who read and commented on the early version of this paper: HU Zhuanglin, FANG Yan, REN Shaozeng, ZHU Yongsheng, ZHANG Delu, ZHANG Meifang, YAN Shiqing, CHANG Chenguang, DAI Fan, and YANG Bingjun.  Kingsley Bolton deserves a special ‘thank you’ not only for his encouragement but also for his detailed comments on the early version of the paper.  I also wish to thank an anonymous reviewer who made very useful suggestions and comments on the revision of the paper.  All errors that remain are solely mine.





( The information in this paragraph was taken from the ‘Introduction’ in Hasan and Martin (1989), for which the present author wishes to express his thanks to the authors.





( In this special ‘Systemic Week’ Dr J.R. Martin (Professor in Linguistics (Personal Chair) at the University of Sydney) was invited to give five three-hour long talks on ‘Working with discourse: meaning beyond the clause’ and Dr Mohsen Ghadessy (Foreign Expert of Functional Linguistics at Zhongshan University) to give two talks on the use of Systemic Functional Linguistics in translation studies.  And three Chinese scholars (Professor Huang Guowen, Professor Zhang Delu and Professor Zhang Meifang) also gave talks on Systemic Functional Linguistics and/or translation studies within the Hallidayan framework.  In the activities in this week, there were more than 100 participants from over 10 universities in China.
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