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Abstract 

In formal syntactic analysis, the noun phrase functioning as subject governs the verb phrase functioning as predicate, 
and the verb within the verb phrase in turn governs the noun phrase functioning as its object. Similarly, in Systemic 
Functional Linguistics, the central element of a clause is the verbal group; it determines the nominal group 
functioning as its participant. However, neither formal nor functional syntactic analysis can tell the difference 
between the two sentences Mary has become a good person and Mary has become a dead person. Following the 
basic ideas of stratum, metafunction, cline and rank in Systemic Functional Linguistics, this research analyzes the 
functional syntactic structures of the two sentences from the ideational and interpersonal perspectives, proposing that 
although it is the verbal group that determines the nominal group functioning as its object in a clause, the nominal 
group itself has a reflexive effect on the verbal group. That is, the constituents in a clause are mutually determined.  
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1. Introduction 

Ever since Chomsky (1957) published his Syntactic Structures, the two sentences in (1) and (2) have long been 
discussed under the framework of Generative Linguistics. They are always taken as an evidence for the assumption 
that children are born with some innate language competence. 

(1) Mary is easy to please. 

(2) Mary is eager to please. 

Although the two sentences are exactly the same in syntactic structure, they are quite different in meaning. Mary in 
(1) is the logic object of the verb please (meaning “someone pleases Mary”), while in (2) Mary is the logic subject of 
the verb please (meaning “Mary pleases someone else”). Structural linguistics cannot distinguish (1) from (2) 
through Immediate Constituent Analysis. In Chomsky’s (1957; 1965) thinking, any sentence can be analyzed in its 
surface structure and deep structure. Although the two sentences are the same in surface structure, they are different 
in deep structure. In (1), Mary is the surface subject of is easy to please and the deep object of please. Hence, (1) can 
be rewritten as (1a) and (1b):  

(1) a. To please Mary is easy. 

b. It is easy to please Mary. 

In (2), Mary is still the surface subject of is eager to please; it is also the deep subject of please, hence cannot be 
analyzed as (1). To make it clear, the tree diagrams of (1) and (2) are shown as Figures 1 and 2 respectively:  
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Figure 1. Syntactic Analysis of Mary is easy to please 

 

Figure 2. Syntactic Analysis of Mary is eager to please 

Nevertheless, formal syntax cannot distinguish (3) from (4) in either surface structure or deep structure.  

(3) Mary has become a good person. 

(4) Mary has become a dead person. 
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Figure 3. Syntactic Analysis of Mary has become a good/dead person 

The two sentences in (3) and (4) are the same in both surface structure and deep structure. However, native speakers 
can still sense the difference between the two sentences by intuition. For example, we can tell that (5) is acceptable 
and (6) unacceptable: 

(5) Mary has gradually become a good person. 

(6) *Mary has gradually become a dead person. 

The difference between (3) and (4) is in meaning. To analyze the syntactic structures of these two sentences, it is 
necessary to resort to semantic analysis. Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) developed by Halliday (1985; 1994) 
and Halliday & Matthiessen (2004; 2014) is meaning based. Therefore, in this paper, we will carry out an analysis of 
the syntactic structures of (3) and (4) in the framework of SFL. In section 2, we will introduce some basic ideas of 
SFL that are helpful for the analysis of functional syntax. In section 3, we will conduct the analysis from the 
perspective of metafunctions based on the relevant basic ideas of SFL.  

 

2. Approaching Functional Syntax 

SFL is different from TGL (Transformative and Generative Linguistics) in that it focuses on the differences between 
individual languages and their variations rather than the general principles of language. There are six basic ideas in 
SFL, i.e., metafunction, system, stratum, function, context and probability. SFL also characterizes itself in the notion 
of cline to deal with complicated language facts and hence introduces the concepts of rank and delicacy. Of the basic 
ideas and concepts, stratum, metafunction, cline and rank are closely related to this paper. They make the theoretical 
framework for this research. 

2.1 Language as a Multi-Stratal System 

Halliday (1978; 1979) considers language as a semiotic system. In contradistinction to formal linguistics which is 
semantically arbitrary, SFL is semantically natural. In SFL, every category is “based on meaning: it has a semantic as 
well as a formal, lexico-grammatical reactance” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 1999, p. 4). This means that many 
grammatical categories are cryptotypic in Whorf’s (1956) terms. It is because of the semantic naturalness that the 
semantic potential may have various representations at the lower level organization. Following the notion of “content 
plane” of language proposed by Hjelmslev (1943), Halliday & Matthiessen (1999) divide language into the stratum 
of content and that of expression. The former is further divided into the semantic stratum and the lexico-grammatical 
stratum, and the latter includes phonology and graphology. The relationship between these three strata of language is 
realization, i.e., semantics is realized by lexico-grammar, and lexico-grammar is realized by phonology or 
graphology. See Figure 4:    
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Figure 4. Three Strata System of Language 

SFL studies language-in-use. The choice of meaning (semantic stratum) is realized as that of form 
(lexico-grammatical stratum). In theory, the realization process is that of free variation. A certain meaning can be 
realized by different forms, or vice versa. In (1) and (2), for example, the same grammatical structure realizes 
different semantic contents.  

The idea of strata has important implications to the analysis of language. Take the stratum of lexico-grammar as an 
example. This stratum consists of two categories, i.e., lexis and grammar, which form a cline in delicacy. Generally, 
“the move in delicacy in the ideation base from ‘most general’ to ‘most delicate’ is construed lexico-grammatically as 
the move from ‘grammar’ to ‘lexis’” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 1999, p. 87).  

Since there is no difference between (3) and (4) at the grammar end, then the difference must be manifested at the 
end of lexis. From this perspective, we can say that the ungrammaticality of (6) is resulted from no other thing than 
the adjective dead: there must be some difference between dead in (6) and good in (5). 

2.2 Cline 

What is closely related to the language strata is the notion of cline. As it is mentioned above, the move from grammar 
to lexis is a cline at the lexico-grammatical stratum. The notion of cline plays an important part in the study of SFL. 
Cline refers to those language units which cannot be included in any language category (Halliday & Matthiessen, 
1999). To better understand the notion of cline, it is necessary to introduce the concept of categorization. Simply 
speaking, “to categorize linguistically is to put together the linguistic symbols and the human experiences these 
symbols represent so as to set up categories” (Yang, 2007). The concept of categorization originates from the ancient 
Aristotelian Classical philosophy, according to which categories are defined in terms of sufficient and necessary 
features and all members in a category are equal in status. Influenced on by Wittgenstein’s thinking on family 
resemblance, cognitive science has raised the prototype theory of semantic categorization, according to which there 
are degrees of membership based on the degrees of similarity. SFL is not oriented towards philosophy or logic; rather 
it is oriented towards language and language use. It concerns with “how meaning is construed in naturally occurring 
text” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 1999, p. 72).  

According to SFL, there are no clear boundaries between categories, and the members of two categories form a cline. 
For example, “the distinction between closed system patterns and open set patterns in language is in fact a cline” 
(Halliday, 1961 [2002]), and that between participants and circumstances is also a cline (Halliday & Matthiessen, 
1999). It can be said that the notion of categorization in cognitive science and that of cline in SFL are to some extent 
the same thing, the only difference being that the former emphasizes the experience of people and the latter, the 
language performance. The cline from grammar to lexis discussed in section 2.1 can be shown in Figure 5 (Halliday 
& Matthiessen, 2014, p. 64): 

lexico-grammar 

(stratum of wording) 

 grammar                                      lexis 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(closed systems, general                          (open sets, specific in 

in meaning; structure)                           meaning; collocation) 
Figure 5. The Lexico-grammar Cline 

The notion of cline is a major indicator in distinguishing SFL from formal grammars. It is helpful to explain many 
linguistic phenomena that formal grammars have difficulty explaining. Take (7) as an example: 

(7) a. I worked for a local firm at that time, selling office equipment. 

b. Alice walked on in silence, puzzling over the idea. 

c. She met some people just leaving the building. 

In (7), we can find a cline in the logico-semantic relations realized by non-finite clauses. In (7a), the non-finite clause 
selling office equipment construes a logico-semantic relation of hypotactic elaboration. The non-finite clause leaving 
the building in (7c) is embedded, functioning as the post-modifier of the nominal group some people. However, in 
(7b), the relationship between the non-finite clause puzzling over the idea and the finite clause Alice walked on in 
silence is fuzzy: it lies in between hypotactic elaboration and embedding. If it is considered as elaboration, the whole 
construction is a clause complex, and if it is considered as embedding, the whole construction is a simple clause.   

In the above section, we find that the difference between (3) and (4) is at the lexis end along the move from grammar 
to lexis at the stratum of lexico-grammar. The difference between good in (3) and dead in (4) under the notion of 
cline is that good is gradable and dead is not. For example, we can say very good but we cannot say very dead. This 
also explains why (6) is unacceptable.  

2.3 Metafunction 

In language analysis, we will consider not only the multi-strata of language and their realization but also the 
multi-functions of language. In Halliday’s (1985; 1994) thinking, language assumes different functions in people’s 
daily life. We can describe all the events in the internal and external world with language, and the participants and 
circumstances related to the events. We can also communicate with people and enact social processes with language. 
We can enable the realization of such different functions with relevant organizations of language. From this 
perspective and influenced on by Malinowski (1923; 1935) and Bühler (1933), Halliday (1970) categorizes all 
functions of language into three metafunctions: ideational, interpersonal and textual. These three metafunctions are 
closely intertwined to be realized as a clause. Therefore, the functional syntactic analysis of a clause can be carried 
out from the ideational, interpersonal and textual perspectives. Transitivity, Mood and Theme can be taken as three 
major syntactic choices in an English clause (Halliday, 1968, p. 207). This is the syntactic basis for language 
functions. Later, Halliday (1978) includes functions of language into the stratum of semantics, considering functions 
as modes of meaning and divides ideational metafunction into experiential and logical metafunctions. Halliday (1970; 
1978; 1979; 1985; 1994) and Halliday & Matthiessen (1999; 2004; 2014) have offered us a full picture of the idea of 
metafunction in SFL.  

Take (1) and (2) as examples. Huang (2010) analyzes their functional syntactic structures from the ideational and 
interpersonal metafunctions. Ideationally, the two clauses are of different types of process, i.e., (1) relational and (2) 
mental.  

(1) Mary is easy to please. 
 Carrier Process: Relational Attribute 
(2) Mary is eager to please. 
 Senser, Phenomenon Process: Mental Process: Mental 

The type of process determines the function of participants. For example, Mary in (1) is the Carrier of the relational 
process is, and in (2), the Senser of the mental process is eager and the Phenomenon of the mental process please.   

Interpersonally, the adjective easy is an assessment of the situation (process) to please Mary, while the adjective 
eager is a description of the status of a conscious being. The reason why (8) is acceptable but (9) is not is that the 
adjectives in (8) can all be used to evaluate a situation (Huang, 2010):  

(8) a. To please Mary is easy/difficult/tough/hard. 

b. It is easy/difficult/tough/hard to please Mary. 

(9) a. *To please Mary is eager/happy/afraid/nervous. 

b. *It is eager/happy/afraid/nervous to please Mary. 
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However, we can say (10), but not (11) because the adjectives in (11) cannot be used to describe the feeling of 
conscious beings. 

(10) Mary is eager/happy/afraid/nervous to please everyone here. 

(11) *Mary is easy/difficult/tough/hard to�please everyone here. 

We can see that in formal analysis, (1) and (2) are of the same surface structure but of different deep structures, while 
in functional analysis, they are different in both transitivity and mood structures.  

2.4 Ranked Constituent Analysis 

Like structuralist linguistics, SFL concerns with the form and function of language in syntax analysis. Formal 
syntactic analysis is grammar oriented; it takes a maximal bracketing approach, i.e., Immediate Constituent Analysis, 
concerning mainly about what meaning or meanings a form can express. The relationship between the two phrases at 
each level is emphasized. According to this analysis, the constituent on the left governs that on the right (Haegeman, 
1994, p. 134). That is, in a clause, the noun phrase functioning as the subject governs the verb phrase, and in the verb 
phrase, the verb governs the noun phrase functioning as the object of the verb. This means that it is the verb that 
determines the type of the nominal phrase that follows it. For example, the noun phrase following the verb kill must 
be animate, and that following the verb deserve must be deverbal.  

Functional syntactic analysis takes a minimal bracketing approach, i.e., Ranked Constituent Analysis, concerning 
mainly about what forms can realize a certain meaning. According to this analysis, the central element of a clause is 
the verbal group. It determines the types of nominal groups functioning as its participants. For example, a mental 
process requires its Senser to be a conscious being. In ranked constituent analysis, there are two principles based on 
which we can label the constituents of the grammatical structure: one being to assign a class to a constituent, and the 
other, to assign a function to it. For example, (3) and (4) can be diagrammed as Figures 6 and 7 following these two 
principles of labeling: 

 

Figure 6. Class Labeling of Ranked Constituent Analysis 

 
Figure 7. Function Labeling of Ranked Constituent Analysis 

Although (3) and (4) are of the same syntactic structure and semantic structure, (5) and (6) are obviously different. 
The only difference between (3) and (4) is in the adjectives that define the nominal phrases, i.e., good and dead 
respectively. At the lexico-grammatical stratum, clause is the highest rank, and morpheme, the lowest, with 
phrase/group and word lying in between. At the clause rank, (3) and (4) are of the same structure as well as that of (1) 
and (2). The difference between good and dead is at the word rank because they both function within a nominal 
group.  
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3. Functional Syntactic Analysis 

Traditional grammar constitutes one set of syntactic structure, while functional grammar, three sets of syntactic 
structure. For example, the syntactic structures of the clause shortages made life difficult can be shown in Figure 8:  

 Shortages made life difficult 
Traditional Syntax Subject Predicate Object Complement

Functional 
Syntax 

Transitivity  Actor Process: Material 
Goal 

Carrier Attribute 

Mood  
Subject Finite Main Verb Complement 

Mood Residue 
Thematic  Theme Rheme 

Information   Given                          New 
Figure 8. Traditional and Functional Structures 

In this section, we will discuss the functional structures of (3) and (4) based on the above mentioned basic ideas and 
concepts of SFL from the perspectives of ideational and interpersonal metafunctions. 

3.1 Ideational Analysis 

The multi-stratal analysis of language shows that although (1) and (2) are the same in form, they may have different 
meanings. In other words, they are the formal realization of different meanings. The same formal structure does not 
mean at all that they are the same or similar in meaning. The meaning of a clause is determined at the semantic 
stratum rather than at the lexico-grammatical stratum (Huang, 2010). Therefore, (1) and (2) are of different types of 
process. However, the process of (3) and that of (4) are both relational.  

(3) Mary has become a good person. 
(4) Mary has become a dead person. 
 Carrier Process: Relational Attribute 

It is the adverb gradually that makes (6) unacceptable. This is because gradually always collocates with durational 
verbs. This means that become in (5) is a durational verb and that in (6) a transient verb. However, this is not 
necessarily true. A verb can be either transitive or intransitive in different contexts, but it can never be both transitive 
and intransitive in the same context. This is also true for durational or transient verbs. Then what makes (6) 
unacceptable?  

When discussing the experiential structures of nominal groups, Halliday & Matthiessen (2014, p. 364-386) 
distinguish four types of functional elements characterizing the Thing in question: Deictic, Numerative, Epithet and 
Classifier. Epithets can further be divided into experiential Epithets, construing the experience of the entity that it 
represents, and interpersonal Epithets, expressing the speaker’s subjective attitude towards it. These functional 
elements are fixed in order, and “interpersonal Epithets tend to precede the experiential ones” (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2014, p. 377). The major difference between experiential Epithets and interpersonal epithets is that the 
former are potentially defining, and the latter are not. They contribute to appraisal in the sense of Martin & White 
(2005) and hence are negotiable, that is, they tend to be modified by degree adverbs. See examples (12), (13) and (14) 
(These examples are quoted from Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014, p. 376): 

(12) New numbers also will be inserted between the new area code and the old phone number. (experiential 
Epithet) 

(13) I knocked on the door and an awfully sweet lady came. (interpersonal Epithet) 

(14) Then he saw it – a large red feather barely sticking out of the straw mat. (interpersonal Epithet + 
experiential Epithet)   

The Classifier indicates a particular subclass of Thing. The line between Epithet and Classifier is not clear. The major 
difference between Epithet and Classifier is that the latter does not accept degrees of comparison or intensity; “they 
tend to be organized in mutually exclusive and exhaustive sets” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014, p. 377). It is a cline 
from interpersonal Epithets through experiential Epithets to Classifiers. 

In (3) good functions as an interpersonal Epithet and in (4) dead can be taken as a Classifier. Therefore, we can have 
(15) rather than (16): 

(15) Mary has become a very good person. 
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(16) *Mary has become a very dead person. 

Through this analysis, it can be concluded that although the type of noun phrase is generally governed by the verb in 
formal syntax, the noun phrase has a reflexive effect on the verb; it also determines the type of verb that governs it. 

3.2 Interpersonal Analysis 

The interpersonal analysis can be carried out from two perspectives, i.e., the expression of appraisal and the 
realization of mood. As for the difference between (3) and (4), we will only discuss appraisal. 

Grammatically, the adjective good in (3) describes the property of the noun person, but interpersonally it is an 
assessment of the process. In (4), dead describes the status of the noun person; it is not an assessment of some 
process. In this sense, we can say (17), but not (18): 

(17) Mary has become better. 

(18) *Mary has become deader. 

Therefore, better in (17) functions not only as the attribute of Mary in transitivity analysis but also as an assessment 
of the verbal group has become in interpersonal analysis, while deader in (18) is grammatically unacceptable. This is 
because dead is not gradable and can function only as the attribute of Mary; it has no interpersonal meaning. This 
does not mean that adjectives functioning as experiential Epithet have not at all a interpersonal meaning. In fact, 
“there is no hard and fast line between these two” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014, p. 376).  

3.3 Mutual Determination 

Human experiences can be represented as four domains of “goings-on”: doing (including happening), sensing, saying 
and being (including having) (Halliday (1985; 1994). These four domains of goings-on can be divided into the 
experience of the inner world and that of the external world. The grammatical categories are those of material 
process and mental process. In addition, the relationship between one fragment of experience and the other can be 
recognized as a third type of process, the relational process. At the boundaries along the cline, there are three minor 
processes: behavioural process, verbal process and existential process. These six processes are not isolated from each 
other; they form a cline. 

The verb do can be taken as one typical member in the category of material process and be the typical member in the 
category of relational process. The cline from relational process to material process is that from a verbal group of 
state to a verbal group of action. Although become is also a relational verb, it is different from be in that the former 
has the feature of “doing” and “happening” and the latter has the feature of the status of existence. That is to say that 
become lies in between the typical member do of the material process and the typical member be of the relational 
process. On the other hand, it does not stay static along the cline; it vibrates between the two poles. It is now the 
nominal group that follows that determines towards which pole it vibrates. Even the typical member be in the 
category of relational process will be affected by the type of attribute. In He is good and He is dead for example, is in 
the former is more active than that in the latter because good is an interpersonal attribute and the dead, an 
experiential attribute. A further typical example is the verb get. See (19) and (20): 

(19) a. He is better. 

b. He gets better. 

(20) a. *He is being better. 

b. He is getting better. 

An adverb functions to modify the verb and it is the adverb gradually that makes (6) unacceptable, hence the two 
becomes in (3) and (4) are different in meaning. The only element responsible for the difference is in the two 
adjectives, i.e., good and dead. In this sense, the nominal group functioning as the object of the verbal group has a 
feedback effect on the verbal group. In this sense, the verbal group and the nominal group that functions as its object 
are mutually determined. 

 

4. Conclusion 

In formal grammar, it is popularly accepted that the noun phrase functioning as subject governs the verb phrase, and 
the verb in the verb phrase in turn governs the noun phrase functioning as its object. In SFL, the central element of a 
clause is the verbal group; it determines the status of the clause. Nominal groups function as participants of verbal 
groups. The type of a nominal group is determined by the type of the verbal group. However, research shows that 
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nominal groups have a reflexive effect on verbal groups: they will exert some influence on verbal groups. Adverbial 
groups functioning as circumstances in a clause are related to verbal groups; they modify verbal groups or the whole 
clauses. When the same adverbial group modifying the same verbal group is grammatical in one context but not in 
another, it is the verbal group that is characterized with different semantic features. In a word, the constituents in a 
clause are mutually determined.  
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