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Abstract
The paper aims at examining possibilities and limits of Systemic functional linguistics theoretical framework.
Ideologically SFL concept was associated with the ideas of social justice and equality, the building of the society of
equal opportunities through the educational system. The most interesting ideas arose when the SFL representatives
thought about the development of English as a native language and were connected with the overcoming of class
distinctions. The current version - genre-based approach – has serious limits. The desire of a genre-based approach to
the systematization of genres carries a risk of cultural contradictions and conflict of cultures. However, the basic
theoretical SFL principles are still in the stage of formation, as SFL researchers seek to avoid some rigidity of the
classical institutional (genre) approach, which is in contradiction with the principles of diversity. The founder M.
Halliday offered ideas for the organization of a flexible approach based on International English that may become
World Englishes, developing in order to adapt to the meanings of other cultures. Therefore, an SFL approach still needs
some alterations to spread outside the Western world and conform to the new culture for it. Besides, we can think about
proposals of Halliday’s supporters to develop the own version of English for non-Western countries, considering its
culture and mentality.
Keywords: Sociolinguistics, Systemic functional linguistics (SFL), World Englishes, cultural differences, the English
language spread
1. Introduction
Sociolinguistics is a discipline that establishes regular compliances between language and social structures (e.g. Bell,
1980:41-42). The specific field of Sociolinguistics might not be easily defined because it is an interdisciplinary
approach that attempts to combine the sciences studying the language and society. However, during the historical
development sociolinguistics has become more linguistic discipline than sociological. In result, one sociolinguist can
think that the main task of sociolinguistics is the creation of a theory of language use, but another sociolinguist may see
sociolinguistics as a whole "linguistics". (Bell, 1980:38), which can show mainly the anti-Chomskian tradition of
Sociolinguistics.
Under the influence of a similar division in sociology, sociolinguistics is divided into macro and micro level. Sociology
had an impact on sociolinguistics as follows. Originally Marx`s conflict model was apprehended in expanded Max
Weber's interpretations (Kerswill, 2007:51). “Weber saw people as having differing ‘life chances’ because of
differences in skills, education and qualifications. In a capitalist society, ‘status’ not directly derived from Marxian
‘class’ must be recognized, and this leads to differences in what Weber called ‘styles of life’, marked by such things as
‘housing, dress, manner of speech, and occupation” (Giddens, 2001: 285). According to Kerswill, by the 1960s Weber’s
notion of ‘status’ would become central to sociolinguists. An example is Labov’s concern with the social differentiation
of phonetic and grammatical features in speech communities (Kerswill, 2007:52). This studying of status and speech
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community (micro level) defined sociolinguistics` start from the micro level, from micro sociology because Max Weber
is considered the classical representative of microsociological tradition (Vorontsov & Gromov, 1996).
In the 1950s-1960s functionalism starts prevailing in sociology. Talcott Parsons (1952) created this conception as an
attempt to unite Weber and Durkheim's ideas (Vorontsov & Gromov, 1996). As in sociolinguistics, Malinovsky`s work
also had an impact on the development of a sociological functionalism (Blauberg & Yudin, 1965). As a result,
according to Kerswill, Labov’s adoption of «status» actually came through his reading of functionalist sociologists in
the 1950s, particularly Talcott Parsons (Kerswill, 2007:52). Parsons had the strong desire to create the general theory of
society in which all elements are interrelated and that together they form a unified entity (Parsons, 1952). This theory
received the name «structural functionalism». The creation of the general theory of society in sociology belongs to the
sphere of macrosociology; so the dynamics of the development of Labov’s views can be interpreted as a transition from
the «micro» to the «macro» level. Thus, division into «micro» and «macro» level gradually was established in
sociolinguistics.
It is clear that the division into macro and micro level is not a native tradition for sociolinguistics. Therefore, some
authors ignore it because it is not linguistic in principle (e.g. Geeraerts et al., 2010) or seek to avoid it as inappropriate
to the more flexible and changeable present-day reality (e.g. Blommaert, 2010). We will not discuss now the legitimacy
of such division. We only briefly confine review what can be understood as the macro - and the micro-levels in
sociolinguistics.
Macro-sociolinguistics studies large-scale processes and the relations that take place in language and can be caused by
the social factors to a varying degree. These processes and the relations can characterize society in general or rather big
groups of people: social groups, ethnic groups etc. For example, the study of the social differentiation of language
would correspond to the macro level, which can say how a national language is distributed in different social groups of
native speakers and migrants (Bell, 1980). Macro-sociolinguistics can be involved in considering many sociopolitical
factors of language such as standardization and ideology, media discourse, the position of multilingual societies,
educational policy and practice, language policy and planning (Llamas et al., 1996:40). Microsociolinguistics focuses
on a language in a specific intragroup/intracommunity use. A micro-sociolinguistic analysis may describe the ways in
which patterns of discourse vary, influenced by such things as the situation, communicative function, region, ethnicity,
gender and social class (Llamas et al., 1996:41).
In the current study we will consider one of macro macrosociolinguistics concepts – Systemic functional linguistics
(SFL) – and examine its social and ideological roots and limits. SFL concept was associated with the ideas of social
justice and equality, equal opportunities. However, the changing role of English and its world-wide spread led to
constant increase diversity problems, which is critical for a classic institutional approach. Many supporters of CLIL and
bilingual education reflected on this problem and recognized the diversity need, for instance Cummins (1986, 2000).
However, it is difficult to find in the Cummins` work the recognition of the institutional and genre diversity, rather he
suggests that it is possible to promote and develop a genre in different languages, and experience will help in the
development of all the differences and diversity in the future. SFL ideologies (e.g. Veel, 1997:163-165) see the
problem. They tried to rebuild SFL pedagogy and put it on the modern philosophy of science bases. For example, R.
Veel attracts Latour philosophy (see also: Latour & Woolgar, 1986). So, it is possible to see some attempts to
reconstruction SFL concept to recognize a greater diversity (Veel, 1997; Halliday: 2003). However, while the
philosophically oriented SFL ideologists (e.g. Halliday: 2003) sought a new foundation that could save the idea of
social justice and equality, they are also faced with the pressure of practitioners.
Within practical use, the concept was influenced by the many stakeholders who expect a relatively simple solution to
promote English in the economic and political order. In this neo-liberal variant, SFL has a risk to be a tool to achieve
competitive advantage in global markets.
The research questions are following:
What is the link between SFL and other ideological directions (Marxism, Vygotsky's theory) and their mutual
coordination?
Are there any ideological, theoretical or philosophical limits that do not allow to implement the SFL-based conceptions
in non-Western countries?
2. Methodology and Data Collection
Data comes from the papers of the analyzed scientific direction. The researchers use a dialectic method of the analysis
of theoretical framework (Hegel) which allows revealing possibilities and limits of the theoretical concept. In addition,
the researchers involve institutional approach in Berger and Lukman's statement. This approach puts emphasis on some
negative manifestations of fixing/establishing of institutional structures.
3. Results
3.1 SFL as a sociolinguistics conception. SFL place among sociological theories
Labov thought about the close coordination between sociology and sociolinguistics (Labov, 1972). He was convinced
that sociolinguistics can borrow survey methods and a wide range of concepts of social sciences but also the other way
round (Labov, 1972:122). However, his ideas were not realized adequately as both sciences developed independently.
Only a few factors, for example the growth of interest in discourse analysis, forced sociology to draw on linguistics in
the development of new methodologies.
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In general, then, the theoretical frameworks of the two disciplines are not coordinated and actually non-readable from
both sides. In this regard, there is a question as whether there is any opportunity to establish the interrelation between
Parsons's (1952) "structural functionalism" and Systemic functional linguistics of Halliday.
Halliday`s Systemic functional linguistics is essentially a sociolinguistic conception:
the term social .. is meant to suggest two things simultaneously. One is “social” used in the sense of
the social system, which I take to be synonymous with the culture. So when I say “social-semiotic”, in
the first instance, I am simply referring to the definition of a social system, or a culture, as a system of
meanings. But I also intend a more specific interpretation of the word ‘social’, to indicate that we are
concerned particularly with the relationships between language and social structure, considering the
social structure as one aspect of the social system. (Halliday & Hasan 1985: 4)
Sociolinguistics has also been defined as "the relationships between language and social structure" (Bell, 1980:41-42).
The same idea can also be found in the following quotation:
Functional linguistics in concerned with explaining language in relation to how it is used – an
explanation which ultimately depends on the development of a model of language in tandem with a
model of social context so that one informs the other in relation to this enterprise. It is probably most
appropriate to use the term functional sociolinguistics for research in which a functional model of
language is strongly implicated in the design of a model of the social (Martin & Williams, 2004: 120)
Parsons's "structural functionalism" is the general concept of society which describes all spheres of its activity,
beginning from structure of social action to the societal level uniting institutional structure (Parsons, 1952). Both
Parsons's and Halliday's theories use the terms: system, structure, functions, social action and role.
However, despite the fact that they have the common roots in Bronislav Malinovsky's doctrine (e.g. Halliday & Hasan,
1985: 5) and follow the key concept of "functions", their origin, generally speaking, is different. SFL has accurately
expressed roots in Marxism, which is impossible to say about Parsons's theory, which apprehended Marxism critically
(e.g. Parsons, 1952). SFL had to accept a critical role that connected with ideas of social justice:
While in the 1950s Bernstein was troubled by issues of disadvantage when observing how workingclass children performed badly in London schools, Halliday, teaching at Cambridge, was an active
participant in the Linguistics Group of the British Communist Party, and like his colleagues he had a
passion to use his linguistics to make a difference in exploring the nature of social experience and in
addressing questions of equity and social justice (Christie and Martin, 2009: 4).
Of course, this is a soft version of Marxism and it may be based on «Economic & Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844»
by Marx (1959), which have been popular in Europe since World War II. In particular, the researchers see, it means that
systemic functional linguistics (SFL) (and the CLIL pedagogy based on it) from the beginning set goals for
internationalization and open access to knowledge (include scientific) for all. In contrast, Parsons, to a great extent, was
inclined to establish a social structure as a stable reality, but with no intention to change it (Parsons, 1952). The
researchers can assume that in an initial stage of SFL formation it was an original sociological conception, which in
itself can be a subject of research. The sociological aspect of SFL, first, is concentrated on studying language, but not
only, as it assumes work with institutes of education, families and migrants, with the purpose of influencing policy,
owing to its Marxist origin. Mainstream sociology does not know yet such a conception that successfully would
combine Marxism with functionalism and thus has the practical development in education allowing to reach real visible
results.
3.2 The Limits of SFL as kind of institutional approach
In the Australian period, pro-Marxist ideas of SFL mostly have been removed or changed. Some consequences of these
changes can be seen in the debate between Michael Halliday and Anna Wierzbicka. Unfortunately, the description of
the discussion remained only in the interpretation of Wierzbicka. Anna Wierzbicka submitted an article in Sydney
Linguistic Circle. The article was about linguistic differences between English and Polish. She came to the center in full
confidence that the article was accepted positively. However, she was stopped by Halliday questions:
My claims were challenged by Michael Halliday — not on empirical grounds but from a
methodological standpoint. Is it justified, he asked, to link individual linguistic phenomena with nonlinguistic aspects of culture directly? He acknowledged that in some cases direct links do seem to
exist, but he was inclined to confine such cases to the lexicon. As far as the grammar is concerned, he
was more cautious. He agreed that, for example, the rich systems of honorifics in languages such as
Japanese do appear to reflect aspects of culture, but he was reluctant to accept a similar claim
concerning rich systems of affectionate diminutives in Slavic languages, and on the whole he was
skeptical of any search for direct correlations between language and social reality, a la Whorf.
(Wierzbicka, 1992: 373)
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In answer, Wierzbicka continues to postulate the axiom that she outlined at the beginning of the article:
Language is a mirror of culture, as well as being a part of culture. (Ibid.)
In many scientific disciplines, functionalism does not recognize the differences in cultures. It is a typical feature of
Parsons’s "structural functionalism" (Parsons, 1952). Actually, functionalistic doctrines in social sciences are macrolevel and «holistic» theories establishing the general rules for interaction which do not have cultural, national and
gender distinctions (at least from the sociological point of view). The genre approach was developed on this basis as a
kind of this functional and institutional approach (Christie, 2005). In this sense SFL functions more like the macro-level
of sociolinguistics.
The typical features of institutional approaches are as follows:
·

a limited set of established institutional structures (e.g., genres), while their national uniqueness is not
recognized; this means that genres do not have a national specificity and are common to all cultures

·

socialisation is an extremely positive phenomenon; in the process of socialization a child should learn / learn
by heart the established set of genres / institutions;

·

there are institutional stakeholders (e.g., teachers) who impose this limited set of institutions (genres) as
mandatory; but it would be better if they do it in a "dialogue" mode, reducing resistance and diversifying
language skills. However, the set of institutions should remain unchanged.

The institutional approach has advantages and disadvantages. The advantage is the ability to achieve the main aim due
to some reduction of secondary aims. However, all secondary goals can be removed and that this process can destroy
some important dimensions of the development (see Fig.1).

Main aim
reduce
reduce

System
full support
reduce

reduce

Figure 1. Advantages and disadvantages of the institutional approach (compiled from Tikhonov, 1999)

As we can see in Figure 1, when we work with institutional approaches, we do not get new resources (for example,
development of the academic skills in English at an early age); we just redistribute the resources that we have and put
all of them on one aim. However, our secondary aims can help us to adapt to new challenges. Thus, while we increase
the targeting, we reduce the adaptability of the system (Tikhonov, 1999, 2005).
There are two basic SFL limits from the sociological point of view:
·
·

Lack of diversity
Disharmony of development (See Table 1)

Table 1. Limits of SFL as kind of institutional and functional approach from the sociological point of view
Problems with:

Features:

Examples:

Lack of diversity

work with a variety (cultural, ethnic, gender)

Stable scientific genres, mainly
Anglo-Saxon origin

Disharmony
development

excessive concentration on one aim which can cause damage
to the most complex realization of human abilities and lead
to disharmony

Teaching the academic scientific
genres to children at a rather early
age

of

Adapted from: Tikhonov, 1999; Pavenkova, 2001
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At the same time, the discussion about these limits is not new to SFL. Responses to both objections can be found in
Vygotsky's theory. In his conception, Vygotsky provided idea of development of scientific concepts and claims that:
·

scientific concepts are always developed by means of purposeful teaching and this is necessary;

·

learning a foreign language (and consequently also the development of the academic genres in that language)
promotes the development of the native language (and consequently also the academic genre's development in
the native language) (Vygotsky, 1986).

Table 2. Limits of SFL as kind of institutional and functional approach from the sociological point of view and
Vygotskian-related idea
Problems
with:
Lack
diversity

of

Disharmony
of
development

Features:

Examples:

Vygotsky's answers:

work with a variety
(cultural, ethnic, gender)

Stable scientific
genres, mainly
Anglo-Saxon
origin

«Success in learning a foreign language is contingent
on a certain degree of maturity in the native
language. The child can transfer to the new language
the system of meanings he already possesses in his
own. The reverse is also true—a foreign language
facilitates mastering the higher forms of the native
language. The child learns to see his language as one
particular system among many, to view its
phenomena under more general categories, and this
leads to awareness of his linguistic operations» (my
Italic) (Vygotsky, 1986:195-196)

excessive concentration
on one aim which can
cause damage to the most
complex realization of
human abilities and led to
disharmony

Teaching
the
academic
scientific genres
to children at a
rather early age

Early development of scientific concepts has a huge
value and develops a child`s thinking, «the greatest
value of scientific concepts for all mental
development of a child distinctly established»
(Vygotsky, 1934:197; this sentence is absent in
translation: Vygotsky, 1986)

Adapted from: Vygotsky, 1934; Vygotsky, 1986; Tikhonov, 1999; Pavenkova, 2001
However, Vygotsky's arguments based on the empirical Marxist psychology will not be completely accepted by us.
Vygotsky established norms, and a deviation as pathology (Vygotsky, 1934: XV). It, of course, conducts to the
restriction of diversity and responses to this diversity as an abnormality. It is a typical situation for Soviet Marxist
psychology; we can observe this process in its further development (Yaroshevsky, 1996). In general, national and
cultural distinctions could represent such an abnormality that they have to disappear in communism. Not incidentally, it
was developed the concept of «Soviet people without nationalistic or ethnic ties» (Grenoble, 2003: 210). Therefore, the
sociologists will continue to care about variety of genres in different cultures, because «functionally similar genres in
different societies have their histories» (Luckmann, 2009: 278).
It is important that Vygotsky's concept concerned also children's age, which also was in some way abnormality and
immaturity: сhildhood is only a preparation for future life, but not life itself (see e.g. Makarenko, 1986). This question
is the cornerstone of Vygotsky's and Leo Tolstoy's discussion. While Tolstoy was concerned with violation of the
natural process of the child`s development and saw a threat in introduction of new scientific concepts ahead of time
without an independent thinking, Vygotsky claims that it cannot do any harm (Vygotsky, 1986:150-152).
This discussion has long traditions in the Russian culture and means some opposition of rationalistic and more
art/religious component in the child`s development. What has to be developed first of all: reason/mind or soul? We have
to be concerned with the education of souls, and not just transfer of knowledge (e.g. Zlatoust, 1995). The modern
Russian sociology of education and pedagogics may follow Tolstoy and cannot agree with the concept of childhood as
an abnormal and previous period. It establishes the need of the full-fledged childhood with childish sports and fairy
tales that develop art outlook and prepare for life better than scientific concepts and genres (e.g. see Balabanova, 2001).
The discussion about the advantages and disadvantages of the SFL conceptual background can continue infinitely as
everything eventually depends on how it will be used. However, we have to consider that for Russia it looks as some
step backward. On the one hand, it allows us to address our historical experience, but on the other hand, we do not
know whether we will be able to take out a worthy lesson from this experience and to compensate the limits of this
conception.
3.3 Perspectives of SFL Development in the 21th century: Halliday and World Englishes
Before the end of the 20th century, SFL began to be considered as some kind of "outdated" old conception. It is
connected with the general crisis of functional theories and institutional approaches in all social sciences. It seemed that
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they cannot give the answer to fast change of the world (Vorontsov et al., 1996). Latour's (2005) doctrine was involved
in the pedagogical concepts that were originally based on SFL (see e.g. Veel, 1997; Dafouz & Smit, 2014).
Actually Latour's conception is extremely negative. First of all, it is intended for criticism. Its advantage is the reflection
about flexibility. However, it is insufficiently positive to be the basis for pedagogical concepts (Latour, 2005). In similar
circumstances, sociology has preferred the conception of neoinstitutionalism that came from economy and economic
sociology (Nort, 1997). Neoinstitutionalism considers the mechanism of institutional changes, and it is more adapted for
the high speed of these changes that we have now.
Above we have shown that SFL is not the ordinary functionalistic social conception because it has the Marxist basis. I
think the response to the discussion about teaching children at an early age (disharmony of development`s limit) will
not follow from Halliday. He continues to adhere to the concept in the spirit of Bernstein and Vygotsky because he sees
the purpose overcoming of a class and social inequality in society.
But access to meanings is always limited, by inequalities in the social structure. Education is designed
to increase people’s access, and it does so by steering them through these evolutionary changes in
turn: first we teach children written language, then we teach them standard language (or else both at
the same time, depending on the circumstances); and then, perhaps, we may teach them world
language (Halliday, 2003: 412)
Thus, he don`t think about some ideas about childhood as an independent and valuable period in life. In this sense, he
establishes another form of inequality - an inequality between children and adults; and from this point of view only
adults are full-fledged and developed people (see also: Balabanova, 2001). For justice, it should be noted that Halliday
wrote about children's language as resistance to adults (Halliday, 1978). But he has not a special emphasis on childhood
as a valuable period in life.
The other limit – lack of diversity and English as an Anglo-Saxon influence– is a serious subject of discussion in
modern Marxism. The distribution of the English language in the world can be non-voluntary and obligatory. It may
conduct to new forms of inequality and humiliation. Besides the idea of internalization, joint construction of
communism for people all over the world and other Marxist ideas, Halliday gives the answer in the form of anticolonialism:
At the same time, the “globe” that provides the context for global English is for the moment at least a
world in which the voices of international capitalism, with their triumphalist rhetoric about the failure
of people’s first attempt to design something more humane, have learnt to exploit all the semogenic
strategies that give language its enormous power. For corporations it comes as a bonus, inherited from
colonial days, that the language of convenience in so many international contexts is none other than
English (Halliday, 2003: 416)
First of all, Halliday suggests to refuse English as English became on service of corporations:
Many people would like to resist this dominance of English. The strategic response would seem to be:
do away with English. Don’t teach it, or do anything to perpetuate its standing in the community
(Halliday, 2003: 416)
However, most likely it will not stop the process and will only cause damage to the population:
English is too deeply entrenched, and if people are deprived of the chance of learning it they are the
ones who suffer (Halliday, 2003: 416)
Then, Halliday makes a distinction between the international and global English and develops the theory of two
Englishes:
International English has expanded by becoming world Englishes, evolving so as to adapt to the
meanings of other cultures. Global English has expanded - has become “global” - by taking over, or
being taken over by, the new information technology, which means everything from email and the
internet to mass media advertising, news reporting and all the other forms of political and commercial
propaganda (Halliday, 2003: 416)
We could shift from global English to international Englishes and start creating the own project of English considering
our mentality, culture, a genre and institutional variety. Moreover, we can use our option of English in advance of our
ideas:
It seems that if you want to resist the exploitative power of English, you have to use English to do it…
If African and Asian varieties of English are not simply vehicles for their regional cultures but also
their communities’ means of access to a culture that is already in effect global, those who speak and
write these varieties are not constrained to be only consumers of the meanings of others; they can be
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creators of meanings, contributors to a global English which is also at the same time international.
Meanings get reshaped, not by decree but through ongoing interaction in the semiotic contexts of daily
life; and these have now become global contexts, even if those who participate in them are still only a
fraction of the total population of the globe. Rather than trying to fight off global English, which at
present seems to be rather a quixotic venture, those who seek to resist its baleful impact might do
better to concentrate on transforming it, reshaping its meanings, and its meaning potential, in the way
that the communities in the outer circle have already shown it can be done (Halliday, 2003: 416-417,
my italic)
This moderate Marxist ideology of SFL can be apprehended positively in the Russian society and pedagogics. Also as
well as Vygotsky's doctrine, it is an integral part of the Russian culture and it can be the cause of reduction of the strong
concern and even public fear of the English language distribution. Moreover, Halliday’s proposals open new
perspectives of more fair work with English when nobody has imperious advantage. The Russians concerned with the
presentation of their culture can create the own version of English - Russian English - and establish it as the linguistic
standard for Russians and those who wishes to work with them.
4. Discussion and Conclusion
We analysed the ideological and theoretical principles and limits that are derived from the stages of systemic functional
linguistics (SFL) development. The SFL pedagogical concept is changing due to the changes in the role of English.
Firstly, English was taught as the native language to improve knowledge of the poorer classes. Then the task of nonEnglish speakers` adaptation in English-speaking countries has been added. Now we are talking about the non-native
English language development in a non-English environment. Of course, such changes have led to changes in the
ideological /theoretical basis of the concept.
The original ideological SFL concept was associated with the ideas of social justice and equality, equal opportunities.
While we need to understand that, the most interesting ideas arose when the SFL representatives thought about the
development of English as a native language and were connected with the overcoming of class distinctions. For
example, in this case, the desire of a genre-based approach for the systematization of genres carries a risk of cultural
contradictions and conflict of cultures. The combination of Marxism, which is inflexible from its philosophical nature
with the same inflexible functionalism cannot be fully successful in the modern world.
In this regard, it should be noted that some of the basic theoretical SFL principles are still in the stage of formation, as
SFL researchers (e.g. Veel, 1997) seek to avoid some rigidity of the classical institutional (genre) approach, which is in
contradiction with the principles of diversity. Moreover the founder M. Halliday offered ideas for the organization of a
flexible approach based on the basis of International English that "has expanded by becoming world Englishes,
evolving so as to adapt to the meanings of other cultures" (Halliday, 2003: 416). Therefore, an SFL approach still needs
some alterations to spread outside the Western world and conform to the new culture for it. Besides, we can think about
proposals of Halliday’s supporters to develop the own version of English for non-Western countries, considering its
culture and mentality.
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