Critical Discourse Analysis


390ENL

The Press and the Construction of the Interpersonal

The Interpersonal Metafunction

What is the difference between:

· They cheat
· They are cheating

· They were cheating

· They could be cheating
Clearly there is a tense difference - either the action is imminent or has passed. Also, there is a speculative element in the last example - due to the modal verb.

The sense of either something that has happened or something that is happening or something that might happen is relevant in terms of the relevance of the message, and in prompting a response - whether verbal or non-verbal.
Language as a means by which individuals interact to get things done, is viewed here as constituting the exchange of information or ‘goods and services’ through the verbal or written process, and, in the case of doing things (goods and services) through the combination of verbal and non-verbal processes.

So, a statement such as:

	People who inform on benefit cheats could be given a share of the resulting savings


 [Guardian 9th Feb 2010]

is a verbal (written) process whereby the addressee is given information by the addressor. 
On the other hand, if we were to read the following, we would easily recognise a request for some form of action on the part of the addressee:

	Please help us to stamp down on benefit cheats.


This second example is effectively the exchange (ideally) of goods and services - rather than simply informing the public about an issue.

In both cases, we can see that there is a correspondence between the interactants - one that is managed through the discourse.  This effectively sums up the Interpersonal Metafunction. Of course, this being a part of the Systemic Functional approach means that things are not so simple once we look at the actual language.
Here I wish to take a stripped down approach - to look at what is happening within the clause structure.

MOOD Structure

Halliday considers the Interpersonal part of the clause to be the MOOD structure - that part which tells us whether we are being told something or asked something; that part which tells us about the speaker’s initial focus and attitude.

Our previous example can be broken down into :

· Subject

· Finite

· Lexical Verb

· The rest of the sentence

	People who inform on benefit cheats
	could be
	given
	a share of the resulting savings

	Subject


	Finite


	Lexical Verb
	rest of the sentence


We see here the Subject is complex and in this Passive structure, without the Agent specified, takes on the focus of the sentence.
The use of the modal verb and the verb ‘to be’ in the present tense, tell us about possibility and present/future aspect.

The combination of Subject and Finite give us the MOOD structure

From the same report:
	The idea
	has been
	put
	to Ed Miliband

	Subject
	Finite
	Lexical Verb
	rest of the sentence

	MOOD


	Critics claim 


	it
	would
	lead
	to malicious accusations

	
	Subject
	Finite
	Lexical Verb
	rest of the sentence

	
	MOOD


Fused Finite

With the most common clause structure - the Present and the Past Simple forms, there is no obvious Finite.  The ‘tense’ is fused with the Lexical Verb:
	Last year, the Department for Work and Pensions caught 56,493 benefit thieves.


This is represented thus:

	Last year,
	the DWP


	(Past)
	caught
	56,493 benefit thieves

	
	Subject
	Finite
	Lexical Verb
	rest of the sentence

	
	MOOD


The MOOD structure then incorporates those elements that convey a sense of the addressee’s focus in terms of both the subject and in terms of the temporal nature of the activity. It also conveys information through the modal verbs that tell the listener about possibility, certainty, obligation etc. All 3 elements come together to signify the nature of the exchange - whether it is about the exchange of information or the exchange of ‘goods and services’.

Reading

For further reading on the MOOD structure of the Clause, refer to Bloor & Bloor ‘The Functional Analysis of English’; Thompson G ‘Introducing Functional Grammar’ or  Halliday MAK ‘An Introduction to Functional Grammar’[image: image1.png]



