
Action

Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics (SFL) 

The three metafunctions of language

textual : textual 
arrangement and 
patterns such as 
cohesive links

interpersonal : 
relations between 
speaker and receiver, 
writer and audience

ideational : meaning 
or conceptual content 
of language

TRANSITIVITY processes (verbal groups)

participants (nominal groups) circumstances (adverbial and 
prepositional groups)

Material processes : 
predications (statements about 
things in the world) which 
involve some sort of physical 
or actual change or 
temporal event

1. Material event process : 
inanimate actor

2. Material action intention 
process : 
animate actor, wilful agent of 
the action

3. Material action 
supervention process :
event simply happens to 
animate actor

terms for participants in 
material processes are 
ACTOR (obligatory) and 
GOAL (optional)

e.g. (i) ‘the river was running 
faster than usual’ - p. 97, John 
Braine ‘Room at the Top’

e.g. (ii) ‘The phone rang’ - p. 
142, Braine. 

e.g. (iii) ‘The night was 
steaming with heat like a great 
animal’ - p. 191, Braine.

e.g. (i) ‘I turned away from the 
house and walked quickly 
away’ - p. 96, Braine. 

e.g. (ii) ‘Johnny passed round 
cigarettes’ - p. 64, Braine.

e.g. (iii) ‘She pouted’ - p. 128, 
Braine. 

e.g. (i) ‘Then I found myself 
falling’ - p. 234, Braine. 

e.g. (ii) ‘Roy had passed out 
cold’ - p. 192, Braine. 

e.g. (iii) ‘On the trip over 
Cologne the bomb-aimer got a 
faceful of flak’ - p. 211, Braine.

1. Mental externalised 
process

2. Mental internalised 
perception process

3. Mental internalised 
reaction process

4. Mental internalised 
cognition process

Mental processes refer to 
speech, thought, perception 
and cognition and are divided 
into internalised and 
externalised processes e.g. ‘ “That’s what I want,” she 

said violently’ - p. 81, Braine. 
sayer = ‘she’
target = ‘that’s what I want’

e.g. ‘In the half-light I could 
see her profile with the straight 
nose and the chin a shade too 
heavy and beginning to sag 
underneath’ - p. 81, Braine.

e.g. ‘I imagined her sitting at a 
dressing-table of polished 
walnut with a litter of silver 
brushes and bottles of 
expensive scent in front of her’ 
- p. 80, Braine. 

senser = Joe Lampton (‘I’)
phenomenon = image of 
Susan at her dressing-table

senser = Joe Lampton (‘I’)
phenomenon = Alice’s profile

e.g. ‘the tobacco tasted pleasantly 
strong, a hair’s-breadth from being 
acrid, which is how I like it best’ - p. 52, 
Braine. 

senser = Joe Lampton (‘I’)
phenomenon = the taste of 
tobacco

Participants:
internalised: SENSER + 
PHENOMENON
externalised: SAYER + 
TARGET

Relational processes are 
divided into three types at the 
same systemic level

1. Existential processes 
involve stative verbs and a 
dummy subject

2. Attributive processes are 
used to attach qualities and 
evaluations to the carrying 
participant. NB: participants 
cannot be reversed. 

Participant: dummy subject

Participants: CARRIER + 
ATTRIBUTE

3. Identifying processes 
specify a particular participant. 
NB: participants can be 
reversed. 

Participants: IDENTIFIER + 
IDENTIFIED

e.g. ‘It was a clear evening 
with a warm wind’ - p. 121, 
Braine.

e.g. ‘The sofa-cover was 
loose’ - p. 93, Braine.

e.g. ‘the block was one of the 
mansions in which the wool 
lords of Leddersford had once 
lived’ - p. 101, Braine. 

e.g. ‘The Bar Parlour of the 
Western Hotel…is a 
remarkable one in its way’ - p. 
106, Braine. 

See processes for 
ACTOR, GOAL, SENSER, 
PHENOMENON, SAYER, 
TARGET, DUMMY 
SUBJECT, CARRIER, 
ATTRIBUTE, IDENTIFIER, 
IDENTIFIED

Other participant roles are:

BENEFICIARY (material/
mental): the one to whom 
or for whom the processes 
take place

RANGE: specifies the 
range or scope of the 
process, e.g. sing a song

INSTRUMENT: the means 
whereby a process takes 
place (cf. circumstantial 
elements)

realised syntactically by 
adverbial and 
prepositional groups

extent and location of 
process

manner

cause

accompaniment

matter (‘about’)

role 

NB. phrases introduced by ‘with’ 
could fall into several different 
functional roles, depending on the 
meaning in context

Ergative interpretation : 
introduces the idea of the 
medium through which 
the process happens


