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Prague School Functionalism as a Precursor of Text 
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O. THE LIVEL y TEXT -LINGUISTIC activities in our country in the last 
several decades appear as an organic continuation and development of 
sorne of the older "classical" ideas and initiatives of the Prague 
functional-structural School. The simultaneous influence of certain 
trends in contemporary world linguistics, or more precisely, their mutual 
influence on one another, represents a second characteristic feature of 
the situation. 

Even though the Saussurian dichotomy of la langue (the language 
system) and la parole (the speech) belonged, in principle, to the 
theoretico-methodological equiprnent of the Prague Circle, the 
conviction that only the former aspect of the overall phenornenon of le 
langage, that is, the system of language, should represent the object 
proper of linguistic science, was never fully accepted and later one 
younger rnernber of the Circle, V. Skalicka (whose writings on typology 
are well-known), argued, in 1 948 (Czech 1 936), for the need for a 
linguistics of la parole and put forward sorne thoughts on how the 
postulated discipline could he developed. 

Maybe that Skalicka's proposai appeared to many linguists of those 
days as a daring (or even problematic) innovation; but its significance 
was understood by sorne post-war Prague linguists and it inspired them 
on their way towards text-linguistics studies. 

Nevertheless, Skalicka, in fact, explicitly formulated and tried to 
develop sorne fundamental ideas of V. Mathesius, in whose approach 
utterance and discourse were regarded as an integral, legitirnate, and 
even necessary object of linguistic study. Therefore 1 find it suitable to 
present here the relevant ideas of Mathesius in sorne detail. 

First of ail, let us quote his characterization of the functionaIisrn in 
linguistics : 
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The new linguistics concieves language as something l iving; underneath the 
words it sees the speaker or the writer from whose communicative intention they 
have resulted. It realizes that in a large majority of cases the words are aimed at a 
hearer or reader 

( 1 983 : 1 22f) 

The communicative approach appears here very clearly. 
Also his concept of « language » is very instructive. In his book A 

functional analysis of present-day English ( 1 96 1/1 975), in which his 
university lectures from the pre-war period are published, we read the 
following formulations : 

In our conception, language is a system of the means of expression, a system of 
signs, which, in fact, appears to us as the sum total of the possibilities available 
to the members of the same language community [ . . . ] for the purpose of 
communication through speech, and identifiable from their real izations in 
particular utterances. [ . . .  ] What can be observed directly are individual 
utterances, on the basis of which the recognition of the system (la langue) can be 
attained. Direct recognition of this system occurs only occasionally. 

( 1 3 ) 

Other important questions are what constitutes an utterance, through what stages 
it arises and how comprehension is accomplished. 

( 1 3 ) 

As for the stages, Mathesius describes them in the following 
schema : a certain content of thought is encoded by the speaker and 
expressed (by means of language forms) in an utterance, which is 
heardlread by the hearer (receiver) and decoded by him, so that the 
content of the utterance will be comprehended by him. But it is not 
possible to discern the different stages by introspection, and their 
existence can he proved negatively, by the obstacles that may arise in the 
formation of an utterance. From the linguistic point of view, the most 
important stages are those of encoding and decoding. 

Now if we add sorne further statements of Mathesius conceming the 
nature of utterance, namely that any utterance has its content, springs 
from a concrete situation, and that in each utterance the particular 
speaker's momentaneous attitude toward the reality he is conveying, and 
toward the hearer is reflected, then, 1 think, we can truly claim that 
Mathesius in fact sketched the kemel of the pro gram of text linguistics, 
as we understand it in our days. 

It aIso appears that the psychological orientation, which is so typical 
for contemporary text linguistics, was not alien to Mathesius. Thus he 
characterized his solution of the problem of the sentence as 
« undertaken from the standpoint of psychologically well-informed 
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linguistics. » And in bis predictive article « New currents and tendencies 
in Iinguistic research » ( 1926) he foresaw that 

psychology cannot be expected to afford an easy and direct help to linguistics 

nevertheless, 

modern l inguistics with its activistic conception of language will have an 
inlensely psychological attitude towards Hnguistic problems so far as it wil1 
always hear or see the speaker or the writer behind linguistic material. 

( 1929, 1 983 : 620 

And let us add that even his conception of functional grammar has a 
psychological (linguistic) background. He starts from the assumption 
that 

every communicative act of speech involves, before it cornes to the real utterance, 
two fundamental processes, namely a process of naming selected elements 
of reality by means of the vocabulary, and a process of putting the particular 
naming units into mutual relations so as to constitute a sentence whole. 

Thus he arrives at two major sections of grammar, calledfunctional 
onomatology and funetional syntax. Mathesius was convinced that 
language phenomena should not be unduly separated from the activity 
of speaking. (Cf. Strawson ( 1970)« As theorists we know nothing of 
human language unless we understand human speech ».) 

There then were the general features of Mathesius' conception 
of Iinguistics, its object and aims. 

Out of the classical Praguian research resources, assumptions and 
initiatives, the two following conceptual domains seem to me highly 
relevant and productive in the case of text studies. Firstly, let us mention 
the funetional stylistics (including also Mukafovsky's poetics and 
aesthetics), and secondly the conceptual cluster of the funetional 
sentence perspective (aktualnf clen�nf, « aktuelle Satzgliederung ») . 
Both of them may he viewed as a kind of precursor of text-linguistics 
studies. 

1 .Stylisties has stood at the centre of interest of the Praguian scholars 
from the beginnings and it was treated as a linguistic discipline 
(linguostyIistics - cf. also Enkvist 1973). B.  Havninek ( 1 942) defined 
« style », in a concise formulation, as « the singularizing organization of 
a language utterance in its wholeness (taken as a whole) » .  A more 


