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 The Multifunctional Nature of Lexical Strings 
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 The Århus School of Business, Denmark 
 
Technical texts are generally considered to be informative, objective and devoid of expressive features. In this 
paper I shall argue in favour of the more recent assertion that technical texts are not only concerned with the 
transfer of facts, but - like texts in general - serve various communicative purposes. 
 
To this end I will deal with the expressive phenomenon of isotopy. I.e. lexemes in a text which share the same 
seme thus forming isotopic chains throughout the text. Within SFG - as well as within other theories - the 
concept of isotopy (or lexical strings) is considered a cohesive phenomenon and is treated as such. However, 
the notion of isotopy seems to be very valuable as a means of establishing the non-informative messages of a 
text. I shall present the results of my research and shall argue that if we include contextual semes (which is 
imperative when dealing with real-life texts/language use) in addition to the systems-oriented semes of 
conventional componential analysis, we will be able to establish isotopic chains which tell us something about 
the 'hidden agendas' (not to be understood in a negative sense) of the text. 
 
My research is carried out within the general framework of translation theory. The consequence of the 
conventional view on technical texts - from a translational perspective - is the general belief that once you 
master the technical 'style' the only problem is terminology. The aim of my work is to increase the awareness of 
the translation scholar and the professional translator of the fact that literary texts do not hold a monopoly on 
expressivity and creativity and that also in connection with technical translation the expressive function must 
be noticed and translated. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
I do not normally work within Systemic Functional Linguistics, but saw this 
year's translation theme as an opportunity to get to know more about the theory 
and its implications for translation theory which is the overall framework of my 
own work. It seems to me that all research (whatever the theoretical standpoint) 
which improves textual analysis is always relevant to the translator, and vice versa 
research on textual analysis carried out in a translational perspective can often 
contribute to the area of textual analysis as such. 
 
When I graduated 8 years ago with a degree in translation I was very keen on 
getting a job as a translator - as long as it was not as a technical translator. In my 
opinion technical texts were extremely boring, stereotyped and crammed with 
terminological traps. 
 
 
Today I still do not doubt the fact that a certain amount of boring technical texts 
are in circulation, but after 3 years as a technical translator in a large technical 
company where I was employed upon my graduation I realised that technical 
texts do NOT constitute one big homogeneous group. 
 
 
2. The Conventional View of Technical Translation 
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Within the fields of research and teaching the concept "technical text" covers 
texts which exist within a technical knowledge area and which as a result make 
use of the technical terminology belonging to that area. Furthermore, technical 
texts are considered as being informative, impersonal, objective1 and with a 
relatively standardised syntax, e.g. with many pre- and postmodifications, 
nominalisations and passive constructions2. So, in crude terms technical texts are 
-as mentioned - considered a rather stereotyped and homogeneous group. In 
1994 Baakes wrote: 
 
 "Scientists and engineers are trained to be objective and to accept as 

facts only impersonal, objective statements about things which can be 
seen by any observers who choose to look. This objective attitude is 
naturally reflected in the way they express themselves..." (Baakes 1994:3) 

 
A natural consequence of the conventional view on technical texts - in a 
translational perspective - must be that if you master the conventions of technical 
language, i.e. technical style, the greatest problem to the translator must be of a 
terminological kind. 
 
What I realised during my work as a translator in a technical company was that 
the expression "technical texts" in business life and among professional 
translators covers texts within a technical knowledge area (just as was the case 
within research and teaching), BUT that the expression - in practice - is in no way 
limited to informative, impersonal and objective text types with a fixed syntax and 
style. On the contrary it covers a very wide range of text types. 
 
In my work I have used the skopos theory (Vermeer 1989) to show that it is the 
skopos - i.e. purpose/function - which ought to decide which translation strategy 
is to be used and not an illusion of equivalence between the source and the target 
text. In the same way you could say that it is the function of the source text 
which determines the contents and style of a text and not the fact that a text 
contains technical terminology and certain syntactic characteristics. 
 
In translation-oriented text classifications technical texts are traditionally classified 
as informative texts - and frequently as the extreme opposite to literary language 
and poetry - which is probably one of the reasons for the very stereotyped view 
on technical texts. Fortunately, today many researchers are moving away from 
that view and are becoming more conscious of the fact that most texts - whether 
                         
     1 see e.g. Gottlieb 1994:47, Nord 1991:178, 182, Myers 1989:3, Newmark 1988:40, Baakes 1994:5 
and Wilss 1996:22-23. 

     2 see e.g. Bell 1991:203, Newmark 1988:151, Norlyk 1994:25 and Munck 1994:139-171. 
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they are technical or not - are multifunctional:  
 
 "The traditional view of objective, a-rhetorical scientific discourse...has 

come increasingly into question..." (Brown 1996:37) 
 
Some might claim that the texts are only classified according to their dominant 
function, but you could then ask the question whether such a classification is 
possible at all - for how do you assess which function is  the most important in a 
text - is it necessarily the function which takes up most space? 
 
Bühler and Jakobson's well-known language functions are extremely useful 
concepts for the description of functions present in a text, but as the basis of a 
translation-relevant classification they are of no value and even misleading. 
 
I have worked with the following overall hypothesis: 
 
"Though the informative function is evidently important in technical texts 
it is not the only relevant one. The majority of technical texts are more 
expressive than assumed up to now and are multifunctional to an extent 
which should be taken into account by the translator." 
 
Before we proceed I would like to explain what is meant by the concept 
"expressivity". 
 
 
3. Expressivity Defined and Explained 
Non-informative purposes can of course be explicitly expressed in a text, but due 
to the tradition of objectivity there is a tendendcy to express non-informative 
purposes in technical texts in a more subtle or implicit way - which does not 
exactly make it easier for the translator to discover the underlying messages of a 
text. Stylistic features which express something non-informative I call expressive 
features. Inspired by Gläser (1979:32, 42-29) and to a certain extent  
 
 
Nord (1991) I have divided the expressive features into syntactic expressivity 
and lexical expressivity. 
 
Syntactic expressivity structures and emphasises part of the text. A text can 
thus be organised in a way which supports the non-informative purposes of the 
text. Examples of syntactic expressivity can be: parallelisms, rhetorical questions, 
antithesis or inverted word order. 
 
Lexical expressivity occurs when the attitudes and expressive messages of the 
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writer are expressed at the level of lexis. E.g. by means of metaphors, puns, 
alliteration, hedging or by the use of lexemes with many connotations and a large 
number of other lexical means. 
 
By means of a mini-corpus consisting of 6 different technical texts in Danish 
(from the same company) I have tried to show that the technical writer - like any 
other writer - makes use of syntactic as well as lexical expressive linguistic 
means. It goes without saying that in most technical texts these features are a bit 
more subtle than e.g. within litterature and poetry, but of course this does not 
mean that they do not exist. You might even say that a pun or a creative 
metaphor has a stronger effect in a text type where they are not so frequent. Each 
expressive feature often seems rather unimportant seen in isolation, but it is 
important to understand that it is the sum and interplay of the expressive elements 
in a text which point at the expressive messages. 
 
On the basis of my analyses I pointed at the existence of various syntactic as well 
as lexical expressive elements in all 6 texts, but I chose one expressive 
phenomenon as the basis of a more thorough linguistic analysis, namely that of 
isotopy (or lexical strings as the phenomenon is called in Martin 1992 and Eggins 
1994). 
 
When working as a staff translator it gradually dawned upon me that I was often 
left with impressions of a text which did not stem from the purely informative 
level of the text. I quite often got the impression that a writer was expressing this 
or that attitude in a very subtle way (sometimes probably unconsciously). I.e. in 
addition to the obvious subjects and purposes, the texts were filled with "hidden 
agendas" (not to be understood in any negative sense). Presumably most 
professional translators would recognise the intuitions just described as it is well-
known that there is more to a text than meets the eye. However, this is 
traditionally the way we describe phenomena we do not know enough about and 
when taking a closer look at the texts I was dealing with I discovered that my 
intuitions probably originated (at least partly) from a number of lexemes pointing 
in the same direction, though frequently with only part of their meaning. 
 
As I was later to become aware, the phenomenon just described is that of 
isotopy. 
 
 
4. Semantic Isotopy 
The concept of isotopy was introduced within linguistics by Greimas in 1966. 
Since then it has developed into an umbrella term - according to Umberto Eco 
(1984:189) - which covers various specific definitions. Within the French 
tradition - and as far as I can see within systemic functional linguistics - isotopy - 
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or lexical strings - is mainly considered a cohesive phenomenon: 
 
 "Lexical relations analysis is a way of systematically describing how 

words in a text relate to each other, how they cluster to build up lexical 
sets or lexical strings. ... lexical relations are an important dimension in 
creating cohesion in a text" (Eggins 1994:101) 

 
But isotopy is not only important in a cohesive sense, translation scholars are 
beginning to show interest in the concept as a means of finding the underlying 
messages in a text. 
 
I have chosen to base my own analyses on Christiane Nord's definition. She 
defines isotopy as follows: 
 
 "Isotopic features are semes shared by various lexical items in a text, thus 

interconnecting the lexical items and forming a kind of chain or line of 
isotopies throughout the text." (Nord 1991:87) 

 
Traditionally componential analysis3 has concentrated on inherent semes, i.e. 
semes which belong to the language system, but as I have analysed real texts - 
i.e. language use - I have extended the definition to include contextual semes as 
well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1 
 
Power station   +largeness 
(semantic field)  (isotopic chain) 
 
combustion   international 
boiler    coal terminal 
coal    comprehend 
fly ash   DKK 1.7 billion 
    moreover/in addition/a number of 
 
                         
     3 I do not consider traditional componential analysis a valid general theory of meaning, but as an 
analytical tool it can be very valuable. My theoretical standpoint as regards meaning is more in the 
direction of prototypology. 
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Fig. 1 is a very simple example of the difference between inherent semes and 
contextual semes: 
 
If we take the lexemes listed in the first column we can see that they can all be 
grouped under the semantic field of "power station". This is quite obvious to 
anybody working within the field and tells us something about the subject matter 
of the text at the informative level of the text. 
 
If, however, we take a close look at the text we may find that at a more abstract 
level a group of words (which would not normally, i.e. within the language 
system, be described as belonging to the same semantic field) come together in 
this particular context and express "+ largeness" (second column). This is a 
contex-dependent isotopic chain and it is characterised by spreading over the 
text4. 
 
It is not that no members of an isotopic chain are inherent, but that if we only 
accept inherent semes and not contextual semes we do not get the whole truth. 
We can say that isotopic chains exist at the expressive level of the text. 
 
So the extended definition of isotopy sounds as follows: 
 
 "Isotopic features are semes, systems-oriented as well as context-

dependent, shared by various lexical items in a text, thus interconnecting 
the lexical items and forming a kind of chain or line of isotopies 
throughout the text." (Korning Zethsen 1997:127) 

 
To sum up it is important to understand that also the writer of a technical text by 
means of his paradigmatic choices and syntagmatic combinations can and does 
very often add an expressive function to the purely informative function of a 
technical text. The lexical choice of the writer is extremely important. As pointed 
out by e.g. Lyons, language contains a large number of synonyms which only 
differ at the level of connotations. So by chosing one lexeme instead of another 
the writer can change "the expressive meaning of the utterance, but hold 
constant its descriptive meaning..." (Lyons 1977:242) 
 
When you analyse a text it is normally possible to find one or more semantic 
fields represented by a number of lexemes. In technical texts these semantic 
fields traditionally tell us something about the subject-matter of the text - i.e. what 

                         
     4 For a discussion of how to determine whether a seme is inherent or context-dependent see 
Korning Zethsen 1997:130-135. 
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is the text about at the informative level. If we include contextual semes, 
isotopic chains tell us what the text is about at the expressive level. 
 
 
5. Analyses 
I have analysed one technical text (from the Danish power station association 
ELSAM) very thoroughly and found out that at the informative level the text was 
about: 
 
1. ELSAM's structure 
2. ELSAM's production/production methods 
3. ELSAM's research areas 
4. ELSAM's foreign partners 
 
At the expressive level the text contained at least 4 dominating isotopic chains, 
namely: 
 
1. ELSAM cares about the consumer 
2. ELSAM is large and efficient 
3. ELSAM cares about the environment 
4. ELSAM is good at cooperating 
 
If we take the isotopic chain "ELSAM is good at cooperating" it consists of 
lexemes, spread over the text, which share the seme "+ cooperation". Some of 
them inherently contain the seme + cooperation and some gain the seme + 
cooperation in this particular context. 
 
The fact that isotopic chains spread over a text and are accumulated so to speak 
as the text proceeds, reminds us that isotopic chains just like expressivity in 
general is a textual phenomenon. Each member of the isotopic chain may not 
have the greatest effect - it is the accumulated effect of a large number of semes 
pointing in the same direction which is interesting. 
 
 
6. Conclusion 
What I hope to do by finding expressivity and in particular isotopic chains in 
technical texts is to create awareness of the fact that technical texts to a high 
extent are multifunctional and often contain important messages which do not 
belong to the informative level of the text. If the translator exclusively focuses on 
the informative messages of the text - and this is quite a realistic risk as it is a 
well-known fact that terminology takes up a lot of the technical translator's time - 
then only the informative messages will be translated in a worst-case situation. 
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In my opinion isotopic chains constitute a very important tool for the 
interpretation of a text. Especially in connection with the analysis of LSP texts 
isotopic chains may provide a key to the interpretation of the text and especially 
to various more subtle purposes with the text as expressivity in LSP texts is often 
more implicit than in other kinds of text. An analysis of the more subtle isotopic 
chains - or lexical strings - of a text allows us to penetrate deeper into the text 
and its various functions. Isotopy should not only be considered a cohesive 
phenomenon or a way in which to find out what the very explicit subject matter 
of a text is - it deserves to be investigated at the expressive level of the text both 
by proponents of Systemic Functional Linguistics as well as those of other 
schools. But one must remember that isotopic chains should not be considered 
an isolated phenomenon. It is the interplay between the expressive elements of a 
text which results in the non-informative messages of a text. For this very reason 
it is so important that translation scholars start looking at technical texts from a 
textual or text linguistic perspective and not merely from a terminological point of 
view. I would like to point out that a large number of the translational problems 
connected with the translation of technical texts are not terminologically based 
but are deeply rooted in what we call "ordinary language". 
 
In fact it may in many ways be misguiding to talk about technical texts as a group 
- a narrow definition does not have any value from a translational perspective. All 
texts should be considered as texts and the fact that a text exists within a certain 
knowledge area may mean that it has been written in a particular style. But this is 
only one relevant piece of information among many factors relevant to the 
translator. A very large number of texts which are translated today contain 
technical language and belong to such a wide range of different genres that 
translation-oriented text typologies which merely classify technical texts as 
informative are not of great assistance when a skopos-oriented translation 
strategy is to be laid down. 
 
The technical translator should be aware of the genre of the source text and the 
genre required by the skopos - or purpose - of the target text and should not 
consider "technical text" a text genre in itself - it can never be more than a very 
general name for texts which exist within the same knowledge area and 
terminological field. 
 
In order to analyse texts at all levels lexical semantics (and in particular the 
phenomenon of isotopy) is a very important tool to the translator as well as the 
translation scholar  - as long as one remembers that it is NOT the individual 
meaning of lexemes in isolation which is important, but textual meaning in 
context. 
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