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A number of different approaches have been taken toward the sludy of texts and !O determining 
what constilutes a coherent tex!. Qne of the a!!empts to provide a theoretical aCCOl/nt to determine 
the fundamental properties of texts is the approach put fonvard by Halliday & Hasan (7988). In 
their description of the most ol/tstanding characteristics of text structl/re, they introduce the notion 
of contextual configl/ration to playa central role in the stfl/ctural l/nity of the tex!. In the present 
study, Halliday & Hasan's notion of Con textual Configl/ralion is applied to the structure of priva te 
and personal e·mail messages in order to determine a "generic structl/re potential" of this genre. 

1. Introduction 

Halliday & Hasan (1988) define lexl as "Ianguage 
Ihal is funclional"', " Ihal is doing some job in so me 
conlexl of silllalion'·. A contexlual configuralion 
(henceforth CC) is a spccific SCI of values Ihal 
rcalises fie/d. rel/or, and mode and ils fcalllrcs arc 
uscd for making prcdiclions aboul leXl SlruClurc in 
lerm of (a) whal elcmcnls muSl occur: (b) whal 
clcmcnls can occur: (c) whcrc lhcy musl occur: (d) 
whcrc Ihcy can occur: and (e) how oflcn Ihcy can 
occur (Halliday & Hasan 1988. 56). An e1cmcnl is 
defincd as "a slagc wilh somc con cqucnce in Ihe 
progression of a ICxt"' (Halliday & Hasan 1988.56). 

2. Data 

The dala for Ihis sllldy consisl of a corpus of 20 
c-mail mes age., including bOlh ncwly inilialcd 
ones and replics, which deal wilh pcrsonal lopic . 
AlIlhc messagcs analyscd arc embcdded in lhc CC 
summarised in lablc 2.1. 

Tab/e 2./: The cOlllexlI/a/ cOl/figurariol/ of rhe 
messages al/a/ysed. 

Fie/d: Pcrsonal mcssage 10 a fricnd: commu
nicalion and rcquesl of pcr onal informal ion. 
Tenor: Agcnls of lransaclion: non-hierarchical: 
sendcr arc rcccivcr arc fricnds: social di lance: 
minimal. 
Mode: Languagc modc: conSlilulive: channel: 
graphic: mcdium: spokcn. 

3. Halliday & Hasan's (1988) approach 
applied lo personal e-mail messages 

Compulcr mail. or c-mail as il is commonly known. 
is onc of lhe modalilics of communicalion which. 
logelher wilh compulcr messages. fora and 
document . have been coincd by Murray (1988) as 
Compulcr-mcdialcd communicalion (CmC). In 
particular, according 10 Murray, c-mail refcr. 10 
"cxlcndcd lexl which is scnl and rcccivcd via lhe 
compuler" ( ... ). 
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E-mail message have I\VO very distinet parts: (a) 
lhe heading and (b) lhe actual eonlents of Ihe 
message. Because oflhe unique way e-mail messages 
are transmiued, so me information is required by lhe 
eomputers for lhe message 10 be sueeessfully 
delivered. This informalion is ineluded in lhe 
heading and some of il is eompulsory. wilhoUl 
whieh lhe message will nOl be senl. while the resl 
is oplional. The necessary information is thc dale 
and time the mes age is sent and themail address 
of the sendero which are automatically provided by 
the computer once themail programme is accessed. 
and the addressee's mail address. which has to be 
introdueed by the sendero The optional information 
is the subject of the message and any auachments 
that the sender may likc 10 send. The firsl part of 
e-mail messages cannot be considercd texto though. 
in Halliday and Hasan's lerms. It is jusI a succession 
of informal ion thal is needed for lhe computers to 
send and receive messages. So. in this sludy \Ve 
are going 10 be concerned wilh part (b). the actual 
contents of e-mai l messages. and the only par! that 
can be considered texto 

3.1. Obligatory and opcional elements 

CmC is a reeent phenomenon and so there are few 
established conventions as lO what messages sent 
by means of a computer should con ist of. Moreover. 
e-mail messages appear to bc a hybrid of bOlh oral 
and written language. Although lhe channel u ed 
to lransmit e-mail message i Ihe wriltcn one. Ihe 
spoken medium tends to be used in them, and this 
is more so in personal messages lO friends. That 
is, in e-mail messages we wrile a; if we were 
speaking. This is evident from the use of capital 
leuers to mark emphasis, lhe repelition of vowels 
and the use 01''' ..... to indicale intonation, and other 
conventions which may vary from user 10 user but 
which all aim al representing spoken language in 
a wriltcn channel. 

As has already been mentioned. Halliday and Hasan 
distinguish between lhe obligatory and the optional 
element that make up a text's stnlclure. Obligatory 
elements are said to "define the genre to which a 
lexI belongs: and Ihe appearance of all of lhese 

elelllents in a specific order correspond 10 our 
perception of whether the lext i. complele or 
incolllplete" (1988, 62). An optional element, on 
the other hand, can occur but is nOl obliged to occur 
and "lhe conditions under which Ihere is a high 
probability of its oecurrellee can be stated" (1988-
62). The fact that allows us lO distinguish bet\Veen 
obligatory and oplional elements is Ihat our 
perception of the kind of social activity \Ve are 
involved in docs not change. Taking these definitions 
inlo accoun!. lhe only obligatory element in an e
mail message for it to be considered as belonging 
to Ihe genre of personal e-maillllessages a defined 
before is the fact thal it provides sOllle new personal 
inforlllation aboul the sender 01' asks Ihe reeeiver 
for SOIllC information. 

E-mail messages can be a repl)' or a new mes age. 
The facl that the message is a reply does nOI change 
our pcrception of lhe social aClivily involved being 
anylhing differenl from a personal e-mail me sage. 
The contexl is ju l seen as simply a varíant of Ihe 
same Ce. The oplionalil)' of so me elemenls arises 
from Ihe facI that Iheir OCClIrrence is predieled by 
so me attribute of Ihe CC Ihal is non-defining fol' 
Ihe CC and 10 Ihe lexl Iype embedded in the CC. 

3.2. The structure o( two sample messages 

In order 10 delermine lhe slructure of Ihe eonlents 
of personal e-mail mcssages, I will analyse IwO 
sample message . a newly inilialed me sage and a 
reply (sec Appendix), inlo Iheir obligalory and 
oplional componenls. 

3.2.1 Message 1 

Leaving Ihe heading apar!. for \Ve have already 
arglled il is nOl lexl. mcssage I begins with a 
greetillg (G). This is Ihe tirSI oplional element. 
Although il appears in mOSI e-mail messages and 
in different forms. lwO of Ihe messages analysed. 
Ihough, do nOI include onc and they are till 
perceived as e-mail messages fulfilling the CC 
aforementioned. So. according lO Ihe definilion of 
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optional elements stated above. G must be an 
optional element. The fact that greetings are so 
common in the messages analysed and the form 
they take are due 10 the minimal social distance 
between the participants. Greetings indicate a 
"continuity of personal relation" (Halliday & Hasan 
1988. 63) and in these rnessages it is clear that the 
people involved know each other very well. 

The next element is what constitute~ the I/ell' 

il/forll/{/Iiol/ that the sendcr wants to convey ( 1). 

This elernent occurs three morc times in rncssage 
l. so ! l is an iterative element and it constitutes 
the core of rnessage l. If none of the other elements 
were presento at least l should be. It is an 
obligatory elerncnt. 

This rnakcs reqllesl for illforll/{/Iioll (RI) another 
optional clernent. RI norrnally occurs at the end of 
the message. when the sendcr has already introduced 
all the NI amI asks thc receiver a question. However. 
as message l shows. il can also occur after a 
particular piece of l if the . ender wanlS 10 ask 
Ihe receiver somelhing relatcd to that 1 I that shc 
has introdueed. 

Another optional clement in message 2 is [mis (F). 
Thi elernent is said by Halliday & Hasan to have 
a high probability of ocellrrence whcn the social 
di. tance belween the pa!1icipants movcs IOwards the 
minimal end of the scale. The function of this 
element is Ihat of expressing the desire to renew 
contact with the addressee. Most of the messages 
include ome form of F. Finally, thc message ends 
with the sender's name or sigl/{/II/re (S). This is an 
optional element as well. as we know from the 
heading of the message who is writing 10 USo Again. 
all but two messages include it. 

3.2.2 Message 2 

As message 2 is a reply 10 a previously received 
message, lhe elemenl following G is a referellce lO 

mis prel'ious II/essage (RPM). This. again. i. an 
optional element because it necd not be presento ror 
example in new messages. 01' even in replies, as an 
answer 01' a comment can be given to a previous 
message without mentioning it. The following IWO 

elemenlS. COt/lll/elll 011 prel'iOIlS message (CPM) and 
reply lO prel'iOIlS II/essage (RePM). are also motivaled 
by the fact thal Ihe mcssage is a repl)' and the) 
do not occur in new messages. Only if therc ha 
bcen a previous message can we commenl on it or 
give a reply 10 a queslion. However. in a me sage 
such as 2, which is a reply. RePM could constilute 
the core of Ihe message wilhout the need for aoy 
other elements to occur in it. 

The next elemenl is an ilerative ooe: NI. As io 
message l. three pieces of 1 are given. However. 
while in message I each piece elaborated on Ihe 
previous one, in message 2 each piece of 1 J is 
independenl from Ihe others. It may look like there 
is no conneclion between paragraphs 2-4, all of 
which introduce 1. However, as Halliday & Hasan 
postulate. "the property of lexturc is relaled to the 
lisleller's perception of coherenee". E-mail messagcs 
have an internal eoherence Ihal cannot be cOllsidered 
only taking into aecount a message in isolalion. A 
Stubbs (1983) points out. Ihe Illeaning of a text 
depends 011 al least Ihree Ihings: Ihe language of 
Ihe texI il elf. who produced il alld who is 
respollding 10 il. Althollgh ome meaniog are 
created by Ihe words themselves. ome meaniogs 
depend 011 our knowledge of Ihe point of view of 
Ihe aUlhor. Even io messages thal are not replies 
10 a previous specifie message, Ihere are references 
lo evenlS and facIs that had been communicatcd 
previously and so a message that Illay look Iike a 
sequel1ce of sentences to somebody nOI familiar 
wilh Ihe information being referred 10 will Illake 
perfect sense 10 Ihe person receiving il. Thi is 
precisely the casc of mes age 2. Ol1ly to Ihe receiver 
of the message. who has previously been io loueh 
with Ihe sender by e-mail. pereeives the messa
ge as a coherel1t onc. Ihat is coherent wilh Ihe 
previous informalion that both sender and recciver 
share. Wheo 1 is introduced, thc sender can a k 
Ihe receiver's opinion 01' comments on it. This is 
done, as in message 2, in quesliol/ 011 I/ew infor
m(¡lioll (Q 1). Laler oo. when Ihe receiver an wers 
Ihis message. her answer 10 Q! 1 \ViII beeome 
RePM. 
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Finally. message 2 also has Ihe oplional elemenls 
F and S. A funher oplional element whieh does not 
oceur in either of Ihe Illessages analysed is PS. PS 
oceurs afler S in 4 of Ihe sample me ages. 
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4. Discussion 

Taken messages I and 2 as representative of Ihe 
corpus of 20 e-mail messages. we can represenl Ihe 
generie Slruelure of privale and personal messages 
having Ihe ce depieled on lable 4.1: 

Table 4./: Generic struCl/lre for private al/(I personal e-mail messages. 

[(G)AJ 

(a) (b) 

Following Halliday & Hasan's represcnlational 
eonventions. Ihe round braekels indieale oplionalily 
of enclosed clemcllls. So. G. ePM, RPM, e 1. 
QJ 1. F. S. and PS are oplional. In fael, only I 
and RePM are obligalory. Herc we introduce a ncw 
symbol: I means Ihal eilher one or Ihe olhcr 
neeessarily has 10 oceur, although bOlh can oeeur 
logelher. In Ihe ca e of reply messages, RePM is 
more likely 10 oceur logelher wilh 1, although 
RPM on il. own would be enough for Ihe me sage 
10 be eomplele. In new messages, however, only 

1 will oceur. The dOI • belween c1emenls indieales 
more Ihan one oplion in sequenee. Thus, wilhin Ihe 
body of Ihe lexl (b). all Ihe oplional elemenls and 

1 can oeeur in whalever order. The square braekels 
indieale Ihe c1ements wilhin Ihem have 10 oceur in 
Ihal posilion regarding previou and following 
square braekelS. Thu , G has 10 precede 1. while 
F has 10 follow I and precede S: likewise, if PS 
oceurs al all il has 10 be al Ihe very end of Ihe 
message. r indieales ileralion. 

Halliday & Ha an° analysis of lexl Slruelure in 
lerms of obligalory and oplional elemenls works 
very well for eonlexls Ihal are very well defined, 
as Ihal of serviee eneounters whieh Ihey use 10 
illuslrale Iheir Iheory. In sueh a eonlexl lhe 
partieipanls bear very spceifie role. Ihal of seeker 
and Ihal of supplier of goods andlor serviees. and 
no maller whal Ihe goods or serviees are Ihere will 
always be a requesl for IheJ11 on Ihe parl of Ihe buyer 
and a sale eomplianee on Ihe part of lhe seller. In 
Ihe eonlexl of personal e-mail messages 10 eonvey 
and requesl per onal informalion, Ihere is nOI sueh 
a elearly detined IruelUre. Sorne elemenls whieh 
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[(FA)! leSA)] [(PSA)! 

(e) 

are lhe eore of one particular message ma> be 
missing in lhe nexl. In fae\. we have secn Ihal the 
only obligalory elemellls are I and RePM and still 
il is only obligalor)' Ihal one or Ihe olher oceur, 
lhey do nOI need 10 eo-oeeur. If none of Ihe possible 
oplional c1ementl> is presen\. we will slill pereeive 
a me sage Ihal only eontains 1I as lexl fulfilling 
Ihe ce spceified in seelion 2. and Ihis is beeause 
of Ihe nalure of e-mail Jllessages, whieh are a quiek 
way of Iransmilling informalion. be il a single line 
or Ihree sereens long. 

We eould ralher say Ihallhe Slruelure of Ihe personal 
e-mail messages analysed is made of Ihree main 
parts: (a) greeling, (b) body of message, and (e) 
finis. 80lh greeling and tinis are oplional beeau e 
Ihe fael Ihal Ihe)' are nOI presenl docs nOI make Ihe 
message ineomplcle jusI beeau e of Ihe inleraelion 
belween lexl and eonlexl Ihal Halliday and Hasan 
posllllale. Texl and eOlllexl are so inlimalely relaled 
in e-mail messages Ihallhe faellhallhe informalion 
is senl by a eompuler, whieh make il a fasl means 
of eommuniealion, allows for Ihe avoidanee of ome 
formalilies Ihal would be obligalory in olher kinds 
of eommuniealion of personal informal ion belween 
friends. sueh as lellers As far as Ihe body is 
eoneerned. il is Ihe only obligalory eomponent of 
Ihe message. bUI il can eonsisl of differenl elcmenls. 
only one of whieh musl obligalorily be pre enl bul 
all of whieh can eo-occur as already graphieally 
deseribed in lable 4. 
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Appendix 

l\lessagc 1 

(a) HEADING 
Ud"": "e, 22 ::ep !998 09 : !O:)7 EDT 

F::om : DR@ao::'.corT! 

To : MP?@rdg.ac.u~> 

Subjec,,: Huraah!! 

(b) MESSAGE 

G Dear !!¿, 

STUIlIlS. Michac!. DiscOllrse Allal)'sis: The Socio
Iillgllsi/icAllalysisofNawral umgllage. Chicago: 
U of Chicago P. 1983. 

NI So::ry to ha ve been so uncommunicative but I think doing this 
dissertation has made me lose a11 my social skills!! If I ever 
had any in the first place!!! 

NI But fortunately , 1 have f inished it and handed it in!! huraah!!! 
It vlas very bad!!! VERY BAD!! I think I could have done with 
another 3 months to I·/rite it properly, :Out it is handed in so 
rhat' s the end of that!!! I popped in with it yesterday, sorry 
::: didn ' t phone but ::: had to rush back to Bristol!! 

NI ¡'Iell the summer's over!! Goodness!!! \'Ihere has it a::' 1 gone? 1 
hope that you had a great summer!!! l' m sure you are looking 
all tanned and beaut i fuI as ever!! 

RI Are you looking forward to the n el" term? 1 'm sure that it 
will be fun!! 

NI I've got a nevl job starting next l'leek for a computer company! 
1 'm not quite sure what 1 am going tO be doing but it is in 
Bristol and it starts next week god!! So that is that then!!! 1 
got some teaching at the University of Bristol over the last 
month, but they can' t of fer me anything through the term , l'lell 
only a eouple of hours a week, so 1 guess it it's not meant 
to be at che moment!! 

RI Anyl'lay, lolP, Ho'.'! is a11 wich you? Hm·, is S? Did you and R, and 
the others manage a girly '.'Ieek in Spain? If you did [ ' m very 
::;ealous! ! ! 

ReP~l 15 R going to do the PhD? Hm·/ is yours going al! good fun 
'.'Iith YH? 

F shall I~rite more soon guapa, take ca re of yourself!! And 1'11 
speak to you soon!! 
t-:uehos abrazos and besos, 
L : -) 

s 
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M FSSAGE 2 

(A) HEAD h G 
Date : Su~, ).<)v 1998 )5 : 10 : 38 EST 
From : DR@a01.com 
'!'o : ~·~PP@rdg . ae. Jk 
SubjecL : Re : Master~ Mar~s 

(b) MESSAGE 

G '.: 

R?:< Thdni<. yOi.l so n'lL:ch for 40t'-lIig me ~r.o'.,; Jhu,,:t "'h(~ 1'\dr~S 

hurrdhrJ- ! ! ! 

RI Ho·.·: did everyone e:se -:jo? Ho'.·,' dre you? Ana hO'.·,' lS R miss GAP 
! ~oes she qe d dLsc<)Jn~ on 'he ('lotr.E~! If so shdll send 
her a :ist te:: '1er!!! 

:\I :'~y Job is get'inq De'ter rlU','; rd"'¡'er r'l," role!" r....:SL(.:.r, got 
paic. d"'1d have md'10 $('\m( tr lf "'1clS a t ',,:f'):ri<. . ' .. ;,.. G· ....... ',':E"!lt out on 
rhursaay for a med. d:1q the:1 te ,) ~.lgl'. "1 :!). re ·.·,'as great foln 

nf COl!r Sl~ r qut '/l~ry drl:n.< df,d 0(1'1(;< r!. '1f' r; gr,t a',':ay dnd 

even hette:r it '",'a:5 :l:: trep! :-!('t- rae! ~h . 'rh<? r,lcest thing 15 
t:hat- dt the end oE 
do to do · .... ith ·,oJor!< .. 
a job for :10\ .... 

the day r 
Not sure 

curoe hOffiP ano 

T':: be dOlng it 
ha"f~ no·- h i.ng 

forever but lt'S 

RePt-I O is fine but '.·¡orking as hard as ever last week r.e had 3 
presentations (J. hO\.:r eaeh) to do as \·¡e:: as \'lorking a 60 hour 
\·¡eek . -t is beyond me ho\'¡ he does ., a Oh '.·¡e he does!! 

NI My mum and K and Acame to stay last w/e for a few days, lt 
was great to see them and go out sightseeing and stuff, l 'm 
getting quite good at my tour guiding thing now- so when are 
you coming?!!! 

NI 'lie are going to Ireland tor the week on Nov 14"h . I kno\·¡ that 
\·¡e are eompletely mad to go to Ireland in November but it 
shou d be interest ing and good t o get a\·¡ay . 

' ve never be en and I am looking fon¡ard to drinl<lng proper 
Guinness and going on a pilgrimage to the home of 
Boyzone .. . ,. rMUTUn rriqht havE? LO rethink the ldtter!!! 

F Any\·:ay guapa, give my love to aH the girlies- and best '.·¡ishes . 
If 1 don':: see you before \oJill you be around on gradolation w/e:> 
11aybe ' .... e edn all get together on the Friday night (Dee 11th) . 
Ya, guapa , que te vaya muy bien 
Besos 

S L 
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