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Abstract 
The application of Systemic Functional Linguistic theories into text analysis is 
not new, and so is the transitivity system. This paper combines the qualitative 
and quantitative research methodologies to elucidate how Mandela, chapter 
115 of A Long Walk to Freedom, deploys the elements of transitivity system 
to expound his ideas to his compatriots and align them together with him to 
fight for their freedom. The findings show that he mainly incorporates ma-
terial processes and relational processes and deliberately uses the passive 
voice to invoke his fellow countrymen to fulfill the role of “actors”. 
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1. Introduction 

A Long Walk to Freedom is an autobiography of Nelson Mandela, (Mandela, 
2008), who, as the most prestigious prisoner in the world, experienced twen-
ty-seven years of hardship in jail in South Africa. His four years of striving for 
freedom for his countryman out of jail won him the president in South Africa 
and was also spoken highly of his lofty virtue by the world. Eventually, South 
Africa, under Mandela’s leadership, turned to be democratic from a country of 
long-term barbarity and atrocious apartheid. The material for analysis in this 
paper, meaning of freedom, is extracted from the last genre of chapter 115, an 
autobiographical recount. 

Martin and Rose (2007) adopted the same chapter as materials, including 
meaning of freedom, to help them establish different systems in systemic 
functional linguistics in their book working with discourse. As a matter of 
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fact, the material extracted is of great value not only in servicing for the de-
velopment of systemic functional theories, but also of great significance in it-
self, that is, how Mandela realizes his meaning potentials. In this paper, the 
procedures of realizing the meaning potential are presented from the perspec-
tive of transitivity system. Based on this viewpoint, two questions, thus, are 
raised: 1) How the subcategories of transitivity system are deployed through 
meaning of freedom? 2) In what way Mandela constructs his autobiographical 
recount with the employment of transitivity system, especially the employ-
ment of specific processes? 

2. Theoretical Framework 

In traditional grammar, transitivity system usually centers on the properties of 
verbs, i.e. whether an object or objects could be positioned directly after the 
verb, thus, we have transitive verb if could be followed directly, and intransitive 
verb if could not (Zhang, 2017). The domain of transitivity from the traditional 
sense has been expanded by Halliday (1994) and Halliday & Matthiessen (2004), 
to include not only the verbal groups, but also the nominal groups and some of 
other groups in grammatical units. Halliday terms these groups as “participant, 
process, and circumstance” respectively in semantic domain. From the point of 
view of transitivity, a clause can then be interpreted as a lexicogrammatical re-
source for construing our experience of the flow of events (Halliday & Matthies-
sen, 1999). According to Halliday & Matthiessen (1999), the process is very sig-
nificant in configuration of a figure, a figure of doing, sensing, being and the fu-
sion of either of the two. Each figure is composed of a process unfolding through 
time and one or more participants explicitly associated around the process; ad-
ditionally, there may be circumstances of various types realized by grammatical 
categories of adverbial groups or prepositional phrases, positioning, to some ex-
tent, freely in the clause (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; 2014). The process of 
each figure is an obligatory element, and if it is left out in the clause, there must 
be one way or another to recover it from the context. The same principle applies 
to the element of participant, which either causes the activity to happen or be-
comes the target or product of the action. The circumstance provides a harmo-
nious environment for the participant and the process to exist meaningfully. 

Process of the transitivity system is further classified by Halliday and Mat-
thiessen (2004) into material, mental, relational, behavioural, verbal and existen-
tial processes. Material process construes the human outer experience of the cre-
ation of an activity, for instance, have not taken in We have not taken the final 
step of our journey, but the first step on a longer and even more difficult road. 
Mental process is to construe the inner world of an emotion, for example, know 
in I know that this is not the case. Besides, a third type of process, which shows 
the association of one segment of experience with another one, is a relational 
process, subcategorized as either classifying or identifying. That was my mission 
is an identifying, while I am not free is an attributive relational process clause. 
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The former three are the main types of processes. However, the latter three types 
can also find their realizations at the three boundaries. Behavioural process, 
which externalizes the inner experience or outperforms the processes of con-
sciousness, is on the borderline of material and mental process. Verbal process, 
like saying or meaning, reports what was said, is on the borderline of mental and 
relational process. Existential process, on the borderline of relational and ma-
terial process, demonstrates the existence of the phenomenon of all kinds 
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). In the following analysis of Mandela’s Meaning 
of freedom within the framework of these process types, we are expounding the 
procedures and approach how Mandela represents his meaning of freedom to 
his readers. 

3. Methodology 
3.1. Selection of Materials 

We have selected the last genre of chapter 115, meaning of freedom, as our text 
resource, and the motivation of this part is not only due to its significance in the 
whole book and the wide spreading among its readers, but also phases in each 
stage are clearly deployed, which is very beneficial for us to capture the progres-
sions of Mandela’s ideas of freedom armed with transitivity system. 

3.2. Data Collection 

Firstly, the total words, verbal groups and clauses in the text are counted by the 
automatic syntactic analyzer system (Lu, 2010; Lu & Ai, 2015): total words (N = 
724), verbal groups (N = 104), clauses (N = 80). Non-finite clauses, such as infini-
tive and present participle, functioning as embedded or modifying elements are 
excluded from the transitive analysis, because they, together with their head, con-
stitute the nominal groups. Therefore, the valid verbal groups for process analysis 
accounts for N = 94. Besides that, processes in transitivity system and their cor-
responding participants and circumstantial components are annotated manually. 
Thirdly, total occurrence of each component in participants, process types and 
circumstances are numbered and collected by a computer. Finally, these raw 
numerals are converted into standard percentage for the convenience of analysis. 

3.3. Results 

Components within each specific element are very unevenly deployed. The re-
sults are shown in Table 1. However, material process (49%) dominates the oth-
er process types, followed by relational process (28%) and mental process (11%) 
subsequently. The other three process types, (behavioural, verbal and existential 
process), all together only makes up 12%, which are shown in Figure 1. The 
findings of process distribution are in accordance with what the earlier re-
searchers have discovered (e.g., Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014; Halliday & Mat-
thiessen, 1999). 

Because of the high preferences of the three process types, their corresponding 
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sub-types of participants will be automatically higher than the other sub-types. 
Actor/goal of material process accounts for 38%, and if it is summed with the 
proportion of occurrence of relational participantial sub-types 36%, the two 
types of participantial components take the lion’s share among the six kinds of 
participants, see Figure 2. 

Pertaining to the distribution of circumstances, what Mandela favors most is 
the use of manner and location to expand his clauses. According to Figure 3, 
manners of the circumstance account for 39% of the total and locations of the 
circumstance take the share of 25%, while the other kinds of circumstance only 
share one third or so. 

 
Table 1. Frequency of elements in transitivity system. 

Participant Process Circumstance 

 raw N %  raw N %  raw N % 

actor 20 14 
material 46 49 

extent 4 14 

goal 35 24 location 7 25 

behaver 4 3 
behavioural 7 7 

manner 11 39 

behaviour 11 8 cause 1 4 

senser 9 6 
mental 10 11 

contingency 0 0 

phenomenon 8 6 accompaniment 4 14 

sayer 2 1 
verbal 3 3 

role 1 4 

verbiage 2 1 matter 0 0 

token 14 10 
relational:iden 15 16 

angle 0 0 

value 15 10    

carrier 11 8 
relational:attr 11 12 

   

attribute 11 8    

existent 2 1 existential 2 2    

 

 
Figure 1. Distribution of process types. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of participantial sub-types. 
 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of circumstantial sub-types. 

4. Analysis 

After carefully analyzing these preferred elements, i.e. preferences of material, 
mental and relational process types and their corresponding participants (sur-
prisingly, actors and behavers are absent in a great proportion), predilections of 
location and manner in circumstantial elements, we find that these elements are 
more easily associated with expressing Mandela’s ideas and align his readers, es-
pecially his country people. 

4.1. High Proportion of Absent Actors and Behavers 

The high percentage of the use of material processes, in principle, will cause the 
high proportion of their corresponding participants to be adopted. However, the 
factual clauses are not the case. A huge number of actors (35%) and goals (25%) 
are missing compared with the occurrence of material processes (49%). For ex-
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ample: 
(1) Free to run in the fields near my mother’s hut, free to swim in the clear 

stream that ran through my village, free to roast mealies under the stars and ride 
the broad backs of slow-moving bulls. 

(2) The oppressor must be liberated just as surely as the oppressed. 
(3) He is locked behind the bars of prejudice and narrow-mindedness. 
(4) I dare not linger, for my long walk is not yet ended. 
Because “run” and “swim” in example (1) and “linger” in example (4) are all 

intransitive verbs, it is not necessary for the action to be accommodated with a 
goal grammatically. However, Mandela employs circumstantial elements in the 
fields near my mother’s hut or a circumstantial element with a embedded clause 
in the clear stream that ran through my village to enhance the main clause and 
thus make the meaning complete. The above four clauses have some in common 
that activities are either realized by non-finite clauses or by passive clauses, 
which are grammatically not obligatory in demanding an actor to initiate or ac-
tualize the action. For Mandela, the lacking of actors in his utterances will make 
his words more objective and all the people oppressed in his country be in-
volved, that is to say, all the oppressed are welcome to join his community to 
fight for the freedom of the country and also the freedom of their own. 

4.2. Preferences of Material and Relational Process Types 

Figures in Table 1 show that material process (49%) in Meaning of Freedom 
dominates the other types of processes. Grammatical means that realize these 
material processes are varied, which include not only the passive and active 
voices in finite clauses, but infinitive in non-finite clauses, for instance, example 
(5)and (6) are realized in activity and passivity respectively; and example (7) are 
realized in infinitivity. 

(5) I have tried not to falter; I have made missteps along the way. 
(6) I was not troubled by the laws of man or God. 
(7)..., but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others. 
The overwhelmingly occurred material processes establish a more coherent 

and intrinsic relation between the sequence of events and participants, concern-
ing with the actors’ specific action or the actors’ goal. Mandela calls for his 
compatriots to take action immediately for the freedom of the whole nation by 
showing that he himself is already involved in the physical action. 

Relational process (28%) is also a preferred type for Mandela. It can be further 
classified into attributive clause and identifying clause, which is exemplified by 
Example (8) and example (9) respectively. 

(8) I am not truly free if I am taking away someone else’s freedom, just as 
surely as I am not free when my freedom is taken from me. 

(9) The chains on any one of my people were the chains on all of them, the 
chains on all of my people were the chains on me. 

The relational processes and their related participants are, in most cases, asso-
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ciated together negatively, either morphologically or semantically. In other 
words, Mandela intently adopted relational processes to negatively express what 
he wants to, and this type of process can, in the shortest distance, pull the identi-
fied and the identifying together and affiliate the attributes to the carriers more 
directly. Specifically, the rhetorical approach of repetition (e.g.: several times of 
repetition of I am not free) is harmoniously and perfectly combined with rela-
tional process, by so doing, Mandela can carry out his invocation of his fellow 
countrymen to join in his group with a strong emotional feeling and claims the 
action to be fulfilled urgently. 

4.3. Predilections of Location and Manner in Circumstance 

Clauses enhanced by place and time demonstrate clearly where these sequences 
of events happened and when these activities occur. These two measures are very 
important in framing a story, and this autobiographical recount is of no excep-
tion, either. Examples (10) and (11) employed different ways of location realized 
by prepositional phrases. 

(10) Free to run in the fields near my mother’s hut, free to swim in the clear 
stream that ran through my village. 

(11) When I walked out of prison, that was my mission, to liberate the op-
pressed and the oppressor both. 

Besides the circumstantial element of location, manner is also employed with 
a very high frequency by Mandela, because it is an important factor to elicit in 
what way the event occurs. e.g.: the prepositional phrase in a way that respects 
and enhances the freedom of others in example (12) expounds the way of being 
free to live. 

(12) For to be free is not merely to cast off one’s chains, but to live in a way 
that respects and enhances the freedom of others. 

Therefore, Mandela, as the other authors, incorporates the circumstantial 
elements of location and manner to unfold his work, more specifically, the three 
critical means in answering where, when and how in a story. 

5. Conclusion 

Through manual annotation of the specific elements of participants, processes 
and circumstances, and then statistic analysis, we find that the components of 
each element are very unevenly deployed in Mandela’s Meaning of Freedom. 
The preference of material and relational processes demonstrate that he is not 
just telling his fellow countrymen that they should fight all together for their 
freedom, but he has already been in the process of the long journey (material 
process), together with showing that their present status of living is not free at all 
(relational process). Passive voice is employed for him to deliberately leave out 
the actors, for the purpose of aligning his countrymen as the actors themselves 
to fight for the freedom with him. Nevertheless, the application of transitivity 
system is not enough to expose Mandela explicit purposes, let alone his implicit 
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ideas underneath these superficial text meanings. We hope some other SFL 
theories, such as textual meaning and grammatical metaphor, can be incorpo-
rated into the analysis of Meaning of Freedom, or even the whole book of A 
Long Walk to Freedom. 
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