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Abstract—While catering to over a third of tertiary education students in China, English instruction within
polytechnic colleges has surprisingly garnered limited attention. This article offers an observational overview
of English writing instruction tailored for English majors at a Polytechnic College in China. The investigation
uncovered that English writing primarily emphasized the final product, with process-oriented elements
present in the curriculum documentation but occupying a marginal role in actual teaching practices.
Nonetheless, indications of educators exploring innovative approaches were discernible in their underlying
beliefs. Teachers consistently voiced a prevailing emphasis on idea generation and writing precision, yet
observed instructional methods demonstrated scant attention to generating ideas, placing a significant focus on
language-focused exercises. The study further observed that, owing to large class sizes and the prevalence of
online automatic feedback tools, English teachers tended to deliver feedback on several representative text
samples openly in class rather than providing personalized feedback to individual students, and the integration
of peer feedback was infrequent. These findings prompt a discussion on their implications and potential
modifications to writing instruction in Chinese tertiary contexts.

Index Terms—EFL writing instruction, Chinese polytechnic colleges, writing curriculum, teacher beliefs

I. INTRODUCTION

Recognizing the pivotal role of English writing in global business, education, and research, there is an imperative
need for instructors and researchers to delve into the content and methods of L2 writing instruction that contribute to
students' proficiency in English (Guo & Bai, 2019; Jiang et al., 2021). While literature (e.g., Hyland, 2003; Chen, 2004,
Graham & Sandmel, 2011; Tardy, 2011; Huang & Zhang, 2020) offers theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence
on the advantages and limitations of prevailing L2 writing instructional approaches (i.e., genre-based approaches,
process approach, and the traditional product-oriented approach), a scarcity of empirical studies exists on the actual
practices of L2 writing instruction (Wette, 2014; Hyland & Hyland, 2019).

Previous research has provided observational insights and analysis into English writing instruction across various
L2/EFL classrooms in countries such as Ukraine, China, Poland, Jordan, Iran and Saudi Arabia (Tarnopolsky, 2000; You,
2004; Reichelt, 2005; Al-Jarrah & Al-Ahmad, 2013; Naghdipour, 2016; Siddiqui et al., 2023). These studies aimed to
contextualize English writing instruction in diverse settings, contributing valuable knowledge to the teaching and
learning of English writing at various educational levels. Among these studies, You's (2004) examination of English
writing instruction in China was limited to undergraduate university settings, leaving the current state of writing
instruction in polytechnic colleges unexplored.

Despite catering to more than one-third of tertiary-level learners (Chang, 2020), Chinese polytechnic colleges have
received surprisingly little attention in EFL teaching and research. Given that English is mandatory for all learners in
polytechnic colleges, regardless of their majors, there is a compelling need to present a comprehensive overview of
English instruction in these institutions.

The two-decade gap since You's (2004) observation provides an opportunity for scholars to revisit EFL writing
instruction in China, during which significant changes and improvements have been noted in classroom instruction.
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Consistent with global trends, there has been a shift in writing instruction approaches in China over the past two
decades, moving from a product-oriented approach to process or genre-based approaches (Zhang, 2016; Yu et al., 2022).
However, previous research suggests that despite the promotion of process/genre writing for decades, it has not been
widely embraced by the majority of teachers (Lee & Wong, 2014; Shi et al., 2019). Fortunately, there have been
innovative explorations into various pedagogical approaches in EFL writing classrooms, such as task-based writing
instruction and production-oriented approaches (Zhang et al., 2015).

However, most of these explorations into pedagogical approaches in the Chinese context have been conducted in
undergraduate universities, leaving a gap in our understanding of what transpires in EFL writing classrooms in
polytechnic colleges. Consequently, this study focuses on EFL writing instruction in one polytechnic college, seeking
answers to the following questions:

1. How is English writing taught? What instructional approaches do writing instructors adopt?

2. What beliefs do the writing instructors hold regarding the focus of their teaching, novel approaches in teaching
English writing, and the feedback methods for EFL writing?

This study examined the writing instruction procedures of three teachers in a polytechnic college and explores their
underlying philosophies. To achieve this, we first scrutinized the national syllabus for tertiary polytechnic English
education in China, an official document reflecting higher-level expectations from policymakers. Then, we collected
curriculum documents, textbooks, considering these first-hand teaching materials as windows into the ways the
instructors organize their lessons. Following this, we observed six English classes taught by three writing instructors,
taking detailed notes and collecting instructors’ PowerPoint slides. Finally, we designed questions for further
interpretation based on the teaching procedures and organized an informal group discussion with the three instructors.

II. CONTEXT

Chinese polytechnic colleges, comprising 53% of the country's higher education institutions and catering to 37% of
tertiary-level learners (Chang, 2020), play a crucial role in delivering vocational training and education to a substantial
segment of the population. These institutions, characterized by admission standards notably more accessible than those
of four-year undergraduate colleges and universities, admit students with comparatively lower proficiency levels (Wen
& Zhang, 2021). Typically spanning three years of full-time learning, including a half-year internship, degree programs
in polytechnic colleges address the practical needs of the workforce.

The polytechnic college under scrutiny in this study is located in western Guangdong and hosts over 10,000 full-time
students. Renowned for its teacher training programs for primary schools and offering a relatively modest tuition fee,
the college primarily attracts students from middle and lower-middle social classes in Guangdong province. As a public
polytechnic college under the joint governance of the local government and the Ministry of Education, its educational
environment closely mirrors that of other polytechnic colleges.

The observed writing classroom is situated in the Foreign Language Department of this polytechnic college. The
majority of students in this department speak Cantonese as their mother tongue and commenced learning English in
their primary school years. Students from the department major in either Primary English Education or Business
English, attending English classes for an average of three to four hours a day over two and a half years. The curriculum
covers fundamental language skills of listening, speaking, reading, writing, and translation, with an overt vocational
orientation. Students are encouraged to take the nationwide College English Test Band 4 (CET-4) by their sophomore
year.

English instruction in this polytechnic college is guided by a national English syllabus for vocational EFL learners
and the College English Test (CET) syllabus. The latest English syllabus, titled English Curriculum Standards for
Higher Vocational Education (the 2021 Edition), delineates descriptors for both basic and higher requirements in seven
different areas: vocabulary, grammar, reading, listening, speaking, writing, and translation. English majors in this
polytechnic college are obligated to meet the higher requirements. In the area of writing, to meet the higher
requirements, a student is expected to:

"Be capable of expressing one’s experiences, opinions, and emotions in written forms and completing
workplace-related writing in English with accurate, clear expression and appropriate formatting" (Ministry of Education
of the People's Republic of China, 2021, p. 19).!

In addition to the national syllabus, the CET also guides writing instruction, with writing constituting 15% of the
total CET score. CET results hold substantial weight in university admissions, graduation requirements, and
employment considerations, serving as a pivotal benchmark for English language proficiency in China. Concerning the
writing section, CET-4 test-takers are required to produce an essay of more than 120 words within half an hour,
demonstrating appropriate language use, coherence, and a well-organized structure (CET committee, 2016).

III. ENGLISH WRITING CURRICULUM

The curriculum of a course delineates the teaching materials, subject matter, and the skills students are expected to
acquire, serving as a road map for the implementation and assessment of instructional activities (Hinkel, 2015). In the

! Direct quotes of the English Syllabus are translation from Chinese by the first author.
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polytechnic college under investigation in this study, each course is accompanied by its own curriculum document,
providing a comprehensive framework including a course overview, goals, outlines, and assessments. English writing
stands out as a compulsory course exclusively tailored for English-related majors, extending over two semesters during
the sophomore year, with two credit hours allocated per semester. The two-semester sequence of the writing course is
meticulously crafted to familiarize students with fundamental writing strategies (e.g., building different sentence
patterns, organizing paragraphs, composing essays in descriptive, narrative, expository, and argumentative writing) and
practical writing skills (e.g., notices, letters, etc., for personal or vocational communication). The curriculum places a
premium on the integration of both product and process approaches to ensure effective writing instruction. Students,
alongside their instructor, engage in a weekly 90-minute writing class. The expected learning outcomes and contents for
each semester are detailed in Table 1.

TABLE 1
EXPECTED LEARNING OUTCOMES AND CONTENTS OF THE ENGLISH WRITING COURSE
Semester 1 Semester 2
outcomes Be able to write short essays, expressing one's experiences, | Be able to write workplace genres, e.g., notices and letters
opinions, and emotions accurately and coherently. in precise expression and appropriate format.
contents Building sentences: topic sentence, supporting sentence, | A General Introduction to Business Writing.

concluding sentence

Developing Paragraphs: Unity, Cohesion, Coherence

Business Letters and Emails.

Developing Paragraphs: classification and process analysis

Letters of Congratulations.

Developing Paragraphs: cause-and-effect

Letters of Thanks, letters of apology.

Developing Paragraphs: comparison-and-contrast

Letters of Complaint, letters of recommendation.

Essay organization: the introductory paragraph,
paragraphs, the concluding paragraph

Essay composition: narration.

Essay composition: description.

Essay composition: argumentation.

Essay composition: exposition.

body | Resumes, Letters of job Application.

Company profile and Product Descriptions.
Announcement and posters.

Minutes and memos.

Business Reports.

The textbooks utilized in these writing classes delve into the structure and components of various types of paragraphs,
letters, and essays. They incorporate process-based activities such as pre-writing and brainstorming, multi-drafting and
revising, covering a spectrum of academic genres like narration, argumentation, and workplace genres such as business
reports and memos.

IV. WRITING INSTRUCTION IN CLASSROOMS

At the time of this research, three instructors, each holding an MA degree in English linguistics and applied
linguistics, collaborated in teaching English writing. Two of them earned their degrees from comprehensive universities
in mainland China, while the other obtained hers from a university in Hong Kong (refer to Table 2). All three instructors
willingly agreed to have their lessons observed.

TABLE 2
DEMOGRAPHIC DATA OF THE THREE INSTRUCTORS
Name? Sex Age Degree Years of teaching
Yin Female 28 Master 3
Wong Male 37 Master 9
Ma Female 40 Master 16

During this present study, six writing classes were observed over two weeks in early October 2023, encompassing
two classes from each instructor. Yin and Ma, during their observed classes, focused on paragraph-building for Primary
Education majors, while Wong delved into letter-writing for Business English majors. Of all the classes observed, Mr.
Wong's morning sessions served as a representative of the writing instruction procedures followed by all three
instructors, demonstrating a distinct product orientation.

The writing classes unfolded in a well-equipped lecture room, boasting five standing air-conditioners and 64 seats,
each equipped with a computer. Given class sizes ranging from 35 to 49 students, every student had access to a
computer. The teacher's platform featured a desktop computer, a touch-pad screen, and two blackboards on either side.

Wong commenced his lecture by reviewing the format of formal letters covered in previous classes. Standing at the
platform and efficiently operating the screen with a touch pen, Wong utilized a microphone to ensure clear
communication. Most students watched and listened without note-taking, with a few capturing images of the screen and
some intermittently checking their phones.

After the review, Wong introduced the learning goals and initiated a discussion on when letters of thanks are needed.
Following limited responses from the students, he transitioned to an exercise uploaded to an interactive online course
platform called Xuexitong. This platform allowed students to log in and complete assigned exercises using their
cellphones, with their written responses recorded and shared on the screen. Wong then checked and explained the

% The names of the English teachers used in this report are pseudonyms.
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answers, emphasizing the importance of expressing thanks appropriately. The next step involved students listing
expressions of gratitude. Observing students’ use of simple words and short sentences, Wong elaborated on techniques
for expressing thanks more sincerely, illustrating the use of modifiers, such as adjectives and adverbs, and constructing
complex sentences. He then assigned students to write five complex sentences using the techniques mentioned. Several
minutes later, some students were invited to read their complex sentences aloud, receiving oral feedback from Wong,
who also orally checked and improved all sentences submitted to the Xuexitong platform.

After a 10-minute break, students were tasked with reading two model letters in the textbook, identifying who was
thanked and for what reason. Wong facilitated discussions, encouraging students to underline key words and sentence
patterns for expressing thanks. Following the model text analysis, students were instructed to compose a letter of thanks
by arranging provided sentences in the correct order. Some students shared their work, and this order-sequencing
exercise was followed by a blank-filling exercise, using prompts provided in Chinese. Wong provided comments,
alternatives, and reinforced key expressions while checking the blank-filling exercise.

In the last 15 minutes of the class, Wong highlighted words and expressions of showing thanks, complex sentence
patterns, and the information flow of a thanks letter. He concluded his lesson by assigning a writing task: composing a
letter of thanks based on a given prompt. Students were required to submit their writing to an automatic feedback
website called Pigai.org before the deadline. A summary of Wong’s teaching procedures is depicted in the following
Table 3.

TABLE 3
A SUMMARY OF WONG’S CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION PROCEDURE (A 90-MINUTE LESSON)

Time length Activities
(in minutes)
5 Reviewing
5 Warm-up: The purpose of writing a thanks letter

Exercise 1: whether the statements are pleasant or not?
10° Word and phrases

Exercise 2: list words and phrases that you know to express thanks
30° Sentence patterns: complex sentences

What is a complex sentence?

What features do complex sentences have compared with simple sentences?
How to make complex sentences?

Exercise 3: Combine two simple sentences together to make a complex sentence
Exercise 4: Write five complex sentences expressing your thanks

12° Model text analysis

Present three common sections of a correspondence letter:

State the purpose for writing--who

Present details for writing--what details

Restate your purpose

Exercise 5: Read two model thanks letters and figure out the expressions for each of the
three sections above.

18’ Letter composing exercises

Exercise 6: Compose a letter of thanks with given sentences;

Exercise 7: Filling in the blanks of a letter of thanks

10° Summary and writing assignment

A Summary of the unit: words and expressions;

Writing assignment: write a letter of thanks based on the prompt given.

In conclusion, Wong's L2 writing procedures demonstrated a structured approach incorporating multimedia,
interactive learning platforms, diverse instructional methods, and a focus on language features. His bottom-up approach
allowed students to progress from words and phrases to sentence patterns and text analysis systematically. While
Wong's approach exhibits potential strengths, some identifiable weaknesses call for consideration and improvement.
Notably, the paucity of context analysis in Wong's letter-writing instruction may hinder its effectiveness. Different
contexts demand distinctively various writing styles, tones, and levels of formality. Neglecting context analysis might
risk producing language that may not align with the intended audience, potentially leading to misunderstandings and
ineffective communication. Furthermore, students’ low participation and engagement in Wong’s class cannot be ignored.
Although Wong encouraged students’ participation through various guiding questions, interactions were minimal, with
Wong often providing answers himself.

V. TEACHERS’ BELIEFS UNDERPINNING CLASSROOM PRACTICES

Following each class, the instructors' slides were compiled to facilitate discussions on the beliefs guiding their
instructional approaches. The subsequent questions aimed to unveil the rationale behind their teaching methods,
encompassing their primary focus in writing instruction, their perspective on instructional approaches, and their
strategies for providing feedback on students' written texts.

A. Teachers’ Focus in Teaching Writing

A fundamental expectation for polytechnic student writers is the ability to articulate ideas clearly and accurately in
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their writing. All three teachers acknowledged that their writing instruction aligns with the requirements of the English
curriculum and addresses challenges perceived by students, albeit with slight variations in identifying major issues in
students’ writing.

Yin pointed out that many of her students encounter difficulties in gathering and organizing ideas for writing, coupled
with struggles in language proficiency leading to inaccurate sentence construction. Consequently, Yin prioritizes idea
generation and language accuracy as focal points in her writing instruction. Ma concurred with Yin on the significance
of content and organization in teaching writing, highlighting a prevalent lack of unity and coherence in students' written
texts. Ma also acknowledged language-related challenges, particularly in grammar. Therefore, her teaching focus
centers on assisting students in crafting coherent and accurate written expressions.

Similar to Yin and Ma, Wong identified issues in students' writing, primarily revolving around content and limited
vocabulary. He noted that students often face challenges in generating ideas when given a writing prompt and, even
after formulating ideas, struggle to find suitable words. Consequently, Wong asserted that his teaching primarily centers
on guiding students in acquiring appropriate vocabulary first, then constructing sentences, and ultimately composing a
passage, with a significant emphasis on imitating model texts.

While the three teachers unanimously agreed that the core of writing instruction lies in assisting students in gathering
and expressing ideas in appropriate language, they acknowledged the challenge of balancing language focus and the
writing process within the constraints of limited classroom time. Despite recognizing the importance of guiding learners’
writing process, the observed instructors indicated a predominant focus on correct language use.

B.  Teachers’ Understanding of Approaches to Teaching Writing

The three teachers share a belief that product and process approaches to teaching writing should be integrated. They
perceive their teaching methods as a fusion of both product and process orientations, aligning with the philosophy
outlined in the writing curriculum. In discussions about alternative teaching approaches in L2 writing, Wong and Ma
mentioned the "Lengthen Approach", proposed by Wang Chuming, encouraging students to write lengthy essays
without excessive focus on errors (Wang & Wang, 2020).

“I've heard positive things about the Lengthen Approach, but given the diverse proficiency levels and the constraints
of class size, | haven't experimented with it.” (Wong)?

“I've noticed the popularity of genre-based teaching methods. I might consider applying this approach in teaching
workplace genres next semester.” (Yin)

Yin, on the other hand, shared her experience of implementing the Production-Oriented Approach (POA), initiated by
Wen Qiufang, aiming to challenge prevalent text-centered and input-based teaching approaches and emphasizing
productive skills (Wen, 2018). Besides, Yin's consideration of genre-based teaching methods for workplace genres in
the future demonstrates a willingness to explore diverse approaches.

Despite their openness to diverse approaches, all three teachers confirmed that they had not undergone specific
training in writing instruction. They rely on their own judgment, adapting their methods based on students' proficiency
levels, needs, and available textbook resources.

In summary, the instructors advocate for an integrated approach, blending both product and process orientations, in
line with the writing curriculum. Their consideration of alternative approaches reflects an openness to exploration.
However, the absence of specific training highlights the potential gap in teacher preparation for the latest writing
methodologies, emphasizing the need for professional development in L2 writing instruction.

C. Teachers’ Feedback Practices and Perspectives

With Pigai.org being widely used in their classrooms, understanding teachers' perspectives and practices regarding its
implementation for writing feedback is essential. Pigai.org, a popular online platform in Chinese educational institutions,
offers automated grading for English essays. All three teachers express a positive attitude toward its effectiveness. Yin
values its immediate syntactic guidance, Ma sees it as a tool for self-editing, and Wong highlights its ability to showcase
progress and check for plagiarism. However, they unanimously recognize its limitations in providing minimal guidance
on content and discourse, emphasizing it can't be solely relied upon for comprehensive feedback.

“Due to time constraints, I cannot check all texts students write. I read some of them, select several typical samples,
and present them to the whole class in my slides (with students’ names removed). The entire class is encouraged to
discuss with their group mates and conduct oral evaluations together based on an evaluation form I provide.” (Yin)

Yin adopts a collaborative evaluation approach due to time constraints. She selects samples to present to the class,
encouraging collective discussion and oral evaluations. However, practical challenges arise in implementing this
collaborative evaluation in real classroom settings. During one of Yin's classes, attempts to engage students in
evaluating sample compositions faced resistance, with most students remaining silent. Eventually, Yin provided
feedback herself, focusing on common problem areas. Unlike Yin’s unsuccessful attempts, Ma expresses reservations
about peer review, citing students' hesitancy and potential face-threatening nature. Wong stands out as the only teacher,
among the three, actively exploring peer evaluation and observing that pair evaluation within desk-mates appears more

3 A group discussion with the three instructors was conducted in Chinese, and quotations of their perceptions are translated into English by the first
author.
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effective than group evaluation involving four or more students.

“Some students may be lazy, making only simple corrections in a few places in doing written feedback. When peer
evaluation is done with a desk mate, the presence of two people sitting together allows for ongoing communication and
explanation, and they tend to be more serious about it.” (Wong)

Despite the challenges, Wong believes that peer review can be beneficial when students take it seriously. He
acknowledges that capable students can provide valuable feedback but emphasizes that, in most cases, students tend to
trust teachers' feedback over peer suggestions.

The teachers' beliefs and practices underscore the importance of combining technological tools with teacher/peer
feedback. Challenges in collaborative evaluation point to the need for refined strategies to enhance students’
participation. Wong's exploration of pair evaluation within desk mates offers insights into potential improvements in the
efficiency of peer evaluation methods.

VI. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

In summary, the English writing curriculum in this Chinese polytechnic college aligns with the national English
Syllabus for polytechnic EFL learners, emphasizing the integration of product and process approaches alongside
workplace writing genres. The curriculum suggests a potential shift toward process and genre-based approaches,
consistent with previous analyses on English curriculum in Chinese undergraduate universities (Yu et al., 2022).
However, classroom observations reveal a persistent product-oriented focus on writing instruction among three
instructors, indicating a gap between official curriculum intent and classroom practice. It also highlights that process-
and genre-based writing approaches have not been widely embraced by instructors despite decades of promotion (Lee &
Wong, 2014). Nevertheless, insights into teachers' perceptions reflect a certain level of awareness and exploration of
novel approaches among educators (Zhang et al., 2015), providing a foundation for future exploration and
implementation of innovative approaches in polytechnic EFL writing instruction.

The report raises concerns about the alignment between the writing curriculum and teaching practices in Chinese
EFL writing instruction. Despite claims of a blended approach, the predominant focus remains on product-oriented
instruction, probably limiting opportunities for learners’ comprehensive writing development. Additionally, the lack of
context analysis in teaching procedures, as observed in Wong's letter-writing instruction, may lead to inappropriate
variations in language styles, tones, and formality levels, potentially resulting in ineffective communication.

To address these concerns, there is a pressing need to reevaluate the implementation of different approaches in L2
writing courses. Teacher educators can play a pivotal role in providing training and workshops to bridge these
approaches within the L2 writing curriculum. Collaboration between teacher educators and writing teachers is essential
to critically reflect on the existing curriculum and enhance the effective integration of innovative approaches in EFL
writing instruction. Despite a lack of formal training in teaching writing, teachers show signs of embracing new
approaches, suggesting that continuous exposure to writing theories and approaches may encourage more teachers to
experiment with innovative methods in their EFL writing instruction.

However, this observational report provides only a glimpse into English writing instruction for English majors in
polytechnic colleges in China. Longitudinal research is necessary to deepen our understanding of how writing teachers
shape their beliefs about L2 writing and how effectively their instruction impacts polytechnic learners' writing
competence. Additionally, further studies from the students' perspective are essential to uncover factors influencing their
development in EFL writing, especially considering the observed low participation and engagement during the
classroom instruction in this present study.
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Abstract—This study followed a systemic functional linguistics approach to demonstrate how war trauma is
ideologically represented in Kevin Powers’ The Yellow Birds (2012). It aimed at exploring how Powers’
lexicogrammatical choices reveal the psychological, emotional, and social consequences of war as experienced
by American soldiers in Iraq in 2003. Drawing upon Halliday’s ideational (transitivity), interpersonal
(modality and power dynamics), and textual (thematic structure) metafunctions, the analysis focused on the
exploration of transitivity processes, thematic structure, and experiential meaning to show how trauma is
linguistically encoded in the interactions among characters, mainly soldiers and sergeants. Based on a
qualitative, exploratory methodology, the study analyzed material, mental, and relational processes to reveal
the characters’ inner tensions, power dynamics, and identity struggles. Findings showed that Powers employs
fragmented syntax and vivid imagery to reflect the disorientation and dissociation commonly associated with
traumatic experiences. Such linguistic choices highlighted three major themes: the psychological impact of war,
the loss of innocence, and the complexities of human relationships during wartime. Furthermore, the novel’s
use of discourse markers and modality reveals deep moral ambiguity and misuse of authority in wartime.
Further research may address trauma discourse in other post-9/11 war fiction across different cultural
contexts.

Index Terms—metafunctions, SFL, The Yellow Birds, transitivity, war trauma discourse

I. INTRODUCTION

There have been an increasing number of novels written about the war on terror in Iraq. After the end of the Cold
War, the US was a target for a number of terrorist attacks that included bombing the American embassies in Kenya and
Tanzania in 1998 and the 9/11 attacks. In the face of this, the US attacked Afghanistan to overthrow the Taliban regime,
which declared its responsibility for the 9/11 attacks. After the 9/11 events, post-9/11 fiction was brought to the fore to
record the traumas of the terror acts. According to Maitland (2021), such fiction emerged as a distinct literary genre as
they represented wars and other related internal and external crises in an unprecedented manner. In 2003, the US
invaded Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein, who was claimed to be a threat to world security. Though the war in Iraq
ended in 2007 with the withdrawal of US troops, Bassil (2012) mentions that Iraq is now torn apart by crime as well as
regional and religious divisions. Although numerous formal news reports and historic reviews addressed the American
invasion of Iraq and the atrocities experienced by Iraqi people, little has been written on the impact of war on American
soldiers.

In his interview with the Guardian, the American novelist Kevin Powers explained that although there were so many
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reports coming from Iraq, people did not know what it was like during the war. He attributed the increasing number of
novels written about the Iraq War to the fact that these novels tended to give readers a detailed portrait of what was
going on there and how people felt physically, emotionally, and psychologically (Holstun, 2019). In general, the Iraq
War novels dwell on the emotions and responses of all the people involved, whether American soldiers and veterans on
one side or the Iraqi people on the other side. Despite the large number of academic studies that addressed war novels
(e.g., Smithpeters, 2005; Masmoudi, 2015; Musial, 2020; among others), few studies have been concerned with
exploring the ideological representation of war trauma in such works from a systemic functional linguistic (SFL)
perspective, which is an approach to discourse analysis that views language as a social semiotic system that shapes and
is shaped by its use in social contexts. It analyzes the relationship between language and social issues. It explores how
language is used to construct meaning on different social, temporal, and spatial scales. More specifically, it examines
the metafunctions of language (ideational, interpersonal, and textual) to understand how meaning is created and
communicated through language (cf. Halliday & Webster, 2009; Martin et al., 2019).

Towards achieving this objective, the novel titled The Yellow Birds (Powers, 2012) is selected as the data source. It
was written by Kevin Powers, a novelist and a former soldier in the US Army. It explores the devastating impact of war
on young soldiers, represented in the novel by the two friends John Bartle and Daniel Murphy, during their deployment
in Iraq. Powers draws from his own first-hand experiences in the military to provide readers with an unflinching
portrayal of the physical and psychological toll that war takes on individuals. With its haunting prose and powerful
storytelling, The Yellow Birds has garnered widespread praise and numerous literary awards, solidifying Powers’
reputation as a talented and insightful writer. The novel delves deep into the minds of its characters, capturing their
fears, guilt, and struggles to reconcile their actions with their sense of morality (Sagar & Shehadah, 2021).

Voice (2018) argues that by examining the linguistic choices and patterns used in narratives of war trauma,
researchers can gain insights into the psychological and emotional impact of war on individuals and communities.
Therefore, this study proposes that the application of SFL to the analysis of war trauma literary discourse would help a
better understanding of the ways in which people express their experiences during and after war. It tends to answer one
main question: How does SFL uncover the aspects of war trauma and its related ideological representations in Kevin
Powers’ The Yellow Birds? By answering this question, the study aims at exploring the ways in which trauma is
portrayed in Powers’ novel and how SFL can be used to identify and analyze the linguistic markers of trauma in
narrative discourse. The findings of this study will contribute to the field of trauma literary discourse studies by
showing how trauma is linguistically represented and structured, i.e., how lexicogrammatical choices (mainly
transitivity and modality) encode psychological suffering and reveal trauma-related experiences such as fragmentation
and dissociation. This would help to go beyond the subjective and purely thematic interpretation of trauma narratives,
thereby reinforcing or challenging dominant ideologies about war.

The rest of the present paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews related literature on the application of SFL to
the analysis of literary works and discusses the theoretical link between SFL and literary discourse studies, with a
special focus on war trauma. Section 3 explains the study methodology in terms of the research design and procedure of
analysis. Section 4 analyzes the novel’s text. Section 5 discusses the major findings and relates them to the findings of
previous studies. Section 6 is the conclusion, where key points are summarized and topics for future research are
presented.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL)

SFL is a theoretical framework in discourse analysis that provides a comprehensive understanding of language as a
social semiotic system. Developed by Halliday (1978, 1994), SFL focuses on how language functions in various
contexts and how it reflects and shapes social structures and relationships. At the core of SFL are three key concepts:
metafunctions, thematic structure, and experiential meaning. These concepts offer insights into the different ways
language is used to convey meaning and fulfil communicative purposes (Van, 2021). Metafunctions mark the different
ways in which language serves different purposes and functions, including ideational, interpersonal, and textual
metafunctions. The ideational metafunction is concerned with how language represents and expresses people’s
experiences and knowledge of the world. The interpersonal metafunction focuses on how language is used to establish
and negotiate social relationships and roles. The textual metafunction deals with how language is organized and
structured to create coherent and cohesive texts. Metafunction analysis looks at how information is presented as
retrievable from what has already been said or whether new information is being introduced. It helps to identify the
theme and rheme in a text, which are important for understanding the point of departure and the exposition of that point
(Yang, 2017). Together, these metafunctions provide a comprehensive understanding of how language works to convey
meaning and enable communication.

Essential to understanding Halliday’s ideational metafunction is the concept of ‘tramsitivity’, which is textually
realized through lexicogrammatical patterns at the clause level. In the present study, Halliday’s transitivity framework
(Halliday, 1994) is used to analyze the interaction among the main characters in The Yellow Birds. This involves
analyzing the types of processes (lexical verbs), participants (nouns) and circumstances (adverbs/adverbials/adjuncts)
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used by Powers to explore the inner and outer conflicts in the novel’s characters by encoding the
representational/experiential meanings in their conversations. Halliday identified six processes as follows: three main
processes (material, mental, and relational) and three minor processes (existential, verbal, and behavioural).
Participants’ roles rely on the main verb in the clause associated with a particular type of process. Firstly, material
processes represent the actions and events that are taking place with one participant (Actor) causing or initiating the
action and another (Goal) receiving the action. Secondly, mental processes represent how the participants feel and think
(Senser) regarding different things or issues (Phenomena). Thirdly, relational processes represent the state of things and
the relations among them, including the relation between the Carrier (reference) and Attribute (aspect). Fourthly,
existential processes are located between material and relational processes by representing the participant who simply
exists or happens in the world (Existent), and it is usually identified by the empty subject ‘there’. Fifthly, verbal
processes are located between relational and mental processes. They represent how people express their feelings,
perceptions, and thoughts. They mark two types of participants: Sayer (who speaks) and Recipient (who receives the
message). Sixthly and finally, behavioural processes are located between mental and material processes, as they mark
how the participant’s (Behaver’s) inner workings of mind and physiological states are manifested.

The second key component of the SFL approach is that of thematic structure. It refers to the organization of
information in a text or discourse. It involves the selection and arrangement of elements to create a coherent and
cohesive message. As argued by Alaei and Ahangari (2016), examining the thematic structure of a text helps to
understand how the information is presented and emphasized and how it contributes to the overall meaning and purpose
of that text. Experiential meaning, the third key component of the SFL approach, focuses on how language represents
and construes people’s experiences and interactions with the world. It looks at how language is used to describe events,
entities, and relationships, and how these descriptions shape people’s understanding and interpretation of reality, social
structures, and relationships (Bartlett & O’Grady, 2017). Taken together, the concepts of metafunctions, thematic
structure, and experiential meaning offer valuable insights into the ways language is used to convey meaning and fulfil
communicative purposes.

Having explained the core of the SFL approach and the way it addresses the social aspects of language, it is
important to acknowledge its limitations. SFL primarily focuses on written texts and may not fully capture the nuances
and complexities of spoken language. Additionally, some critics (e.g., Frangois, 2018) argue that SFL’s emphasis on
social structures and relationships overlooks individual agency and the role of personal experiences in shaping language
use. Despite these critiques, SFL remains a valuable tool for analyzing and understanding language in a social context.

The following section explains the significance of trauma narratives and their contribution to war discourse dynamics
that could be fully interpreted from an SFL perspective.

B. Trauma and War Fictional Discourse

Trauma is one of the most frequent concepts in war discourse. According to Caruth (1996), the fundamental purpose
of trauma in literature is represented by the unimaginable agony and lasting psychological harm. Caruth’s concept of
trauma is referred to in the literature as the ‘classic model’, according to which psychological laws control and interpret
trauma’s functions and symbols in terms of universal traits and outcomes (Leys, 2000). This led critics to employ a
psychological framework in interpreting how trauma affects language, perception, and society. This classic model
stresses the repressive, repetitive, and dissociative nature of trauma. It establishes a connection between personal trauma
and cultural or historical trauma by emphasizing the intimate bond that exists between the traumatized person, society,
and history.

Since the development of literary trauma theory with the mission of bearing “witness to traumatic histories in such a
way as to attend to the suffering of the other” (Andermahr, 2015, p. 500), there is a close relationship between trauma
literature and progressive political activism (Balaev, 2014). Indeed, trauma literature has been largely associated with a
political cause such as women’s rights and/or anti-war movements. Furthermore, world literature features a strong link
between trauma theory and war fiction, which comprises all the novels and short stories concerned with describing the
horrors and brutality of the war. Although it is an old tradition of literature to talk of war since it dates back to Homer’s
The lliad, Virgil’s The Aeneid, and Beowulf, the outbreak of two great wars in the 20" century made it a distinct literary
genre (Schellinger, 2014). With World War I, many war novels were published where novelists from different countries
came to reflect their anger and disappointment in the war, such as Remarque’s A/l Quiet on the Western Front and
Hemingway’s 4 Farewell to Arms (Hynes, 2011). World War II added to the significance of the war fiction genre,
where many novelists assumed responsibility for witnessing and testifying to the war events (e.g., Biesen, 2005; Henkes,
2001). In such novels, writers, some of whom were war survivors themselves, came to depict the traumatic conditions
of the war on the lips of their characters and narrators (Schellinger, 2014).

Although literary trauma theory was developed much later by the end of the 20th century, the description of
traumatic experiences is one of the most recurrent themes in war fiction in the 20th century. Yet, Craps (2013) argues
that trauma theory has largely failed to recognize the sufferings of non-Westerners. That is why it is largely perceived
as being Eurocentric. Bastable (2014) mentions that the closing years of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st
century witnessed an increasing number of wars and conflicts all over the world addressing the nature of war memories,
ethical groundings, and repercussions. In many of these narratives, survivors come to speak of or tell their histories of
trauma to an attentive listener. Lahti (2012) argues that the recent literary approaches to war fiction reshape our
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scholarly understanding of the texts’ representation of war trauma. She adds that the tragic events of the Iraq War, for
instance, proved that it has become necessary for literary criticism to develop new approaches to trauma experiences in
a different way, which is not limited to war trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder.

C. SFL and Trauma Narratives

By applying the principles of SFL, scholars can delve into the intricate layers of war trauma depicted in literature.
SFL’s emphasis on language as a social semiotic system allows for a nuanced examination of how authors use language
to convey the devastating effects of war on individuals and societies (Nergaard, 2003). Through the analysis of
metafunctions, thematic structure, and experiential meaning, SFL provides a powerful tool to uncover the underlying
meanings and communicative purposes behind literary representations of war trauma. This approach not only enhances
understanding of the psychological and emotional impact of war but also sheds light on the broader social structures and
relationships that are shaped by such traumatic experiences. By analyzing the metafunctions of narratives’ language,
SFL unpacks the intricate ways in which authors depict war trauma (c¢f. Lukin & Webster, 2005). The thematic structure
analysis further reveals the recurring motifs and symbols that serve as powerful metaphors for the devastating
consequences of conflict. Moreover, by examining the experiential meaning, SFL exposes the raw emotions and
personal experiences of individuals affected by war, offering a profound insight into the human condition in times of
crisis (Pasaribu et al., 2020).

Several studies have applied the SFL approach to analyze trauma narratives, shedding light on the complex linguistic
choices made by individuals when recounting their experiences of trauma. For instance, Caddick and Smith (2017)
conducted a study examining the linguistic features of the trauma narratives of veterans, revealing patterns of lexical
choices that reflected their emotional states. Similarly, Tsyntar et al. (2022) explored the syntactic structures used by
survivors of sexual assault in their narratives. They uncovered how these structures served to convey their emotions and
experiences. Also, Matsuoka (2016) conducted an SFL transitivity analysis to reveal how Remarque’s 4/l Quiet on the
Western Front portrays the dehumanization of soldiers through the analysis of material and mental processes. Findings
showed that German soldiers were represented as passive participants (Goals) in material processes. This highlighted
their victimhood and lack of agency during war.

Additionally, Neziri et al. (2024) found that the analysis of material and verbal processes as well as irony in Heller’s
Catch-22 showed the contradiction in military logic. Finally, Al Khazraji (2024) conducted a critical discourse analysis
of Powers’ The Yellow Birds. The analysis of characters’ linguistic choices, metaphorical expressions, and narrative
structures revealed their ideological stances about post-war. These studies highlight the potential of SFL to provide a
deeper understanding of the ways in which individuals navigate and communicate their traumatic experiences.
Furthermore, the application of systemic functional linguistics in the study of trauma narratives has also shed light on
the role of power dynamics and social structures in shaping survivors’ accounts (e.g., Chueasuai, 2017; Zhang & Hu,
2021).

Based on this extensive literature, it is clear that few studies adopted an SFL approach to the analysis of war narrative,
with special focus on war trauma. Therefore, this study seeks to contribute to the field by applying Halliday’s SFL
approach (namely, transitivity framework, thematic structure, and experiential meaning) to Kevin Powers’ The Yellow
Birds in order to explore how linguistic choices represent the inner and outer conflicts experienced by the characters as
a result of war trauma. By focusing on material, mental, and relational processes in the characters’ speech and narration,
the analysis aims to uncover how war trauma shapes identity, agency, and interpersonal relationships in the novel.

III. METHODOLOGY

The research design adopted in the present study is exploratory and qualitative in nature, as it allows for a deep
understanding of the phenomenon under investigation and captures rich and descriptive data (Dornyei, 2007). The main
corpus of the present study is Kevin Powers’ The Yellow Birds (2012), first edition. The key concepts of SFL, including
the metafunctions of the novel’s language, thematic structure, and discourse structure revealing the power dynamics
among characters, are applied to the text. Linking these concepts helps to unpack the ideological representations of the
Iraqg War traumatic experiences (cf. Caruth, 1996). Following Riyono et al. (2018), the analysis will explore the
significance of the Powers’ lexical and syntactic choices to depict the traumatic experiences of characters as well as
their ideological stances. It will also reveal the hidden ideologies behind modality, discourse markers (both referential
and interpersonal), and discourse structure employed by the author when depicting such traumatic events (cf- Maschler
& Schiffrin, 2015).

Of the six processes marking Halliday’s transitivity framework (Halliday, 1994), the analysis will focus on the
material, mental, and relational processes to cast light on power dynamics among the different participants in the novel.
The analysis of material processes will help to identify the main characters causing (Actors) and affected (Goal) by war
traumatic events. Also, analyzing mental processes will help to reveal characters’ (Sensers’) thoughts and feelings about
war events. Finally, the analysis of relational processes will help to identify the key attributes of characters as Carriers.
The purposeful sampling technique is implemented to identify the clauses that reveal the novel’s thematic structure as
well as the attributes that Powers ascribes to characters. This is done manually for more accurate verb categorization
since Bartle’s voice as a narrator and as a key character in the plot intermingles.
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IV. DATA ANALYSIS

Powers’ The Yellow Birds (2012) is set in the two Iraqi cities of Mousel and Al Tafar where Powers himself worked
as an army machine gunner. The story is about Bartle, who is sent to Iraq and promises Murphy’s mother to keep him
safe. At first, Bartle did not like to promise Murphy’s mother anything. However, Murphy dies, and this affects Bartle
badly, as he considers himself responsible for Murphy’s death. After the war, Bartle comes home, but he still acts as if
he were still in Iraq. He still lives the moments of war with all its cruelty and brutality. It is through the description of
literary trauma that Powers was able to describe the Iraq War in all its details.

The following sections analyzes the novel in terms of the metafunctions of its language as well as the transitivity
framework and its role in highlighting the novel’s thematic structure, power dynamics, and ideological representations.

A. The Metafunctions of the Novel

This section explores how the novel’s language is used to construct meaning and convey ideological perspectives. By
focusing on the choices made by Powers in terms of language and thematic structure, this framework enables a detailed
examination of the ideological representations grounded in the characters’ traumatic experiences. As far as the
ideational metafunction of Powers’ language in The Yellow Birds is concerned, it is found that it serves as a powerful
tool in conveying the psychological and emotional toll of war. By using vivid imagery and poetic language, Powers
invites readers to intimately experience the characters’ trauma, forcing them to confront the harsh realities of war. For
example, in chapter 10, Powers describes Bartle’s experience of witnessing Murph’s death in vivid detail using sensory
language to immerse the reader in the chaos and horror of war. Consider the following excerpt.

We pulled Murph free from the tangle of brush and laid him out in some shadow of respectability. We stood
and looked him over. He was broken and bruised and cut and still pale except for his face and hands, and now
his eyes had been gouged out, the two hollow sockets looking like red angry passages to his mind. His throat
had been cut nearly. (Powers, 2012, p. 127)

This excerpt challenges the dominant narrative of heroism and honor often associated with war. Rather, it offers a
raw and unfiltered perspective on the lasting psychological effects that soldiers endure. Through his vivid descriptions
of the soldiers’ physical and emotional scars, Powers humanizes them and reminds readers of the war atrocities. In war,
all people are just numbers. It does not matter whether the killed is Malik (the Iraqi interpreter), the hajji fucks (as
Sergeant Sterling calls them), or Murphy. Bartle’s philosophy is that war kills everybody.

In many instances throughout the novel, the first-person narrator adopts a poetic style and communicates his thoughts
through well-structured short sentences, as shown in the following lines taken from the novel.

To go on, only to go on, (p. 8)

I felt like I was looking at a lie, but I didn’t mind. The world makes liars of us all, (p. 35)
It only comes back faster and with more force, (p. 43)

And all the little embers burned like lamps to light my way, (p. 109)

Everything falls away from everything else. (p. 134)

As can be easily observed, the sentences are short and well-formed. Such well-formedness reflects a sense of
persuasion ability. That is, Bartle/the narrator is a psychologically balanced man who comes to witness and tell history.
Using an extended image of canaries, Powers depicts the American soldiers in Iraq as canaries, just as the canaries
Murphy’s father bought and set free from the cages. Although the canaries were freed from the cages, they willingly
ceased to sing. They still live in their past, where they were caged and unable to sing. Back in the US, the American
soldiers who were sent to the war cannot live their normal lives. They are literally caged. They live in voluntary
imprisonment since they lost their vitality in the Iraqi desert, where their souls are now buried. Now, they are just
soulless bodies. Bartle himself is a canary that is finally set free from prison, but he is not able to lead a normal life.
This extended image recalls the title of the novel, which is suggestive and symbolic. The author indicates that the sweet
birds of youth were thrown into the yellow deserts, and these sweet birds turned out to be yellow and dry, just like the
desert.

The use of metaphors and symbolism in the novel further enhances the exploration of war trauma. For instance, the
recurring image of war as an unstoppable, mythic force that kills patiently and mercilessly, “The war tried to kill us in
the spring. ... While we ate, the war fasted, fed by its own deprivation. It made love and gave birth and spread through
fire” (p. 8). Death is pervasive and gruesome, and identities are stripped of identity, “The war had killed thousands by
September. Their bodies lined the pocked avenues at irregular intervals... the faces puffed and green, allergic now to
life” (p. 8). Such vivid imagery transports the reader into the heart of the battlefield, where the weight of the characters’
suffering becomes almost palpable. They experience moral dissonance, caught between horror and necessity. For
instance, Bartle mentions, “/ realized with a great shock that I was shooting at him and that I wouldn’t stop until [ was
sure that he was dead, and I felt better knowing we were killing him together” (p. 18).

The excessive repetitions in the novel, as in “the war tried to kill us in the spring” (p. 3) and “the war tried to kill us
as the heat blanched all colour from the plains” (p. 3) serve to describe the traumatic experiences of the characters due
to the relentless nature of war. Furthermore, the author’s deliberate use of fragmented syntax and fragmented narrative
structure mirrors the fragmented lives of the soldiers. Such fragmented syntactic structures emphasize the disorientation
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and confusion experienced by those who have been through traumatic events. For example, Powers utilizes fragmented
syntax to convey the fractured state of mind of Bartle, as shown in the following example.
I put my hand on Murph’s shoulder. “We’re going to be cool,” I said. “We’ve got each other. We know what’s
up”. (p. 31)

This stylistic choice of disjointed and fragmented sentences creates a sense of unease and instability for the reader as
it mirrors the psychological turmoil that soldiers used to face. Similarly, Powers’ use of fragmented narrative structure
further reinforces such disorientation and confusion. The narrative jumps back and forth in time and blurs the lines
between past and present, memory and reality. This narrative technique serves to immerse readers in the fragmented and
shattered world of war and allows them to empathize with the soldiers and understand the lasting impact of their
experiences. Additionally, the author’s choice of using the passive voice, as seen in “He would be buried and forgotten
by all but her .... We were covered in dust and deafened before any sound could reach us”, suggests a lack of agency
and control over their own fates. Also, it highlights the power dynamics at play.

The interpersonal metafunction of Powers’ The Yellow Birds is evident through his characters’ internal struggles and
their relationships with each other. Powers skillfully portrays the complex dynamics among soldiers, highlighting the
bonds formed in the face of adversity. This metafunction not only enhances the overall narrative but also underscores
the need for empathy and understanding in a world marked by violence and conflict. Powers expertly captures the
conflicting emotions of camaraderie and fear that exist within these relationships, showing how they can both
strengthen and fracture under the pressure of war. Consider the following excerpt from chapter 1.

The war had killed thousands by September. Their bodies lined the pocked avenues at irregular intervals. They
were hidden in the alleys, were found in bloating piles in the troughs of the hills outside the cities, the faces
buffed and green, allergic now to life. The war had tried its best to kill us all: man, woman, child. (Powers,
2012, p. 8)

In this scene, Powers depicts a group of soldiers huddled together in a foxhole during a fierce battle. As the bombs
explode around them, their shared fear and vulnerability create an unbreakable bond. However, as the battle rages on
and casualties mount, the constant threat of death begins to erode these relationships. This exposes the fragile nature of
human connections in times of extreme stress and trauma.

At the textual level, the theme and rheme in most sentences are clearly established. The theme is concerned with the
exploration of the emotional and psychological effects of war on soldiers, while the rheme focuses on the impact of loss
and the constant presence of death in war. In so doing, Powers managed to explore the emotional and psychological
effects of war on soldiers and how these effects can manifest in their relationships with others. For instance, in Bartle’s
statement that “We thought that if we remained ordinary, we would not die”, the theme (‘we thought’) introduces the
soldiers’ mental state about their own coping mechanism in the face of constant threat. The rtheme ( “that if we remained
ordinary, we would not die”’) reveals their naive belief in the protective power of ordinariness. This new information
exposes the flawed logic and the tragic human attempt to impose order on chaos. The clause thus embodies the larger
theme of disillusionment and the failure of internal narratives to shield one from the brutality of war.

The use of discourse markers throughout the novel is crucial to understanding characters’ perspectives. They serve as
signposts that guide readers through the narrative and shape the flow of information. Powers strategically employs these
markers to highlight the characters’ internal struggles, the complex nature of war, and the moral dilemmas they face.
For example, when Bartle reflects on his experiences in Iraq, he uses the discourse marker ‘however’ to mark the
transition between his initial idealism and the harsh realities of war. This conveys his internal struggle and the
disillusionment he feels. Additionally, the use of ‘meanwhile’ allows Powers to juxtapose different storylines and
perspectives with the main objective of providing a multifaceted view of the characters’ experiences. Another
interesting example is related to Murphy, who grapples with the ethical dilemma of following orders versus acting on
his own moral compass. This internal conflict is highlighted through the use of the discourse marker ‘yet’ to contrast
Murphy’s desire to do what is right with the pressures of his military responsibilities.

Furthermore, the use of deontic and epistemic modality was implemented to refer to the speaker’s attitude towards
the truthfulness or likelihood of a statement. Powers’ skillful use of modal verbs and adverbs, such as ‘might’,
‘possibly’, and ‘perhaps’, adds layers of uncertainty and ambiguity to the narrative. Also, they reflect the unpredictable
and chaotic nature of war. This uncertainty is further emphasized by Powers’ choice to include conflicting perspectives
from other characters in the story. For instance, Lieutenant Johnson believes that following orders is the only way to
maintain order and discipline within the military, whereas Sergeant Thompson argues that soldiers should trust their
instincts and act on their own moral compass. This divergence of opinions not only adds depth to the internal conflict
within Murphy but also invites readers to question the notions of duty and morality in the context of war.

B. Transitivity (Material, Mental, and Relational Processes)

This section analyzes how the material, mental, and relational processes unpack the ideational metafunction of the
traumatic discourse in the novel. Table 1 summarizes the occurrences of verbs underlying these processes as distributed
over the novel’s main characters: Murphy, Bartle, Sergeant Sterling, and Mrs. LaDonna Murphy.
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TABLE 1
THE FREQUENCY OF VERBS UNDERLYING THE MATERIAL, MENTAL, AND RELATIONAL PROCESSES IN THE NOVEL
Character Material Processes Mental Processes Relational Processes
Actor Goal (Senser) (Carrier)
Bartle 12 8 19 9
Murphy 13 9 6 4
Sterling 14 - 6 8
Murph’s Mother 8 1 7 6

All four characters in the novel assumed the participant roles of Actor and Goal except Sergeant Sterling. Bartle kept
the largest number of verbs associated with mental processes, as he is the protagonist and the narrator in the novel. In
terms of material processes, Powers presents Murphy as wandering off during patrol, engaging with Sergeant Sterling,
and ultimately disappearing, being killed in combat. Bartle leads Murphy as ordered by Sterling, carries out cleanup,
returns home, and withdraws physically. Sergeant Sterling commands patrols, orders Murphy’s movement, and
participates in disposing of Murphy’s body. Mrs LaDonna Murphy sends care packages and contacts Bartle upon
Murphy’s death. Regarding mental processes, Murphy experiences fear and psychological breakdown under fire,
feeling internal guilt and yearning for a meaning to his life. Bartle agonizes over promises to Murphy’s mother. He is
always haunted by memories, guilt, and PTSD symptoms. Sergeant Sterling shows volatile emotional states under stress.
Murphy’s mother feels deep worry and fear for Murphy, seeking truth after his disappearance. Finally, in respect of
relational processes, Murphy is defined by his friendship with Bartle and promise to Murphy’s mother. Bartle relates as
keeper of Murphy’s fate and son-promise to Murphy’s mother. Also, he defines himself via trauma and memory
compared to civilian life. Sergeant Sterling exerts authority over Bartle and Murphy as a disciplinarian and field figure.

The attributes (qualities) of each character can be traced through the adjectives associated with them. Table 2
classifies these adjectives into positive, negative, and neutral.

TABLE 2
A CLASSIFICATION OF THE ADJECTIVES ATTRIBUTED TO THE NOVEL’S KEY CHARACTERS
Character Attributes
Positive Negative Neutral
Bartle relieved spectral listless
happy coward pale
scum young
forgotten alone
angry quiet
wounded (in effect) dry
trembling hollow
Murphy solid aloof short
good dead eighteen
lost blue-eyed
unknowable blond
frightened quiet
palsied American
strange (behavior) tired
Sterling harsh but fair brutal tall
competent dominating muscled
decorated necessary (contextually mixed) white-toothed
admired Hard older
evolutionary (in skill) fucking (aggressive tone) blue-eyed
feared alert
Murphy’s Mother | proud small (contextually frail) younger than my mother
kind frail-looking blond (faded)
excited browned (teeth) working-class (implied by clothing)
generous forgotten (implied later) blue shirt

The adjectives associated with Bartle reflect a person in crisis suffering under the pressure of what he has done and
witnessed. The attributes ‘relieved’ and ‘quiet’ occur at the beginning of the novel, marking a temporary emotional state.
As the narrative deepens, new aspects of his personality are revealed. Adjectives like ‘spectral’, ‘forgotten’ and
‘coward’ mark a man haunted by guilt and alienation, with scars that make him bleed physically and emotionally after
the war. Adjectives like ‘listless’ and ‘pale’ are signs of emotional dissociation common in PTSD. Similarly, Murphy is
initially described as ‘solid’, ‘quiet’, and ‘eighteen’, all of which reflect a childlike person not ready for the atrocities of
war. The transformation in his character is marked through a shift in adjectives. As war started, he became ‘frightened’,
‘aloof’, and ‘unknowable’, and finally ended as a psychological and literal causality that was ‘tired’, ‘lost’, and ‘dead’.
Conversely, Sterling is depicted as an ideal soldier who is ‘competent’, ‘evolutionary’, and ‘admired’. However, he
ends as a tool of violence, being described as ‘harsh’ and ‘brutal’. Before Murphy’s death, his mother is described as an
epitome of maternal love that is ‘kind” and ‘dignified’. After Murphy’s death, she became ‘frail-looking” and ‘faded’.

C. The Thematic Structure of the Novel
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A close reading of The Yellow Birds shows that the author’s thematic view focuses on the psychological impact of
war, the loss of innocence, and the complexities of human relationships during wartime. Powers ideologically
represents war trauma as a deeply personal and isolating experience, having almost all characters grappling with guilt,
fear, and the haunting war memories. In so doing, he highlights the devastating effects of war on both the individual and
the whole society. Furthermore, he explores the theme of the loss of innocence as young soldiers like Bartle are exposed
to the harsh war realities that force them to abandon their youthful naivety. The novel also shows the complexities of
human relationships, as soldiers form intense bonds with their comrades while struggling to maintain connections with
their loved ones at home. Such bonds formed among soldiers in the middle of war are forged through shared
experiences of danger and survival. The strain of war not only affects the soldiers themselves but also their families and
acquaintances, further emphasizing the far-reaching consequences of conflict.

Equally important, power dynamics in the novel reflect the broader societal power imbalances during wartime.
Through the exploration of character interactions, readers get to know the ways in which power is exerted, challenged,
and ultimately shaped within the novel. For example, Sergeant Sterling’s authoritative demeanor and control over Bartle
highlight the power imbalance within the military hierarchy. The name itself reflects his power and authority, but
ultimately, he commits suicide. This dynamic is further explored when Bartle witnesses Sterling abusing his power by
mistreating and killing an innocent Iraqi civilian. Another interesting example is when Bartle is assigned to a new
platoon and comes face-to-face with Captain Anderson. Captain Anderson’s unwavering commitment to the mission
and his ability to make decisions instantly solidify his position of power. As the story unfolds, the power dynamics
between Bartle, Sergeant Sterling, Lieutenant Jenkins, and Captain Anderson continue to shape the narrative.

V. DISCUSSION

The study aligns with Caddick and Smith (2017), Tsyntar et al. (2022), and Matsuoka (2016), who used systemic
functional linguistics (SFL) to analyze trauma narratives. That is, drawing upon Halliday’s ideational, interpersonal, and
textual metafunctions, this study showed how war discourse in Kevin Powers’ The Yellow Birds is stylistically crafted
to construct trauma through war narratives. It revealed how lexicogrammatical choices reflect soldiers’ emotional
distress and psychological disintegration. Also, it showed how material, mental, and relational processes portray
trauma’s impact on identity and agency, while fragmented syntax and metaphors mirror disorientation and loss. For
instance, the predominance of mental processes and fragmented syntax reflect Bartle’s internal disorientation, similar to
how Matsuoka (2016) showed dehumanization of soldiers via mental and material processes. Additionally, the use of
discourse markers and modality uncovers deeper ideological tensions, particularly concerning power dynamics and the
dehumanizing effects of war.

The ideational metafunction is evident in the way Powers explores the psychological and emotional impact of war on
soldiers, leaders, and families, particularly Bartle. Through Bartle’s introspective narration, readers gain insight into the
inner workings of his mind and the profound effects of his experiences on his mental and emotional state, especially
after the loss of Murphy. This metafunction also allows Powers to delve into larger themes such as guilt, trauma, and
the loss of innocence. In this regard, Koussouhon and Dossoumou (2015) offered empirical evidence on the role of
ideational metafunction analysis in encoding a writer’s experience and his/her own version of reality.

Additionally, the analysis of the interpersonal metafunction helped to explore the relationships among characters. For
instance, the interactions among Bartle, Sergeant Sterling, and Captain Anderson are characterized by a constant
struggle for power and control. These power dynamics not only shape the narrative but also raise questions about the
morality of war and the responsibility of those in positions of power. This finding affirms Chueasuai’s proposition that
the analysis of the interpersonal function of a novel is an effective analytical tool for uncovering power dynamics
among the participants, given the text’s lexicogrammatical features (Chueasuai, 2017).

The textual metafunction is evident in Powers’ stylistic choices and narrative structure. The fragmented and non-
linear nature of the storytelling reflects Bartle’s fragmented psyche and disjointed memories. Powers’ use of symbolism,
metaphor, and extended imagery helped to enhance the novel’s thematic depth. This is also affirmed by Saldivar (2014),
who showed that metaphors, symbols, and other stylistic choices influence readers’ minds by rendering thoughts more
engaging and interesting. Through Powers’ use of vivid images and descriptive language (through adjectives), readers
can almost feel the weight of the soldiers’ burdens and the toll that war takes on their mental and emotional well-being.
For example, Powers’ use of the canary metaphor symbolically represents the loss of vitality and youth due to war. As
Fairclough (1992) argues, such linguistic choices and discursive practices “are ideologically invested in so far as they
incorporate significations which contribute to sustaining or restructuring power relations” (p. 91).

Like previous studies (e.g., Craps, 2013) that criticized literary trauma theory for being Eurocentric and neglecting
non-Western victims, this study reinforces the Western-centric lens of trauma as it focuses on American soldiers’
psychological trauma. Yet, unlike Al Khazraji (2014), who studies The Yellow Birds from a critical discourse analysis
perspective, this study provides a more grounded and data-driven analysis of the novel by integrating the three
metafunctions (ideational, interpersonal, and textual). Finally, while previous studies addressed trauma as a theme, this
study links nonlinear structure, discourse markers, and modality to the cognitive instability of the traumatized mind.
This insight strengthens the explanatory power of SFL in trauma discourse.
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VI. CONCLUSION

This qualitative, exploratory study investigated the ideological representation of war trauma in Kevin Powers’ The
Yellow Birds using an SFL framework. It applied Halliday’s metafunctional model, with special focus on transitivity,
thematic structure, and experiential meaning. Powers’ linguistic choices managed to encode characters’ psychological
sufferings because of war horrors. Furthermore, the analysis of material, mental, and relational processes uncovered
power dynamics and emotional disintegration on the part of soldiers. This notion is also emphasized through the
fragmented narration and symbolic imagery that deepened the impact of traumatic experiences associated with war.
Additionally, discourse markers and modality exposed ideological stances and moral ambiguities within military
hierarchies. Future research may build on this study by applying SFL analysis to a wider range of post-9/11 war
narratives or by comparing representations of trauma across different cultural or linguistic contexts to further
understand the global dimensions of war discourse.
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